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 Chapter One 
 
    I stepped down the first stair toward the basement, turned, and looked back. Edony stood behind me with her hands pressed to her chest and her violet eyes were wide with fear and wonder. The Duchess was taller than most women, and her colorless blonde hair shone eerily in the dim light while her thin, willowy arms laid frozen against her chest. I’d thought multiple times in the past that she was beautiful, but I never could bring myself to say it in front of her. Edony may have been stunning and waif-like, but she had the ferocity of a wild animal.  
 
    The Duchess’ eyes were a strange shade of purple and only comparable to the wild lilacs grown down the sides of mountains. Her lips were large and pouty, almost as if she constantly tasted something sour. Her face was angular, her nose almost pointed, and her cheekbones high, but her skin was buttery-smooth like a baby’s. 
 
    I smiled softly up at her and offered her my hand in the darkness. So much had happened tonight, and somehow I’d gotten the Duchess on our side. Yes, it’d taken a few lies and false promises, but she was here and followed me down into my laboratory. 
 
    Into my world.  
 
    Where I would make her mine.  
 
    Edony fully believed that I could augment her abilities into something more powerful, and sure, I could do that, but I hadn’t told her that it would utterly wipe her memories. Whatever she wanted to believe, I would let her as long as it gave me more time to create more monster-girls, kill the Queen, and overthrow the matriarchy. My women and I wanted to change the world and we were going to do it either with Edony on our side as she was or as a newly transformed monster-girl.  
 
    “C-Charles?” the Duchess whispered.  
 
    “I’m here, Edony,” I purred. “We’re almost there. There’s no need for you to be scared. You’ve been in my laboratory before.”  
 
    “I-I’m not scared,” Edony hissed. “I’m the duchess, and none can match my power. I’m just… wary of this place.”  
 
    “Oh?” I chuckled. “Does it hold bad memories for you?”  
 
    “No,” the blonde shook her head. “This is the place I fell in love with you, but coming down here always gives me a strange, eerie feeling… As if it’s a place where I don’t belong.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure how to reply to that. For a long time this was a place where she didn’t belong, and I couldn’t dispute that. I’d hidden a lot of things from her down here, and I was on the verge of revealing all of it.  
 
    “Why do you feel that way?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” Edony breathed. “It reminds me of this story my mother used to read me as a child. Have you ever heard of the Cave of the Boaranroks?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head, rested my hand on the door handle, and paused for a moment. “What is it?”  
 
    “Well, it’s a legend about how women received their powers,” the Duchess explained. “Of course I know it can’t be true now, but I used to believe it as a young child. I’ve read some scientific journals that our powers are some sort of mutation in our genetics, but… the story is much different. It’s said that Boaranroks were the first humans on the earth, and they praised women as their gods. There was a cave where the women would congregate and hold arcane rituals to the sky gods. Do I believe in gods? Absolutely not, but these people did. In the story, it said that men would try to sneak into the rituals to watch or even join in. When they stepped foot through the mouth of the cave, the gods struck them down with bolts of lightning. My mother may have added that bit because of the nature of our manifested power, but who knows?” 
 
    “How is this relevant?” I chuckled.  
 
    “I wondered as a child,” Edony explained. “How those men must’ve felt as they crept closer to the mouth of the cave. It was a place where they didn’t belong and were banned from for good reason. I guessed they must’ve been afraid but unbelievably curious about what was going on deep in the cave. I didn’t understand it then if I’m being honest, but the first time I stepped into your laboratory, I did. It’s like I’m one of those men, and I’m creeping into a place where I know I don’t belong. I want to know what’s going on down there and what they’re doing in secret, but I have this feeling that if I step past the threshold, I’ll be blasted out of existence.”  
 
    “Have you always felt this way?” I asked. “When we worked on the first project together, you’d waltz down into the laboratory like it was nothing.”  
 
    “No, I felt it then, too,” the blonde aristocrat breathed. “But I never let it show. I was excited to see you and be near you, but that same sensation would buzz around the pit of my stomach. I’d push past it because I already know there is no such thing as gods, and if there were, we’d probably be praying on our knees to them.”  
 
    “Do you feel that way now?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes,” the Duchess nodded. “But you’re here now and we understand each other. I’m in love with you, Charles, and I know that there’s nothing I should be afraid of down here. I trust you. You’d never do anything to hurt me… even though you did betray me once.”  
 
    “Well, you did threaten to kill me a bunch of times,” I chuckled. “That was the reason why I signed the contract with Ms. Browning. I thought for sure that you were going to kill me and… you did get pretty close that one time in the jail. Edony, I have to ask. Would you have actually hung me on the gallows?”  
 
    “If I’m completely honest,” Edony sighed. “I don’t know. Delphine had gone missing, and we had no other leads. You’d… you’d scorned and thrown my patronage away like it was trash. What else could I do?” 
 
    “Uh, not hang me in the streets?” I chuckled. “But I understand. I am just a male. I wronged you and was the only feasible suspect at the time.”  
 
    “I’m tired of this conversation,” Edony grumbled. “I don’t want to hear of your betrayal ever again. We’ve moved on from it, and we’ll have a wonderful life together because of it. Someday after I’ve been transformed, I will be queen, and you will be my husband.”  
 
    If she was going to be the queen, wouldn’t that make me the king? I doubted that Edony saw it that way. If she were going to control the whole continent, there was no way that I would have even a smidgen of power at my fingertips. It was almost too bad that it wouldn’t work out for her that way. At the end of all of this, sure, she’d be transformed into a monster-girl, but she wouldn’t remember who she once was or the fact that the queen was her enemy.  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Let’s get you into the laboratory, and I can explain a bit more.”  
 
    I yanked the laboratory’s door handle down, leaned my shoulder against it, and swung the door wide. The hinges screamed in protest in the darkened room and I hastily reached for the light switch beside the door frame. The lights hummed to life, flickered for a second, and then illuminated the massive room beyond. Edony leaned in and gazed around the expansive space with wide eyes. She’d been here many times before, but from the way she reacted, it felt as if it were the very first time.  
 
    “My machine,” Edony whispered. “I knew for a fact that it was still here especially if you succeeded with the experiments, but I never thought I’d see it again. To think that this monstrous metal beast brought new life into the world, and I didn’t even know it.”  
 
    The Duchess swept across the room, stood in front of the copper machine, and then pressed the palms of her hands to the cold metal. She stood for a few minutes, sighed under her breath, and then examined the third compartment.  
 
    “Oh, I forget you never got to see it,” I stated. “The third compartment is where everything comes together. I place the beast in the much larger first compartment and the willing aristocrat in the second compartment.”  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest but I couldn’t allow my mask of complete calm to slip for even a second. Edony couldn’t know that all of my women were essentially stolen off the streets and transformed against their will. The Duchess had no idea how the experimentation process worked and if I explained it carefully enough, she’d never know until the moment she stepped inside.  
 
    “And then what, Charles?” Edony murmured. “What happens? What is the need for the third compartment?”  
 
    I had to find a way to work around the fact that the aristocrats died inside of the machine and became completely new creatures. I couldn’t tell her that we’d not only killed Delphine, but Ortensia, too. If I did, the Duchess would have to sentence me to death whether she loved me or not.  
 
    “I don’t want to bore your clever mind with the inelegant details of science, my love,” I purred as I shook my head. “It’s all about the animals that go inside. The beasts are what give their power… Think of my machine as something that aids in the process of the creation of the super-soldiers.” 
 
    “So, it’s the creatures that give them their power?” the Duchess asked. “I don’t understand, how so--” 
 
    “Their powers… combine in my machine,” I waved a hand vaguely. “Their powers are stronger, their bodies are more durable, and they are more athletic than when they went in. In essence, they have evolved into a superior being. The three women I’ve done this on have come out stronger than they ever have been.”  
 
    Edony’s reflection in the machine’s copper panel blinked once, furrowed her brows, and then turned to stare at me over her shoulder. Oh, science, she didn’t look like she believed me. I had to brush over all of the facts very lightly because I couldn’t let her find out what I really did to them. 
 
    “Three women?” Edony asked. “You’ve done this thrice?” 
 
    “Yes,” I smiled. “And all three of them came out as monster-women.” 
 
    “Monster…women?” the blonde aristocrat uttered. “I don’t understand what it means. Are they not super-soldiers? The ones I asked for?” 
 
    “They are,” I nodded. “But they’re not exactly super-soldiers as you would expect, but as I said before, their powers are augmented. They’re all the same aristocratic women they were before with all of their memories and power intact but their strength maximized ten fold. I found all of them through… various correspondence. They were interested in the augmentation of their powers, and they agreed to test it out with me.”  
 
    “Hold on. Wait,” Edony urged. “How did you get the first one? How did you know it would work?”  
 
    “As I said before,” I told her. “Through written correspondence. These women looked for ways to augment their powers, and I wondered if the experiment would work with a female instead of a man.”  
 
    “So, these aristocrats agreed to be experimented on?” Edony asked.  
 
    “Of course!” I laughed from my belly. “They sought me out, I didn’t go looking for them, and they agreed to step into my machine. What came after was a total surprise, though I’d suspected that it would work.”  
 
    “Where are they, Charles?” Edony asked. “These women whom you experimented on and transformed? I assume that they went home to their cities?”  
 
    “No, they stayed here,” I said, and I couldn’t help but feel my heart race at how well my lie was working on the duchess. “They stayed with me so I could continue to study them and make changes to the machine accordingly.”  
 
    “Where?” Edony echoed. “Here? At the manor?” 
 
    “Yes…” I chuckled. “I’m sure you’d love to know that I experimented on Daisy Browning. She was the second woman that came to me about the augmentation and transformation.”  
 
    “D-Daisy Browning?” the Duchess stammered. “I knew… I knew it… I knew it! I may not know the Browning’s very well, but I was aware that their family ability wasn’t super-strength.” 
 
    “Ahhh, my dear,” I sighed as I gave her a wide smile. “You are so intelligent. Of course you knew.” 
 
    “That’s… that’s something else that you kept from me, Charles… It makes me very sad to know that there are so many secrets between us.”  
 
    “I couldn’t tell you, Edony,” I grunted. “But I’m telling you now, aren’t I? I’m laying it all out on the table for you. You’re part of this now and you know that I love you very deeply. I will never keep any secrets from you ever again.”  
 
    And yet, she didn’t know that all of my secrets were locked up tight and she’d never know any of them. I felt a strange, sick satisfaction knowing that the Duchess was utterly under my control. 
 
    And she’d willingly walk into my machine and turn into my monster-girl. 
 
    This was just too perfect.  
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” Edony whispered. “But these women… Are they here? Can… Can I see them?”  
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled. “I bet one of them is with us right now… Aren’t you, Valerie?”  
 
    I turned toward the open laboratory door, and Edony gazed over my shoulder. Just as I’d suspected, the feline-woman phased back into view, stepped forward sheepishly with a sly smile, and bowed her head.  
 
    Her long ash-blonde hair shifted lightly around her shoulders, and her oceanic blue eyes sparkled from the overhead lights. The feline-woman wore a dark brown leotard with criss crossing fabric pieces down the front. Her chocolate brown tail twitched softly behind her out of curiosity, but her fluffy ears were fully erect. She was so beautiful, utterly stunning, and I was lucky enough to call her mine. 
 
    “Hello, Duchess,” Valerie purred. “It’s wonderful to finally meet the woman that Charles is so deeply in love with.”  
 
    The feline-woman’s blue eyes sparkled with understanding and nodded to me when Edony wasn’t looking. The ash-blonde knew what we had to do here… and if we all did it together, the Duchess wouldn’t suspect a thing. I assumed that all of my women listening above knew what I was doing, too, and once they were introduced, would play along with this charade. 
 
    “They know about me?” Edony balked. “How, Charles? You’ve told them about me?”  
 
    “How could I not?” I snickered. “You’re the reason that all of them exist. If it weren’t for you and your patronage, I would’ve never built the machine and accidentally created these monster-women.”  
 
    “Is that what you call them?” Edony asked as she glanced up and down Valerie’s sleek body.  
 
    “Well, super-soldiers seemed a little too impersonal,” I explained. “When I hear those two words, I think of mindless brutes obeying every command. The monster-women are their own people, they have their own likes and dislikes, and I think we should celebrate that. I tried to create drones that would follow your every command blindly, but we all know how that turned out. All of the men I used in my experiments died horrible and painful deaths, but the monster-women flourished.”  
 
    Edony stepped closer to Valerie, but the feline-woman didn’t flinch away from the Duchess. If anything, the ash-blonde stepped closer, smiled warmly, and held her arms to the aristocrat.  
 
    “And they look like they did before the examination?” the Duchess asked. “Except for the small animalistic alterations to their appearances?” 
 
    Edony seemed to have bought my story and I hoped that if I continued to lie believably, there would be no issues from now.  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “All of them resemble who they were before they went through the experiment. This is Valerie Delorie. She’s an aristocrat from the far west and came all of the way here to go through the transformation.”  
 
    “Lovely to meet you, Duchess,” the feline-woman giggled. “We’ve waited a long time to be introduced.” 
 
    “‘We’ve’?” Edony echoed. “I assume you mean the other two women?” 
 
    “Yes,” I grinned. “Let me bring them in. I bet the other two are patiently waiting at the top of the stairs to meet you.”  
 
    “To meet me?” Edony echoed. “Why would they want such a thing?”  
 
    “Well, you already know Daisy, so you don’t have to meet her,” I chuckled. “But, I’m sure the third monster-woman wants to meet you finally.”  
 
    “I’m here, Charles,” the brunette called from the stairs and then stepped inside the laboratory. “I’ve been listening from above while you told the duchess of your brilliant experiments.” 
 
    Daisy held one hand against the doorframe and paused for a second. Her dark brown hair rustled with a light wind as it shifted down the laboratory stairwell. Her enormous honey-colored eyes moved in between the Duchess and me for a second, and then she stepped fully into the room. She was much shorter than Valerie, at least by four or five inches, and when they stood side by side, the brunette only came up to the feline-woman’s shoulder.  
 
    “Ms. Browning,” Edony snapped. “How… wonderful to see you.”  
 
    “Edony,” Daisy breathed. “I hope that now that you know everything that Charles has told you, we can move past our previous  grudges. I’m here because I volunteered for Charles’ experiment, and as you can see, it worked beautifully.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” the Duchess chuckled. “I never saw what you looked like when you lived in the capital, but I trust Charles when he says that you look like you always have. But Charles, I’m still confused about how the--” 
 
    “Rian,” I called and cut the Duchess off. “Why don’t you come in?” 
 
    I couldn’t let her get a word in, especially right now. Edony and I worked together for months building my machine but she had no idea what went into the process or how monster-women were created. I couldn’t let any information that could get me or my women killed spill out. My heart hammered in my chest so loudly I thought it would echo across the room and sweat beaded at the base of my neck like a river but I kept my expression calm. 
 
    “Charles?” the Duchess barked. “What--” 
 
    “Yes, Charles?” Rian boomed, stepped through the doorway, and loomed over her sisters. “You asked for me?”  
 
    Edony stared at Rian with wide eyes, took a half step backward, and held her delicate hands to her chest. For the first time knowing her, Edony looked afraid, and I couldn’t really be surprised. Both Daisy and Valerie looked at least friendly to outsiders. Both of them had fluffy ears and tails, but Rian… her skin was tinted red, black spiral horns curled out of her hair, and her yellow eyes burned menacingly in their sockets. The imp-woman was gorgeous, but she also looked like some sort of spawn that had crawled out of the pits of the underworld. 
 
    “What are you?” Edony asked. “All of you? I already know that Valerie is part cat, but what about you, Daisy? And you, horned-woman?” 
 
    “This is Rian,” I smiled. “She’s part imp and another aristocrat that I met at a scientific festival a few months ago. She wrote to me after I mentioned the machine I built for you. When I fixed Josephine’s mines, I found an imp residing in the core of her elevator and took it for later experimentation.” 
 
    “Imp…” Edony whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” Rian purred as she spun around and then traced her long fingers down her perfect curves. “Don’t I look both beautiful and fearsome, duchess? Do I not look sexy and powerful? The magic in this body is beyond anything I could have ever comprehended, and it’s empowered everything from my own abilities to my sexual releases.” 
 
    “Sexual… releases?” Edony gasped, and then she turned to me with flushed cheeks and hunger in her eyes.  
 
    “Yes,” I cleared my throat and took Edony’s hand. “The power of the animal I use correlates to the power I can give you.” 
 
    “Amazing,” the duchess’ mouth hung open and then she looked again at the beautiful red-skinned Rian.  
 
    My plan was working flawlessly.  
 
    I felt powerful in this moment, and the euphoria rushed through my veins. My heart slowed in my chest and the sweat on my forehead evaporated. I’d avoided telling the Duchess a lot of information so far and if I kept up like this, she would be blissfully unaware the entire time. 
 
    “And Ms. Browning is part bear,” I explained. “One wandered onto my property, and I kept it in a holding cell until Ms. Browning arrived.” 
 
    “I allowed Charles to keep the imp on one stipulation,” a familiar voice uttered from the doorway.  
 
    “J-Josephine?” the Duchess gasped. “What are you doing here?”  
 
    “The same reason you’re here,” the blonde heiress shrugged as she stepped into the laboratory and briefly met my eyes. “I want to be augmented and transformed, too. I’m the next in line for a trip into the compartment.” 
 
    “No, I am,” Edony barked. “I’m the Duchess, and I will go before you.” 
 
    “Charles has promised me the power next, though.” Josephine’s lips twisted, and her hands curled into fists. “You can’t just… step in line ahead of me. This is what I’ve wanted since long before you even knew. You threw Charles away! That is why I deserve it before you, Edony.” 
 
    Oh, she was a great actress.  
 
    “So, all of you are here because…” the Duchess trailed off. “Because you want power?” 
 
    “Isn’t that what all of us want?” Josephine asked. “Sure, all of us are powerful aristocrats before the transformation, but our powers come with limitations. We all have our reasons but if you’re asking me personally I have a few. You may not know it, but my mother has tuberculosis. It’s a horrible disease, and there’s no known cure for it. I sent her away to a hospital in the mountains where the air is clean and fresh, but her state has worsened to the point where I can’t visit it anymore. If I did, there’s a risk that I could catch it, too, and neither the doctors nor my mother want that. My mother was my everything, and losing her like this is utterly heartbreaking… she’s not even dead, but it feels as if she is. Sure, the mines bring in money, but… but… I want more. If my mind control were a bit stronger, maybe I could’ve prevented the disease from spreading through my mother’s body.”  
 
    “Every woman I come into contact with is so greedy.” The duchess rolled her eyes. “The reason why you want to be augmented doesn’t matter… As soon as you passed through the doors of my machine, you became part of my army and my super-soldiers. Now… about your powers. I witnessed Daisy Browning’s once before, but what about you two? Valerie has invisibility, correct? That could be useful to me if you were to sneak into the Queen’s meetings and learn everything directly from her mouth. What about you, horned-woman? What power do you possess?” 
 
    Edony seemed to have completely forgotten we’d skimmed over the entirety of how the machine worked and she’d bought all of our stories of how the aristocratic monster-women came into existence.  
 
    My plan was working.  
 
    “I have a name,” the red-skinned imp barked. “It’s Rian, and I can control fire and manip--”  
 
    “Seems kind of… basic,” Edony tutted. “Fire? Plenty of women can control that element, and--” 
 
    “They can’t do what I can,” Rian laughed. “Not at all. I’m special. Very special.” 
 
    “Really?” Edony shrugged. “What else can you do?” 
 
    “Let me show you, duchess,” Rian purred as she stepped toward the beautiful blonde woman. “Let me show you how wonderful the powers are that Charles has given us. This will convince you that our abilities are far superior to the natural ones that women are gifted with at birth.”  
 
    Rian who stood behind her sisters cracked her knuckles, rolled her head back, and then squared her shoulders. The imp-woman’s lips puckered out but she didn’t hesitate to step forward in between her sisters and loomed over the Duchess.  
 
    The imp-woman’s lids lowered slightly and I felt a change fall over the room. The corners of my laboratory wavered for a second and then softened in a deep blur. The air heated up to the point where it was almost boiling and a red haze fell over us. I’d experienced this once before down here with Rian and I knew exactly what she was doing.  
 
    Rian’s spell wasn’t directed right at me or my other women, but I felt the same eerie pull as before and took a half-step closer. Edony’s lips parted as if she were about to speak but no sound came out. The Duchess panted for air and her hateful violet eyes dilated so quickly I barely had time to register what happened. The blonde aristocrat fell deep under the imp-woman’s spell and took a forced step toward her.  
 
    “W-What?” Edony gasped. “What is this?” 
 
    “It’s a special type of warfare,” Rian purred. “It’s a natural imp defense mechanism. They stun their prey into a sense of security and then devour them.” 
 
    “I thought you meant to burn me,” the Duchess whispered. “But this… I didn’t expect this. You could take out whole armies with this ability… seduce them into a slumber and then slaughter them all. I feel warm… and airy… As if I’m tucked away in my bed and slowly falling asleep… What is this called?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” the black-haired beauty lied and then brought up both hands from her sides. “I don’t know anything about the imp community, but I certainly couldn’t do it before I was transformed. I was a mere clairvoyant when I stepped foot through the machine… nothing fancy but certainly not as powerful as this. That’s not all I can do, though. Can you imagine… walking out into a battlefield and your enemy caused you to lose all movement of your limbs? Then right as they come upon you, they blast you with a series of fireballs and there’s nothing you could do about it… How horrifying to watch your death approach through the air like that.”  
 
    Rian’s hands moved smoothly and elegantly and sparks lifted off of her red satin skin. The small flickers of light intensified and flashed before all of our eyes like miniature fireworks. The imp-woman moved her hands even slower and the flames licked at her reddened skin happily but they never burned her. It looked as if Rian flicked a ribbon of red and orange fabric from her fingertips and wafted it through the darkened air. We all knew it wasn’t a swatch of fabric but very real and hot flames. 
 
    The red aura surrounding us pressed down even harder and I fell even deeper into Rian’s trance. I struggled to pull myself out of it but the sense of warmth felt too good and I didn’t want to leave it so soon. It was as if a cocoon of scarlet heat wrapped around me tightly and lulled me into a sense of complacency. 
 
    “Is that enough for you?” Rian asked. “Or shall I plunge you into the depths of my trance where you can’t escape for hours?” 
 
    “No,” Edony whispered. “I… think… I think that’s… enough… for now.”  
 
    The aura, warmth, and blurred edges immediately vanished and Rian rested her hands on her hips. The imp-woman looked incredibly proud of herself and Edony took a few gasping breaths before she turned to me. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. “What do you think?” 
 
    “All of the monster-women are quite impressive,” Edony panted. “They need to be trained, but I’m sure that after a few lessons with Josephine and I, they will be battle ready in a month or so. Which brings up to my next question, Charles.”  
 
    “Yes?” I asked.  
 
    I knew what came next and I’d mentally prepared myself for it. Edony wanted to be transformed immediately but we couldn’t do that. I needed to have the Duchess’ estate and the city under my control before she stepped foot into my machine. It would be a difficult task to undertake, and I wasn’t even sure how I was going to get her to agree to it, but I needed to have access to her riches and empire if I wanted to take on the queen.  
 
    “When can we prepare for my transformation?” the Duchess asked. “I would like it to be done as soon as possible. When do you think you could be ready?”  
 
    “Well, Duchess,” I uttered. “There is one issue with that.”  
 
    “And?” Edony barked. “What is it? Spit it out.”  
 
    “As you’ve said before,” I breathed. “You are the most powerful woman in Edenhart.” 
 
    “Annnnd?” The blonde aristocrat crooked a single eyebrow.  
 
    “We can’t transform you until we have a beast that is worthy of receiving and complimenting your abilities,” I stated. “I believe that we should set our sights on a powerful creature, a dragon perhaps. Only those types of beasts have the abilities to hold such an immense amount of power such as yours.”  
 
    “What about the small water creature?” the Duchess asked as she pointed across the room. “The one in that tank over there? Is that creature not strong enough to receive the power I wield?”  
 
    “The nix? Oh absolutely not,” I shook my head. “We need something much, much more powerful. The nix is not worthy of your stature.”  
 
    “Ahhh!,” Edony nodded. “You are so clever, Charles! Of course, A simple water sprite would not be a fitting match for me. I agree, of course. We will postpone my transformation until we find a suitable, and very powerful monster, for me. I’ll even have my trappers searching through the surrounding forests and mountains for such a creature.” 
 
    “You are very wise, my love,” I said as I bowed to her. “But there’s a problem with that…”  
 
    “What is it, Charles?” the blonde grunted.  
 
    “I need more funding,” I stated. “The machine needs to be improved to hold such a massive beast for your transformation; like a dragon or drake for example..”  
 
    “What do you mean?” the Duchess asked.  
 
    “The first compartment is far too small to hold a creature of that size,” I gestured toward the compartment. “It barely fit the bear we used for Daisy, and I couldn’t place anything bigger than that in it even if I forced it. Not only that, but my machine will need to be expanded. You want an army of monster-women, don’t you? Then we’ll need to expand the entire thing, so more than one woman can fit into it.”  
 
    “So,” Edony tutted. “You need more money?”  
 
    “I do,” I nodded. “And lots of it to make the changes that you need.” 
 
    “I trust you, Charles,” the stunning blonde smiled. “I’ll give you more funding for this colossal project. I’ll set up a fund for you, and you can dip into it whenever you need more money. I can give you a special dispensation to allow you to make large purchases without a chaperone.”  
 
    “Thank you, my love,” I bowed my head. “I can assure you, your money will be used wisely.” 
 
    “But there is something I need to warn you about,” I muttered. “There have been a few… accidents with the machine.”  
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” the aristocrat snapped. “Accidents?”  
 
    “The transformation has worked…” I lied through my teeth. “But… there have been a few times where it hasn’t and the aristocrat held in the compartment died. I haven’t nailed it down to a sequence of deaths but there is a possibility… If it were to happen to you, we’d need you to fill out a will to your heir…” 
 
    “I don’t have an heir,” Edony whispered. “I’ve never been able to produce one.” 
 
    “Then... “ I grunted. “Is there anyone you’d want to sign over all of your possessions and wealth to?”  
 
    “The only person I’ve loved enough to do that…” the Duchess murmured. “Is you, Charles. You’re the only one I’d sign over my worldly possessions to if I were to pass away.”  
 
    By science.  
 
    My plan had worked… Edony had walked directly into my trap without even a backward glance…  
 
    “Then you… you should prepare a will in case that were to happen,” I explained. 
 
    “I’ll have my lawyers draw one up,” the blonde aristocrat uttered. “I want to be transformed, Charles, and I’ll risk my life for it. But I have one last question; What about the nix, though? What do you plan to do with it?”  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “We need to find an aristocrat that will agree to the experiment.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” the blonde aristocrat hummed. “Maybe not an aristocrat for this experiment. I’m sure we could find someone else more… suitable. I wish to see the experiment in action and see if women can really die during it.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Josephine asked. “Who else would be a good fit for it?” 
 
    The heiress’ orange eyes glittered with hope for a second and I immediately understood what she was thinking.  
 
    “We go to the black market,” Edony guffawed. “Occasionally they sell harlots there. I’m sure we could find one and buy it for the experiment. Harlots are the worst types of vermin… we all know that, don’t we? We’ll do the experiment tonight. I want to witness it for myself with my own eyes.”  
 
    “Uhhh… We can’t do that.” My heart slammed against my ribcage so hard I thought it’d burst and I vehemently shook my head in disagreement. If we bought a harlot and transformed her, she’d come out of my machine with no memories or recollection of her past, and Edony would know.  
 
    I couldn’t let the Duchess do this, not when I finally had her fooled.  
 
    “Why not?” Edony scoffed. “I want to see this work.” 
 
    “Why would we waste my nix?” I cleared my throat. “If the harlot goes into my machine and transforms, she’ll still be a harlot in the end. You can’t change people’s beliefs and personalities just because they go through the experiment. It’d be better if we found an aristocrat that would willingly go through the transformation process.” 
 
    “We’re not wasting the nix,” Edony groaned. “I want to see the experiment and transformation process for myself. We could kill the harlot after, it’s not like I care. I’m sure you can find another monster where you got that one.” 
 
    Josephine’s cat-like eyes widened, and she glanced at me warily. The blonde heiress’ lips clamped shut, and her hands curled into fists, but there was no way she could fight against the Duchess on the subject. All aristocrats were expected to think that men were below them and if they admitted they didn’t believe that in public, they’d immediately be branded as a harlot.  
 
    But it seemed that Josephine couldn’t hold her tongue. 
 
    “I’ll do it!” Josephine shouted. “I already volunteered for the experiment and I’m here right now. Why don’t we use me in the experiment to show Edony how it works? Charles, you know I’ve wanted this for a long time and if we do this, we can all get what we want.” 
 
    “You?” The Duchess’ lips puckered out and her violet eyes narrowed on the heiress’ face. The blonde aristocrat inclined her head and glared down with disdain as if she were staring at a squashed bug under her heel. “No, no, no. This won’t do at all.”  
 
    “Why not?” the heiress gasped. “Why can’t I go through the transformation? I’ve waited long enough but not only that, this is what you want, Edony! You want to see the transformation, and I want to be transformed! It’s a win-win for all of us!”  
 
    “Do you really think I’d allow you to go before me?” Edony scoffed. “I’d never allow such a thing. I’m angry that three women already went before me, so if you think for a second I’ll allow another aristocrat to do the very same thing… well, you’re very wrong. I should have been the first to get Charles’ power, and--”  
 
    “What’s the difference?” Josephine cried. “This is what I want… This is what all of us want!”  
 
    “You’re not going before me, dirty miner-trash,” Edony cackled. “I’m the goddamn Duchess of Edenhart. I decide when someone is going next and it’s certainly not you. Drill that into your thick skull, Josephine.” 
 
    “But--” Josephine spoke but Edony lifted a hand into the air to silence her.  
 
    “We’re not using you, get over it,” the Duchess snarled. “It doesn’t matter if the harlot still feels the same once she comes out. You can force someone to do something if you torture them for long enough. If I can’t mold her mind into what I want it to be with torture, we’ll kill her. One less harlot life in this world makes it better anyway.” 
 
    “Yes,” I uttered. “We could do that… or we could use Jos--”  
 
    “Don’t finish that goddamn sentence, Charles,” Edony snapped. “We’re not doing it and that’s final… I want to see you change something disposable into one of these monster-girls, so we’re going tonight.” 
 
    Shit. This was bad. 
 
    And I thought I’d had her fooled. 
 
    “Right now?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “Yes,” the Duchess smirked. “Come, Charles, my carriage is already here, so there’s no need for you to hitch your horses to the wagon. Let’s set off for the black market.”  
 
    “Wait,” I muttered. “What about Lucien?” 
 
    “Oh, him?” Edony grimaced. “I had my soldiers go to the duchy and dismiss him. I’m sure he’s on his way back to the capital by now… though he will probably miss the money and patronage that comes along with working for me.”  
 
    “Don’t they close?” the feline-woman asked. “Don’t they have… weird hours or something? Some stores close early, you know?”  
 
    “The black market?” Edony balked. “My dear, the black market never closes. It’s open every day twenty-four-seven, so there’s no need to worry. Are all of you ready to go?”  
 
    I couldn’t fight this, and I already knew this. It was the Duchess, and despite her being in love with me, I couldn’t force or persuade her to do anything she didn’t want to do. I’d known Edony for a long time, and if she set her mind to something, it was getting done no matter what stood in her path. 
 
    She wanted to see me change someone into a monster-girl before she did it herself, and that would ruin everything. 
 
    I was going to have to play along with her, and then, at the last second, I’d push her into the chamber instead of the other woman we’d find. That was the only way to win. It wasn’t perfect, since I wanted her to cooperate with me while she was human and give me access to her resources, but the alternative was death once she knew I’d tricked her. 
 
    “Well, Rian and Valerie can’t come,” I uttered. “As I explained before, people will notice that something’s different about them and become suspicious.”  
 
    “So, it’s me and you,” Edony counted off. “And Josephine and Ms. Browning?”  
 
    “Yes…” I grunted. “Edony, are you sure--” 
 
    “I am annoyed I wasn’t your first, so let us not wait any longer, Charles. I need to see you change a woman into this powerful being. Hurry!” The Duchess stormed up the stairs and out of sight, but I stood with my women in the field for a few passing seconds.  
 
    “Let’s play along,” I whispered under my breath to the other women. “I’ll figure out what to do once we get the harlot back here.”  
 
    “Are you sure, Charles?” Valerie whimpered. “We’re technically harlots.”  
 
    “I’m going to try to prevent her from buying a harlot,” I muttered. “But… it’s the Duchess, so no promises that it’ll work.”  
 
    “Are you sure we can’t go with you?” Rian asked. “We could be protection if something goes south with Edony.”  
 
    “No, stay here and rest,” I soothed. “We’ll be back later tonight. We might not even find a harlot while there. Josephine, did you ever see harlots being auctioned off in the black market?”  
 
    “Once or twice,” the blonde heiress tapped her chin. “But it’s not very often. Most of them are caught and either hung or sent to insane asylums, but… some are sold off to other aristocrats. They use them as slaves, and they’re treated even worse than male consorts and workers. Harlots are seen as dirtier and more disgusting than men because they ‘know’ they’re better and still choose to see themselves as equals.”  
 
    “Charles!” Edony screamed from inside the carriage. “Get inside now! I don’t want to wait a second longer!”  
 
    “I guess we better leave,” I sighed. “Alright, Valerie, Rian, we’ll see you when we get back.”  
 
    “Please be safe,” Valerie bleated. “I couldn’t stand to live with myself if something happened to you.”  
 
    “Goodbye, Charles,” Rian murmured. “I would like to kiss and hug you goodbye, but Edony is watching like a hawk.”  
 
    “I know,” I chuckled. “I can feel her eyes burning into the back of my head. Alright, we’ll get going.”  
 
    I turned, and Josephine and Daisy followed after me up the stairs. We trudged over the gravel until we reached the carriage. Edony swung the door open for us, and we climbed inside the cushy interior.  
 
    “I’m very interested in seeing how this turns out.” The Duchess glanced at each of us, grabbed her crooked cane from her seat, and then pounded its handle against the ceiling.  
 
    The coachman took this as a sign, slapped the reins against the horses’ backs, and we rolled forward.  
 
    We sat in utter silence all the way down to the streets of Edenhart, and even once we reached it, no one breathed a word. I had no idea how to get to the black market but Edony guided her coachmen through the window with the crook of her cane. I’d never been to the black market before, and I hadn’t even known it’d existed until Edony had mentioned it to me once previously.  
 
    The Duchess’ carriage took sharp turns, and we entered into a part of the city I wasn’t familiar with. The street outside the window looked residential, but no lights were on inside, and most of the houses looked shabby and worn-down. I wanted to ask where we were, but from Josephine and Edony’s expressions, they didn’t seem to trust this area very much. Right as we turned down a darkened alley, the Duchess grabbed her cane and smashed it against the roof of the carriage again.  
 
    “This way,” Edony commanded, ripped open the carriage door, and stepped out. “Stay close. Wouldn’t want you getting lost in this area.”  
 
    “Where are we?” I finally asked.  
 
    “The brothel district,” Josephine muttered. “This is where all the decommissioned consorts come when they can’t find work. Further down is the housing for the male workers… if you think this area is bad, I don’t think you want to see the workers’ housing.”  
 
    “Why do you sound like you care?” Edony hissed. “They’re filthy miscreants. Come this way, we’re almost there.”  
 
    Our shoes clicked against the wet alley cobblestones, and every few seconds, a wind would rush in and blow discarded trash past our feet. Edony stepped ahead of us, gripped her cane in one hand, and bent toward a maintenance hole. The Duchess lowered herself closer to the ground, hooked the handle of her cane into one of the holes, and lifted the heavy metal cover off.  
 
    “We’re going down there?” I asked.  
 
    “Do you know any other way to get to the ‘underground’ black market?” Edony scoffed. “Don’t be squeamish, Charles, it’s fairly clean down there.”  
 
    The blonde aristocrat rested her cane in the crook of her elbow, lowered herself down into the hole, and gripped onto the ladder in the darkness. I was the next to step forward and then turned back toward my two women.  
 
    “I guess we have no other choice,” I grunted. “Stay close to me once we’re down there…” 
 
    I lowered myself onto the ground, gripped the ladder in both of my hands, and then climbed into the deepest, darkest pit of Edenhart’s underbelly.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    As I lowered myself down into the manhole, darkness surrounded me and choked off everything else. Even the small amount of light from the moon above the city immediately died out, and all sounds around me were muffled and amplified at the same time. I was hyper-aware of the sound of my breathing, the pounding of my heart, and the soft whispering sound my palms made as I gripped the rungs of the rusted ladder. I raised my head toward the small oval of light above my head and watched as Daisy and Josephine hurriedly climbed down after me. Their bodies blocked out the tiniest sliver of light that managed to leak through, and then we were in utter darkness.  
 
    The smell of stagnant water and mold overpowered my sense of smell at first, but the faster we climbed down, other faint aromas began to take over. I could smell frying meat, spices, and burning incense far below us, and I wondered what type of place were we climbing down into? I already knew that it was the black market, but I didn’t know much about it other than they sold consorts and men there like cattle. From the smells wafting up the tunnel, there had to be more down there than just that. I wanted to ask Edony or Josephine, but the two women seemed preoccupied with climbing down into the dark hole. I had a hard time believing such proper ladies made a habit of visiting this undignified place, so I figured they probably sent their trusted retainers down here to make purchases for them as needed. 
 
    I steadied my breathing in the unbearable heat around me and glanced down toward Edony and the darkness below, but I couldn’t make out any shapes. I wasn’t sure how deep the ladder went or how long it would take us to enter into the underground black market finally, but it already felt as if hours had passed. Suddenly, the silence smothering us dissipated, and in the distance below, I heard the steady thumping of drums and the soft treble of a trombone. It was a strange and eerie sound that I certainly wasn’t expecting to hear this deep underneath the city.  
 
    When I imagined the black market, I pictured a series of cavernous tunnels with cloaked figures bustling around a raised stage, but from the sounds and smells drifting up the shaft, it was much livelier than I expected. A large, explosive gurgle sounded from above my head, and I inclined my head to the two unseen women moving above me. The sound came again, and at first, I thought one of my women was going to get sick, but I realized that the sound was too deep to be a retch.  
 
    “Josephine?” Daisy whispered. “Are you… hungry?”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” the heiress giggled. “The food just smells so good, and I forgot to eat before we left.”  
 
    I glanced down to where Edony should’ve been, but the sounds from the Duchess were farther in the distance than the rest of us. We probably couldn’t tell Edony that Josephine had been here before or the blonde aristocrat would be suspicious, but since she was too far away to hear, it would be fine.  
 
    “Do you often eat at the black market?” I asked. “I wouldn’t think this is a place where people would come to eat.”  
 
    “It surprised me, too, the first time I came down here,” the heiress replied. “I imagined it as this dark, dank place where people congregated to do terrible things… but it’s very different than what you’d expect. It’s almost like a farmer’s market… but with humans or other hard to find items.”  
 
    “I heard a long time ago,” I uttered. “That the black market is where poachers sell their furs and other items they caught and killed. Is that true?”  
 
    “Yes,” Josephine sighed. “I don’t have as much of a problem with poaching as the other aristocrats do. Most of the men who go out and kill the animals consciously are either hungry or need clothing, and they only kill the animals for those two things. Then they take the leftovers to the black market and sell them for money. I know that some of the aristocrats say that they believe that poaching is wrong, but… they do it anyway.”  
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Daisy grumbled. “They’re terrible through and through. They personally believe that they’re so good, and they do so many fantastic things for others and the city of Edenhart, but in reality, they’re nothing more than a swirling cesspool of filth and excrement.”  
 
    “My word,” the heiress breathed. “Daisy, I never expected to hear such a thing come from your lips.”  
 
    “I’m sorry if I offended you, Josephine,” the brunette murmured. “But I’m tired of holding it all in. We have to deal with aristocrats at every turn and even now… Edony is stuck to us like glue. I’m finding it harder and harder with each day that passes to hold my tongue. I can’t stand them or the way they treat men.”  
 
    “It’s alright, Daisy,” I soothed as I double checked that the duchess was too far ahead to hear us. “I already have the Duchess in the palm of my hand, and before long we’ll transform her into another monster-girl. Once that happens, the Duchess won’t remember who she was or what she did to men in the city. We’ll be the ones in control, and then after that, we’ll go after the Queen or whatever other ruler that stands in our way.”  
 
    “Charles…” Josephine whispered. “Do you really think that Edony will sign over all of her possessions to you in a will?”  
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled. “Edony trusts and loves me. She fully believes that I would never do anything to hurt or harm her. I laid myself at her feet and prostrated myself… She’ll sign over everything to me as long as she has my love and affection.”  
 
    “I almost can’t believe it,” Daisy chuckled. “I would’ve never imagined, in a million years that the Duchess would go along with this so easily.”  
 
    “I’m just as shocked as you are,” I breathed. “I thought she’d tell me no as soon as the words came out of my mouth.”  
 
    “But,” the bear-girl interjected. “This means that once Edony goes into the machine, you will own not only the duchy, but the entire town of Edenhart…”  
 
    “We’re almost there,” Edony’s voice echoed up back to us. “Just a few more minutes.”  
 
    I clamped my mouth closed, leaned my head down, and listened to the distant swish of the Duchess’ long skirts. Then Edony grunted, let go of the ladder, and her heeled boots clacked against the stones below her feet. I turned my attention to the ladder, hurried downward, and then once I reached the bottom, I jumped off. Edony stood beside me in the total darkness, and I jumped slightly as her cold hand brushed against mine. The Duchess slipped her hand into mine, and I had to will myself not to pull away. I’d said it once before, but whenever I looked into the Duchess’ eyes, I felt the same way as I did when I was under her patronage for the first time.  
 
    She’d done so many horrible things to me in the past year, and I certainly couldn’t forgive her. At one point she’d even been on the verge of hanging me in the main streets of Edenhart, and I couldn’t forget that. It still surprised me that the Duchess was in love with me, and I searched through my memories for any sign of her tenderness, but found none. I could easily blame that on how she was raised or how women treated men in society, but I couldn’t take away the awful things she’d put me through.  
 
    I clenched my jaw, held her hand in mine, and gave it a reassuring squeeze. All I had to do was at least pretend that Edony was like my monster-women, and maybe I’d see her in a new light. It was difficult, but if I tried hard enough I could create an illusion of the Duchess that didn’t exist. Everything would be fine once she went into my machine and transformed through the experiment. I just had to hold onto that thought every time she touched me or was near.  
 
    “Are you scared?” Edony asked. “Your hand is shaking.”  
 
    No, I wasn’t fucking scared. I hated her presence, and now because of her newly reinstated patronage, I had to deal with her everywhere. I’d finally gotten rid of her once Daisy had come into the picture, but here she was again, coming into my life and ruining all of my plans. Why couldn’t anything be easy for me? The second I’d given myself an ounce of power, Edony stepped in and attempted to take it away. I wouldn’t let her do that this time or any other from now. I was a different man with things I loved and wanted to protect.  
 
    “No,” I uttered. “I’m just excited about showing you the successful fruits of my experiments. Edony… have you been here a lot?” 
 
    “A few times,” the Duchess breathed. “But I never enjoyed it, and I loathe everything that takes place in this horrible cavern. I’ve tried to shut it down once or twice, mainly because I hate the poaching that goes on, but every time I think I’ve destroyed it, it pops back up in a different location… The black market used to be held deep in the woods, pretty close to Josephine’s manor but higher up in the mountains. I set fire to the woods, but some of the vermin running it still managed to escape. They settled down in an abandoned quarry outside of the city, and I caved it in with an enormous lightning strike. The same thing happened… They managed to escape somehow, disappeared off into the night, and reappeared somewhere else. It seems that this is where it settled.”  
 
    “You’re not going to try to shut it down?” I asked. “I mean, if poaching bothers you that much, then you should keep trying to weed out the bad seeds.”  
 
    “There’s no point,” Edony hissed. “I’ve tried and tried. No matter how hard and viciously I hit them, they scramble away and escape. Once they come back, they’re stronger than ever… It took me months to even find this little hideout. No one would give me information, not even the other aristocrats, because all of those two faced hags come down here, too. Once I did find out, I tried to shut it down for a third time, but they resisted me… So, I stopped. I even started working with them on regulations and whatnot to keep the place and the customers safe.”  
 
    “But they’re doing something that you don’t agree with,” I uttered. “You shouldn’t have to work with them… You should be shutting them down for good. If someone goes against your beliefs and you can do something about it, I fully believe that you should.”  
 
    “I understand what you’re trying to say, Charles,” Edony murmured. “But it’s not feasible at this point. I’ve tried… Just because you can do something doesn’t mean that you should.”  
 
    “I’ve always believed that if you see something in the world that you don’t like,” I stated. “And you have the ability to change it, then you should. Only you have the power as the Duchess… Think of the animals, Edony. I know how much you love them… and you’ve always sworn to protect those that can’t protect themselves. They’re suffering, and you have the willpower and ability to do something about it. If I had your power, I would do something about it. There are already so many awful things in this world, and even if you fail a few times, what makes the difference if you succeed in the end? Sure, you might fall down and get hurt, but that doesn’t change the fact that you’re doing something. You’d be making a difference, and that’s what counts. All of these other aristocrats just sit around and allow others to do whatever the hell they want, but you and I both know that it’s wrong. Edony, that’s what makes the difference. Seeing a problem and having the willpower to change it.”  
 
    I hadn’t realized that halfway through my speech that I was no longer talking about the Duchess and the black market, I was talking about me and the state of the world. I’d worked so hard to make changes, and at every turn I was blocked off either by another aristocrat or the Duchess herself. I’d made changes, and I’d come out at the other side as a different man, but there was still work to be done. No matter how many times we were knocked down or set back, my women and I needed to persevere. What we were doing wasn’t just about me or my benefit anymore, I wanted to change things for all men all over the world.  
 
    Once we were finished, and all of the aristocrats were transformed into monster-girls, I’d finally be able to rest, but until then, I had to continue to fight for what I believed in. It wasn’t even about me anymore, and what I wanted for the future was that all men and women would live equally. No more servants, no more consorts, and no more discrimination, and I would fight for it until the day I keeled over and died.  
 
    “I didn’t know that you believed so strongly about the lives of animals, Charles,” Edony chuckled. “I thought that only aristocrats had such humanitarian tendencies… even though some of them still hunt beasts for sport. I always thought that no man would understand my connection to the creatures, but here you are… You understand me… Like you always do. I think that’s one of the reasons I started to fall in love with you. All of the men I’ve known were nothing more than sniveling vermin at my feet who acted dumb whenever I asked them a direct question or gave them a specific order. I’ve never experienced that once with you. You have no problem telling me your opinions. Sometimes it almost felt as if I were in the presence of another aristocrat… but a male one. I don’t know how to describe it, but I find your boldness… alluring.”  
 
    “Well, I’m glad that you see me that way,” I snickered. “Not many people do.”  
 
    “Men may be disgusting, deplorable brutes,” The Duchess snapped and then softened. “But I am thrilled that you aren’t like them. I love you, Charles. I fell in love with you so easily that I barely even registered that it was happening… But here we are, together at last, and on a path to claim this kingdom for my legacy.”  
 
    “Yes,” I grunted. “Finally… together… for your legacy.”  
 
    I couldn’t see Edony’s face because she was shrouded in shadows, but I felt her turn toward the opening where the ladder ended. Daisy and Josephine were pretty close to the bottom, and within seconds, I heard the heiress’ heeled shoes clatter to the floor. Daisy grunted under her breath and then jumped down after her. I lifted a hand through the air and searched for them through the darkness. My fingertips brushed the brunette’s low shoulder, and I clamped down on it tightly before I brought her close to my side.  
 
    “There you are,” I sighed. “Alright, Edony. Lead the way.”  
 
    “It’s down this tunnel to the left,” the Duchess spoke. “If you go to the right, you’ll get lost in a series of tunnels. Some of them are half-filled with disgusting stagnant water, and I’m sure that none of us want that. I got lost down there the first time I came here, but quickly realized I’d gone the wrong way once I got about halfway through one pool of filthy water.”  
 
    Edony held tightly to my hand in the darkness and pulled me along after her, but I reached out behind me and slipped my other hand into Daisy’s. The bear-girl sighed softly in the dim light, reached out behind her, and clasped hands with Josephine. We moved together as a unit in the enormous dark tunnel, but right as we came around a corner, a flickering light came into view. I hastily dropped Daisy’s hand as Edony turned and spoke.  
 
    “We’re almost there,” The Duchess told us. “The archway is directly across from the lamp. Everyone stay close. I wouldn’t want you getting lost in the black market because there’s a lot of ghastly things down there.”  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder past Daisy, and Josephine grumbled something under her breath as she rolled her eyes. I stifled a chuckle and made a mental note to ask her about it later.  
 
    As we reached the archway, the sound of music and the scents of cooking food fully hit us. The room beyond was lit by enormous hanging iron chandeliers on iron chains. The ceiling stretched up over our heads in a dome shape, and it was entirely built from old, cracked bricks. Even when I stood on my tiptoes, the room was so massive that I couldn’t see the other side in the distance. Tents and small booths littered the inner space, and people in dark cloaks moved back and forth almost like ghosts. A few of the black market patrons wore masks or kept their hoods up so no one around then could see their faces.  
 
    “I want to say it’s beautiful,” Daisy gasped. “But I think monstrous is a better word.”  
 
    “This used to be a water reservoir for the city,” Edony explained. “My great-great-grandmother built huge aqueducts all over the city that brought fresh water from the streams up north, but as the town grew larger and technology advanced, we didn’t need them anymore. I don’t think any of them remain, and if they do, they’ve crumbled into ruin. My mother had a few of them demolished for housing space a long time ago, but I was only a child, so I don’t remember much of it.”  
 
    I could almost imagine what this place was like before and all of the fresh waters it would’ve held. Across the room, I could see two more empty tunnels on either side of the room, and I guessed that they were where the water either came in or was funneled out to the citizens. Sometimes I forgot how old Edenhart really was, and it made me wonder, how long would Edenhart survive after the Duchess was gone? If I transformed Edony into a monster-girl, there’d be no heir to take her place, unless Edony and I had a child together eventually.  
 
    Edony had mentioned that she had a few consorts in other countries, but she’d never before mentioned her failure to conceive. I already knew that it was an issue in Edenhart, since Josephine had talked about it, and before her, Delphine had, too. Even if they did manage to carry a child, there was a chance that it would be born a boy and be shipped off to a boarding school.  
 
    “This way,” Edony commanded. “I heard that there’s an auction happening here tonight. We might find a harlot there. They often lump them in with males during the auctions, but they’re usually the last to be brought out for bidding, so we might have to wait for a little bit.” 
 
    “Alright,” I grunted. “Let’s head back that way and wait.” 
 
    I really didn’t want to do this, especially not in front of Josephine. Harlots were on our side, and they wanted the same things as us, but Edony didn’t know that. If she did, the Duchess would’ve thrown us into jail cells for the rest of our lives or worse. We couldn’t prevent this, and if we tried, it would reveal what we truly were to the Duchess. We had to grit our teeth, go along with it for now, and hope that no harlots were being auctioned off tonight.  
 
    The Duchess kept her head high, eyed the crowd suspiciously, and then stepped forward with determination. The blonde aristocrat threw back her shoulders and then glanced back at me. Her right hand twitched at her side but stayed in place. Edony’s lips pursed out of annoyance, but she sighed, rolled her eyes, and then took a resolute step forward. 
 
    Both of us knew that she couldn’t reach out and touch me affectionately in public in front of other aristocrats even if she wanted to, and I was fine with that.  
 
    We followed closely behind as the Duchess cut through the crowd toward the back of the room. Though I kept pace with the blonde aristocrat, I swept my eyes along the aisles out of curiosity. As I’d suspected, there were a few stalls selling furs and animal bones here and there. When I inspected the sellers, all of them wore bulky coats and kept their hoods down low to keep their faces hidden. They were either men who’d poached the animals and killed them for money, or aristocrats in disguise selling their poached wares.  
 
    A few other stalls sold food, and the sweet and salty scents from each direction met in the middle of the aisle and washed over me. Josephine’s stomach growled again, but the heiress pressed a hand to her belly, gave me a sheepish smile, and stepped closer to the group.  
 
    I knew we were getting closer to the place we needed to be because I heard a loud woman’s voice shouting numbers off in the distance. Edony pushed on toward it, but I paused for a second in the moving crowd as I spied something familiar.  
 
    “What is it, Charles?” Daisy asked. “We need to hurry. Edony will be angry if she loses us.”  
 
    “Alchemists,” I pointed. “And fortune tellers.”  
 
    The short brunette turned, craned her neck over the crowd, and looked to where I pointed. In the corner of the round room was a small cluster of five tents, and each of them had a person sitting outside. I didn’t care much for fortune-tellers since it was nothing more than an occupation that stole money for cheap tricks.  
 
    The alchemist sat behind long tables covered in regal purple cloths with their items on top of it. I spied the familiar bottles, runes, and potions I’d often sold out on the street, and I wondered why I hadn’t had the bright idea to sell them at the black market. At the time, I knew it existed, but I never knew the location or what times it ran, so I never went.  
 
    “Remind you of old times?” Edony chuckled over her shoulder. “I remember the day I found you so vividly almost as if it happened yesterday. You looked so much like a lost puppy, but who knew that behind those enormous sad eyes was a brilliance I’d never even imagined.”  
 
    Daisy glanced over at Josephine, sighed, rolled her eyes, and then gestured ahead of us.  
 
    “Shouldn’t we be going?” the bear-girl asked.  
 
    “Ah, yes,” Edony chuckled. “Sorry, I lost myself in old memories for a second. Let’s carry on.”  
 
    I stepped forward and then glanced back over my shoulder to the alchemists’ tables. I felt vaguely nostalgic, though not that I wanted to return to that life, but because everything had been so much easier back then. It was a lot easier, and I didn’t have to deal with the Duchess or the other aristocrats as much, but… if Edony hadn’t found me, I would’ve never created my monster-women.  
 
    My eyes slid over the table one last time and then focused on a person standing at a particular stall. The cloaked person held a charm in their gloved hands and spoke to the alchemist behind the table, but their eyes underneath the hood stabbed into mine. I wasn’t sure why but a wave of paranoia washed over me as the person and I stared each other down. Right as it started, the cloaked person handed over the charm to the alchemist, pulled out a small pouch of coins, and paid for the item. I walked on but kept my eyes glued on the person.  
 
    “Charles?” Edony asked. “Are you coming?”  
 
    “Yes,” I turned back to answer. “I’ll be just a minute.”  
 
    When I swiveled my head back toward the alchemist’s booth, the cloaked person was gone. I’d thought that once they were out of my sight, the strange sense of foreboding would go away, but it only intensified with their absence. They’d not only been watching me but the Duchess ahead of Josephine and Daisy behind me. What could they want? Why were they watching us so intently? Were they merely curious why the Duchess and Josephine were here? I had no answers to those questions, but if they reappeared, I’d be waiting.  
 
    “Charles…” Daisy whispered, grabbed onto my shirt sleeve, and dragged me back a little bit. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked.  
 
    “I don’t think we should do this,” the bear-girl stated. “It goes against our beliefs. If we buy a harlot, it goes against everything we’ve done so far. We only transform people that are threats to our family… a harlot isn’t a threat to our family.” 
 
    “As I said… I have a plan…” I explained. “I’ll push Edony into the mach—” 
 
    “Charles,” Edony barked. “We’re in luck! They’re auctioning off three harlots!”  
 
    “Charles--” the bear-girl begged, but I shook my head, grabbed her hand, and pulled her toward Edony’s voice.  
 
    Josephine and Edony stood together at the back of the crowd, and I spied the three women up on the stage. Each of them reminded me of the woman I’d used in the first experiment, dirty and disheveled. All three of the harlots kept their heads down with their stringy, greasy hair hanging in their faces. The crowd at the edge of the stage jeered and screamed obscenities, but each woman kept their heads low.  
 
    “Which one do you want?” Edony asked. “Or does it really matter? I mean, all of them look different once they come out of the machine.” 
 
    “Let’s start the bidding at twenty-five thousand ducats for the first female,” the female announcer boomed. “Formally known as Lucinda Jane Hamilton of the East-Side Hamilton’s. She comes with a small amount of property and a sizable inheritance which will be signed over to her owner at the moment of purchase.” 
 
    “That fine looks good enough,” Edony shrugged. “What do you think? Or maybe the taller one? Or the more muscular one? Or does it matter? I’ll train them after they come out of my machine anyway, or kill them, so I guess it doesn’t matter.”  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest, my throat felt dry, and I watched in slow-motion as Edony’s hand raised from her side. A single bead of sweat dripped down my forehead, and I took a gasping breath of air. I couldn’t let this happen… I couldn’t let Edony do this…  
 
    Before I could stop myself, my right hand jabbed out and gripped around the Duchess’ fragile wrist. Edony gasped, turned, and then glared down at me with wide, heated eyes. The blonde aristocrat jerked away, but I held steadily and glanced between the small space between her shoulder and jerking neck. The cloaked person was back, but this time, they were only a few feet away. Their eyes burned in their sockets as they stared the Duchess and me down from afar.  
 
    The same feeling from before washed over me, but this time I couldn’t shake it. This person was undoubtedly following and watching us, but why? What did they want from us? 
 
    “What are you doing?” Edony snarled. “Let go of me this instant, Charles!”  
 
    “Edony--” I grunted 
 
    “Let go!” the Duchess growled. “Are you disobeying me? Or do you not want me to buy a harlot? I know you were so against it before, but does this mean something?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” I shouted, let go of her wrist, and grabbed her by the shoulders. “Someone is following us. I noticed them once before… I think we should leave.”  
 
    “What?” Josephine and Edony gasped.  
 
    “There’s no time for questions,” I barked. “We have to leave now!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    “What do you mean?” Edony hissed. “Someone is following us?”  
 
    “Yes,” I grunted, grabbed onto her wrist, and dragged her a little bit away from the stage. “I noticed them earlier. I don’t know who they are, but they gave me this gut feeling of imminent danger.”  
 
    “Where?” the Duchess barked. “Where are they? Do you see them?”  
 
    “I think we should leave,” Daisy retorted. “We can just go back to the manor and find someone else… I didn’t see the person that Charles mentioned, but the second we stepped foot in here, I felt unnerved. There’s definitely someone watching us…” 
 
    “Where are they?” the blonde aristocrat demanded. “Point them out to me!”  
 
    I glanced over the Duchess’ shoulder and spied the person I’d spotted before at the alchemist’s booth. The cloaked person’s gaze hit me like a pound of bricks, but when the Duchess looked, the person immediately turned and pushed through the crowd. Edony’s violet eyes hardened on their back, her hands clenched into fists, and she began to shoulder through the throng.  
 
    “Is this really a good idea?” Josephine whimpered. “What if they’re dangerous?”  
 
    “Are you afraid?” Edony cackled over her shoulder. “Have you forgotten who I am? Or who you are? I’ve heard recently that you’re the second most powerful woman in the city under me, Josephine. Shouldn’t you take that power and use it for yourself instead of hiding behind it? Who cares if they’re dangerous? Combined together, you and I are the most threatening women in this city currently. Now, let’s track down this spy.”  
 
    I may have thought Edony was bothersome and borderline annoying a lot of the time, but I had to respect the way she took charge of this situation. I’d only ever seen her on alert once or twice before, but she looked so invigorated and full of life that I couldn’t help but find her absolutely stunning. When I worked for her, and she showed up at the manor unannounced, I was terrified of her, but now that I understood her, I saw her in a different light. The Duchess may have been terrible and vicious, but she was still exciting and intriguing.  
 
    “Should we go after them?” Daisy asked.  
 
    “As Edony said,” I chuckled. “The three of you are the most powerful women in Edenhart. I’m sure that the three of you could track and corner one measly spy.”  
 
    A sly smile spread over the brunette’s lips, and she glanced over her shoulder toward Josephine and then chased after Edony through the crowd.  
 
    I rested a reassuring hand against Josephine’s shoulder, gripped onto it, and then pulled her along after me. I kept my eyes glued to Edony’s colorless hair as it bobbed through the crowd and followed after it. The Duchess shouted something at the cloaked person, but I was too far away to hear it. Then the unknown person rounded a corner, and all four of us changed direction to follow.  
 
    We’d left the enormous crowd behind us and barreled down a tight alleyway. It was darker in this area, and not many patrons milled about, so it was fairly easy to spot the spy farther down. Edony slowed ahead of us, squared her shoulders, and lifted her right hand with her finger raised. I knew what was coming and hastily skidded to a stop behind the Duchess.  
 
    Edony breathed in deeply, closed her eyes for half a second, and then snapped them open. The Duchess let out all of the air in her lungs, took aim, and activated her power. A blinding neon yellow light flashed forward, and the hair on my arms stood up from my proximity to the lightning bolt. The strike hit only a few inches away from the scurrying figure, and it narrowly missed their left shoulder. The stall behind the stranger exploded into flames from the electricity, but Edony closed her eyes, inhaled slowly, and with a wave of her hand extinguished the fire. The cloaked person was thrown to the ground, and they laid on the dirty ground utterly motionless for a few seconds.  
 
    “Edony!” Josephine gasped and covered her mouth. “My goodness! You didn’t have to do that! We could’ve caught them on foot.”  
 
    “You could’ve caught the whole market on fire!” Daisy balked.  
 
    “What’s the problem?” the Duchess scoffed. “I put the fire out, didn’t I? I have everything under control. I just wanted to scare them a little bit before I melt off their flesh and peel out all of their muscles.”  
 
    Smoke billowed up from the dark brown cloak, and the person’s gloved hands twitched painfully against the brick pavers. The stranger coughed, leaned up, and then shook their head. They quickly regained consciousness and turned their eyes toward us. The hood had fallen back a little bit to reveal their face… or at least what we could see of their face.  
 
    “What…?” Daisy whispered.  
 
    The cloaked stranger didn’t seem to have a face, or that’s what I thought until I looked a little closer. They did have a face, but tightly wrapped cloth bandages entirely obscured it. The only humanoid feature we could see was the dark, hateful eyes burning in their sockets. Even their mouth and nose were covered in beige material, and when they stood, I noticed their arms above the gloves was also covered in the same bandages.  
 
    This person had gone to a lot of trouble to hide their identity, and I wondered if we knew them somehow or had seen them before. I had to admit that the strange fabric strips were vaguely familiar as if I’d seen them somewhere before, but right now I couldn’t remember where. I had an eerie feeling that I’d met this person before or spoken to them even though their appearance gave me no hint who it could be underneath all of the bandages.  
 
    “You!” Edony roared. “You there!”  
 
    The bandaged person tensed, bent their knees, and leaned a little to the left as if they were about to bolt.  
 
    “If you move,” the Duchess chuckled darkly, “then you die. Though I have to admit I’d quite enjoy killing you… So it’s your choice. I can kill you now, or you can answer my questions, and I can kill you later.”  
 
    The cloaked person didn’t answer but took a quick step backward, and their back bumped against the brick wall. They glanced around for any means of escape, but all four of us fell into a tight formation and blocked them off from any other route. Once the stranger realized that they couldn’t escape, they squared their shoulders, clenched their fists, and planted their feet.  
 
    “You can kill me,” a gruff and muffled voice sneered. “But you won’t get any information out of me.”  
 
    The hooded person’s voice was unfamiliar but had a low gravel, which made it seem as if they were intentionally altering it. The eerie feeling that I’d come into contact with this person once before washed over me, but I still couldn’t place them. They felt so familiar, but how? How had I met or come into contact with them before? 
 
    “Oh, so it speaks,” Edony chuckled. “For a second there, I thought you were mute.”  
 
    “Like I said,” the bandaged person retorted. “You won’t get a word out of me. Even if you kill me, the repercussions of taking me out will be the end of you, Duchess of Edenhart.”  
 
    “Oh?” Edony cocked her head to the side. “Was that a threat? Are you threatening me with some sort of unseen enemy? How cute. You clearly know my name and who I am, but do you know that I’m not afraid of anyone? Sure, you can threaten me with death or downfall, but it’ll never happen. I’m the strongest woman alive! That lightning bolt I sent your way was barely a fraction of my power. Think of it as a grain of sand compared to the rest I haven’t shown you.”  
 
    “I’m not afraid of you,” the hooded person barked. “I’ve never been afraid of you, and I never will be!”  
 
    “I’m tired of this,” Edony rolled her eyes. “Either you can give me the information willingly, or I can force it out of you. It’s your choice.”  
 
    “Again with the threats,” the hooded figure grumbled. “When are you going to get it through your thick skull? I won’t give you any information.”  
 
    “Or… we could force you to tell us,” Edony sneered, turned, and smirked over her shoulder at Josephine.  
 
    “W-What?” the bandaged person gasped.  
 
    Josephine’s cat-like orange eyes widened in shock, her mouth fell open, and the heiress took a shocked step backward.  
 
    “Edony…” the blonde heiress breathed. “I-I…”  
 
    “Come now, Josephine,” the Duchess purred. “You have mind control, don’t you? I know you do. I’ve heard all about it from the other women in town, and I’m sure that you’ve used it on me at least once or twice… haven’t you? You’re part of this… so do it. Force this disgusting creature to tell us everything they know.”  
 
    “You’re mistaken,” the blonde heiress shook her head. “I can’t do that. My ability doesn’t have that type of power and even if it did… I couldn’t do that… it’s against my personal beliefs.”  
 
    “Against your personal beliefs?” the aristocrat mocked. “This person was lurking in the shadows… spying on us. Who knows what they could’ve done? They could have a weapon, but not only that, we don’t even know what type of ability they have. They could’ve attacked us, and we would’ve been blissfully unaware. As your leader and the Duchess of Edenhart, I demand that you do this, or you’ll be punished.” 
 
    Josephine’s terrified eyes swiveled between the Duchess and me. The honey-blonde’s lips pressed together into a worried line, and her eyebrows furrowed, but just as she stepped forward, Josephine shook her head.  
 
    “Edony, I don’t think you understand,” Josephine uttered. “My power doesn’t have that ability.”  
 
    “You have mind control, correct?” Edony snarled. “Then control their mind!”  
 
    “But it’s not like that,” the stunning heiress pleaded. “I can only control the body, not the mind! I can make their body do something, but I can’t reach into their brain and force them to speak!”  
 
    “That sounds a lot like horse shit,” the Duchess spat. “It sounds like you’re trying to get out of a direct order that I gave you, and if that’s true, you will be punished alongside this… this spy.”  
 
    “I’m not lying, Edony,” Josephine whispered. “I would do it if I could, but it’s physically impossible.”  
 
    “Fine, I’ll accept your excuse just this once,” the aristocrat roared. “I guess I’ll just have to do it myself. Daisy Browning, come hold this beast, and we’ll get the information we need.”  
 
    Daisy glanced at me with a pained expression in her eyes but obeyed. The brunette came forward, stood next to the Duchess for a second, and then pushed toward the bandaged stranger. The bear-girl reached out for them, and the cloaked person jerked backward. In an instant, a wave of electricity washed over us, and the cloaked person writhed in pain. My eyes swiveled over to Edony, and the Duchess held out a single pointed finger toward the twisting stranger.  
 
    “I told you not to move, didn’t I?” the Duchess warned. “Do it again, and you’ll be nothing more than a bloody smear on the brick pavers below your feet. Do you understand?”  
 
    Daisy’s fingertips brushed at the cloaked person’s shoulders right as a garbled voice rang out behind us. Edony’s spine snapped straight, and she jerked her head back toward the sound. The Duchess’ lips curled into a snarl as her eyes settled on to the slumped over form at the end of the aisle, and I slowly turned, too, as the sound came again.  
 
    “Ed-Edony!” A gargled voice shouted. “Edony! Muh-mu-my love!”  
 
    “Is that… Lucien?” Josephine asked. “What is he doing here?”  
 
    “Hey!” Daisy screamed.  
 
    I turned at the last second right as the bandaged person slipped out of Daisy’s grasp, shouldered their way through our group, and slammed into Edony’s turned back. The Duchess stumbled forward with a scream, pushed her hands out in front of her, and hit the ground with a loud slap.  
 
    “Goddamnit!” the blonde aristocrat roared. 
 
    Edony threw back her head, and a single colorless curl fell in the middle of her forehead. The Duchess huffed angrily like a mad bull and scurried to her feet. She pointed a raised finger at the cloaked person’s receding back, but right as she was about to fire a lightning bolt, they turned direction, leaped over a stall, and disappeared into another back alley.  
 
    “Fuck!” the Duchess boomed, whipped around, and pointed her finger at the approaching man. “Lucien! Why are you here? You’re not wanted here! I made it clear in my message that you were no longer needed! Look what you’ve done, you bumbling buffoon! I should kill you where you stand!”  
 
    “Edddoooonnnyy!” the scientist groaned, stumbled forward, and then held onto a wooden post of a stall for support. “Edony, puh-leeease, lis-listen to me!”  
 
    The Duchess drew back with her lips twisted into a vicious snarl and held the crook of her wicked cane with white knuckles. Edony’s face was beet red from anger and strain, and I could tell from just looking at her that she was on the verge of completely losing it. 
 
    “Should I go after them?” Daisy asked me. “I’m sure I could catch them and incapacitate them pretty easily without… you know, all of the distractions.”  
 
    “No, you should stay here,” I shook my head. “I’m sure if they found us once, they’ll find us again. We should stay here in the group and find out what Lucien is going on about. We wouldn’t want you wandering off and getting lost. Or worse, the spy could have a powerful ability and hurt you when no one else is around. We have no idea why they were following us or what they wanted. So, it’s best if you just stay here with us.”  
 
    “What are you doing here, Lucien?” Edony hissed through clenched teeth. “Can’t you see we’re busy?” 
 
    Lucien’s sickly yellow eyes were half-closed, and the poor man wavered on his feet. He barely held onto the post, slipped once, and almost toppled to the ground, but he righted himself and let out an echoing belch.  
 
    “Is… is he drunk?” Josephine whispered.  
 
    “By science,” I chuckled. “He is drunk.”  
 
    “He’s a goddamn abomination, that’s what he is,” Edony snarled. “Get out of here, Lucien! No one wants you here!”  
 
    “Edony, please,” Lucien sobbed. “I just received your letter! I almost couldn’t believe it! Why? Why are you letting me go?”  
 
    “As I stated in the letter,” the Duchess huffed. “You’re no longer needed. Our experiments failed and will never work. You’re relieved of your duties and can return home to the capital.”  
 
    “No!” the blonde scientist threw himself forward and screamed. “I’m not going home! That’s not what I want!”  
 
    “Does it look like I care what you want?” the beautiful aristocrat scoffed. “Go home, Lucien. I don’t need you anymore.”  
 
    “What about us, Edony?” the scientist cried. “What about our love? Our undying love that will last on into the eons!”  
 
    “What are you blathering on about?” the Duchess snarked. “I’ve never loved you, nor any other brute, save for Charles. I could never love a failure like you. Go home.”  
 
    “E-Edony,” Lucien belched. “Was I… Was I the other man all along? Oh, no… Was Charles the other man? You’ve been cheating on me this entire time? Sneaking away to your lover’s manor when I wasn’t around? How could you do this to me? I’m so much more handsome and talented than he is! Take me back! Take me back and let me work for you again! I promised that the experiments would work and if I have your love, I will make it true! Edony, please! I’m begging you!”  
 
    Lucien let go of the post and stumbled forward toward the Duchess. Once we were inches away, the blonde scientist threw himself to the ground at her feet, clasped his hands together, and lifted them up toward her almost as if in prayer. Tears rolled down his pale cheeks, and he pushed out his lips pathetically.  
 
    “Go home, Lucien,” Edony hissed through her teeth. “I hired you to work for me, but you’re no longer needed. I don’t know how to say it clearer to get it through your thick skull. You are wretched and so embarrassing to be out in public with. How can you not see that? How can you stand to show your face in front of me and all of the other aristocrats?”  
 
    “Please,” Lucien begged. “I need to be with you! I can’t live without you! You’re the air I breathe, and without you, I’m choking on emptiness!”  
 
    “You’re drunk,” the Duchess ridiculed. “And disgusting. Get out of my sight this instant. I never want to see your face again.”  
 
    “Edony, no!” the pitiful man sniveled. “I can do better! I am better than Charles Rayburn! Look at him! He’s nothing but a disgusting squashed grub at your feet! I’m what you need! I can do anything as long as I have you and your patronage! Please, Edony! Take me back! I beg of you!”  
 
    “I don’t know how much clearer I need to make it.” The Duchess grinned wickedly. “I don’t love you, and I will never love you. Charles Rayburn is the only scientist I wish to work with. Are you listening, Lucien? If so, focus your single struggling brain cell and take heed from what I’m about to say. If you ever come near Charles or me ever again, I will kill you. There will be no more begging or bargaining, I will murder you without hesitation. You are nothing compared to him. Do you hear me, Lucien? You are nothing. He is ten times more brilliant and intelligent than you will ever be. I would rather fall in love with a disease-ridden pig than to be stuck with you for a second longer. This is your final warning. Get out of my sight, you disgusting worm. And be happy I haven’t destroyed you.”  
 
    Lucien’s lips puckered out, and more tears streamed out of the corners of his eyes. The blonde scientist fell forward into a sobbing heap at the Duchess’ feet, and Edony glared down at him with disgust in her violet eyes. She took a quick step back, grabbed my hand, and then pulled me to her side. The scientist slowly raised his head, moaned once he saw us, and slowly stood to his feet. He wobbled a few times, but all of us stood and watched as he made his way down the aisle. Just as he reached the corner, he paused and stared at his dusty shoes for a second.  
 
    Suddenly, Lucien raised his head and curled his right hand into a fist. His lips mashed into a firm line, and his blurry eyes focused, not on Edony, but on me instead. Tears still streamed out of the corners of his eyes, and he sniffled twice as he adjusted his stance and turned halfway toward us.  
 
    “Charles Rayburn--” Lucien growled.  
 
    “Enough,” Edony barked, stepped forward, and lifted a pointed finger but the smile never wavered from her plump lips. “I’ve heard enough.”  
 
    I felt it again, the sensation of burning electricity fighting to be released from the Duchess, and I hastily stepped forward. I pressed a hand to her shoulder, and the blonde aristocrat suddenly relaxed. I didn’t care about Edony or how she was feeling, but I knew that the Duchess was pretty close to bursting with anger. If I didn’t calm her down now, she could fall into a blind rage, and I needed to protect my women at all costs.  
 
    Edony relaxed the moment I touched her, and she let out a long, low breath. She seemed to relax and leaned exhaustedly against me. Lucien’s lips puckered down the aisle, his expression hardened, and he took a decisive step toward us but then quickly decided against it. His shoulders slumped and he slowly turned to slink away back down the dark alley. Edony buried her face in the crook of my neck and I held the Duchess tightly to my side. 
 
    “I can’t believe he showed up here,” Edony sighed. “What a bumbling fool. To think that I would ever love and care for him the way that I do you? I can’t believe I let such a man into my presence. I was so foolish, Charles.”  
 
    The Duchess’ warm breath hit my neck and sent shivers down my spine. For a moment, I couldn’t tell if the goosebumps were from fear of her or pleasure. I held her closely and watched as Lucien’s back receded down the aisle but right as he was about to turn the corner, he paused. The blonde scientist turned and glared back at me. His eyes hit me with the force of a thousand knives but I wouldn’t let it affect me in front of Edony and my women.  
 
    Lucien’s sickly yellow eyes shifted between me and then settled on the Duchess for a second before they slashed into me for a second time. His jaw clenched and his hands at his waist curled into tight fists. He took an intimidating step forward, shook his head, and then glared at me. 
 
    “This isn’t over,” Lucien mouthed, raised a pointed finger, and jabbed it in my direction. “I’m not giving up, Charles Rayburn.” 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Four 
 
    I held Edony to my side and watched as Lucien turned on his heels and raced out of view. I sighed softly, let go of Edony, and turned back to my other two women. Tonight had been such a mess, but we hadn’t bought a harlot to use in the experiment, and I had that to be thankful for. Even though we hadn’t gotten one, it made me wonder what the Duchess would want to do next. Would she force us to come down here again and purchase a harlot? It went against everything we believed in, and if she made us try again, I wasn’t sure if I could go through with it. 
 
    “Could we possibly go home?” Daisy whispered. “It’s been a long and… tiring night.”  
 
    “What about the harlot?” the Duchess asked. “We need someone to use in the experiment.”  
 
    “I think it’s best if we postpone the experiment,” the heiress uttered. “Someone is obviously after us, and I don’t think now is the best time. I think we should wait and see if they appear once more.”  
 
    “Not only that,” the brunette broke in. “What about Lucien? He certainly isn’t well, and I think that he could attack Charles or us if he keeps on like this. You saw him for yourself, Edony, he’s not alright.”  
 
    The Duchess’ lips puckered, and her violet eyes lowered to the moist stones at her feet. Edony seemed to think for a moment and then sighed loudly as she threw her hands into the air.  
 
    “Fine,” the blonde aristocrat grumbled. “We’ll postpone the experiment on a disposable woman and think of someone else to imbue with the nix magic, but as soon as we return to your manor, I’m sending a courier to my men to track and trap a powerful beast for my own transformation. As soon as they find one, we will bring it back to your manor and began the preparations. I was merely excited to see the process for myself since I missed it the three times that you did it before.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I soothed. “We’ll find a beast strong enough to hold your power, and then we will transform you into an unstoppable being fit to rule this world.” 
 
    “Yes…” Edony whispered. “We will, and then I will destroy the Queen.”  
 
    “We’ll return to the manor,” I uttered. “Will you go to the duchy for the night?”  
 
    “Yes,” Edony nodded. “I have a few things that I need to get in order tomorrow, but I will return to your home by the end of the day.”  
 
    “Of course,” I stated. “Shall we get going, ladies?”  
 
    I stepped down the long, darkened aisle and glanced at a few of the shops, but most of them in this area were closed. The open ones had small tables in front of them covered with black cloths, and most of the wares looked strange and unusual. One of the sellers looked as if they were a poacher, but all of the items laid out on the cloth were cleaned animal skulls and a few evil-looking charms. The seller turned their face away from us and scurried into the back of their shop at the sight of the blonde aristocrat. 
 
    I glanced back at Edony, but the Duchess’ eyes moved over the table for only a few seconds, and then she faced forward.  
 
    “You look at me as if you don’t know what those things are, Charles,” Edony murmured. “You are a practiced alchemist. Shouldn’t you know black magic spells and relics when you see them?”  
 
    “Alchemy and black magic are very different,” I grunted. “How are you so sure they’re selling black magic items?”  
 
    “The skulls of animals are often used in their spells and thaumaturgical rituals,” the blonde aristocrat sighed softly. “If you’d looked closely at the surface of those bones, they had runes carved into them. Aren’t alchemy and magic similar in the elemental world?”  
 
    “No, they’re nothing alike,” I explained. “Alchemists generally are more… kind-hearted? The things that they create are meant to help people like potions for common ailments or diseases. It’s chemistry mixed with herbalism. I once whipped up a hangover cure for Josephine one night after she’d had a little too much to drink with Ms. Browning. Black magic… is on the opposite end of the spectrum. Everything they do has ill intent, and they send it out into the world maliciously.”  
 
    “How do you know so much about black magic, Charles?” Josephine asked. “Have you dabbled in it?”  
 
    “Oh no,” I shook my head. “I never would touch that type of stuff. Have you ever heard of the Rule of Three?”  
 
    “No?” Daisy cocked her head.  
 
    “Vaguely,” Josephine uttered. “But not enough to explain exactly what it is.”  
 
    “The Rule of Three,” Edony started. “Or the Law of Return is something that all magic-users believe in, even some alchemists do, too. They believe that whatever you put out into the universe, may it be good or evil, will return to you threefold.”  
 
    “Edony,” Daisy started. “You seem to know a lot about black magic… Have you ever dabbled with it?”  
 
    Edony paused as we walked down the aisle, and I turned to observe her. Her violet eyes strayed back toward the shop and stayed there for a long time. Her delicate hands knit together in front of her chest, and her lips pressed together pensively. I wanted to say she looked troubled, but more than that, she looked downright sad. Suddenly, the Duchess turned and hurried past us as if she’d seen something that had frightened her. We rushed to catch up with her, and if we hadn’t been listening, we wouldn’t have heard her whisper.  
 
    “Yes,” the Duchess breathed. “But only once.”  
 
    “So, the Rule of Three exists?” Josephine asked. “Have you witnessed it for yourself?”  
 
    The Duchess took a deep breath, held it for a second, and then let all of it out very slowly. The blonde aristocrat squared her shoulders and stood a little straighter as she stared down her nose at Josephine.  
 
    “It does,” Edony stated in a cold tone. “I’ve experienced it firsthand, and it is not something you want to trifle with. I’ll give you one warning… all of you. No matter how badly you want something and even if your soul is burning with desire, never dabble with the dark arts. The things you receive are not as sweet when the things you love are taken away from you by the Law of Return.”  
 
    “If I may ask,” Josephine carefully probed. “What did you want, and what was taken away from you?”  
 
    Edony seemed to think on the two questions for a moment and then opened her mouth as if she were about to reply but quickly snapped it shut. The blonde aristocrat hastily shook her head and curled her hands into tight fists at her sides before moving forward without us.  
 
    “No,” the Duchess snapped. “That’s all I want to say on the matter, and I’d like it very much if you’d leave it be. The only thing I will tell you is I was very young and naïve about the world. Sure, I got what I wanted, but at what cost?”  
 
    Had the Duchess played with black magic? I would’ve never expected it in a million years, and I certainly was curious about what she’d asked for. Had it been so evil that three precious things had been taken away from her? I knew the Duchess well enough from working with her, and I’d never seen her react this way before. She was always so calm and collected, but what had happened to her had shaken her that deeply? I knew that about ten years ago, Edony’s mother died, but other than that, I didn’t know much about the Duchess’ life outside of our work together.  
 
    Edony marched forward, turned the corner, and for a few seconds, was gone from our sight. I glanced over my shoulder at Josephine and Daisy. Both of their faces showed expressions of confusion and curiosity, but Edony had shut the conversation down with little to no explanation.  
 
    “What do you think she did?” the blonde heiress murmured. “What terrible thing could she have done to have shaken her this much?”  
 
    “I have no idea,” I shrugged. “It’s best to leave it for now.”  
 
    “I doubt she’ll ever tell us the story,” Daisy whispered. “Maybe you, Charles, but not any of us.”  
 
    “Do you think she’s unsure about the will?” the heiress gasped. “Do you think she’s changed her mind about giving everything to you?”  
 
    “I doubt that’s it,” I shook my head. “If Edony were unsure about it, she would’ve told me. The Duchess isn’t one to hold back what she’s feeling… so, I doubt any of this is about the will or the experiment. She’ll tell us what made her so upset eventually. All we have to do is wait for her to be ready to tell us.” 
 
    “Maybe after the transformation?” Josephine asked.  
 
    “Maybe,” the bear-girl shrugged. “But that’s questionable. She might not even remember her past after the experiment. I only remember a few things here and there about Delphine’s life but not enough to recall her entire life story.”  
 
    “I wonder once I’m transformed,” the heiress mused. “If I will remember my life and my love for Charles and my sisters.”  
 
    “I hope so,” I smiled. “But it might be doubtful. I had interactions with all of my women before their entrance into my machine, and none of them remember me.”  
 
    “I’m thankful that I don’t remember,” Daisy admitted. “From the things that I can recall, Delphine was a horrible person, and I don’t want to see or feel the things that she did to Charles.”  
 
    I thought about the day that I kidnapped Delphine and how I had laid in the bed where she’d tortured probably hundreds of other men. I’d never told any of my women that story. Even Valerie didn’t know, though she had been there that day. I’d been terrified that entire time I was in Delphine’s house, and I was honestly surprised that we’d pulled the whole caper off.  
 
    I was a different man, then, and I was utterly terrified at every turn. Now I felt different, stronger, and more determined to live than ever. My women had changed me, and I was eternally grateful to them. Even now with Josephine added to our family, they were always there at my side to aid me and support me through whatever was thrown at us. It wasn’t just me trudging through the world alone anymore, and since they came into my life, everything seemed so bright and lively.  
 
    “Are you coming?” Edony barked from around the corner. “I have to admit, this little adventure has exhausted me, and I’d like to return to the duchy as soon as possible.”  
 
    “How will we get home?” Daisy asked as we came around the corner. “We came in Edony’s carriage.”  
 
    “My carriage will take you back to the manor,” the Duchess assured. “It’ll drop me off at the end of my drive, and I will walk the rest of the way home.”  
 
    “There’s no need for that.” I shook my head. “If the walk is too much, you could always stay the night at the manor and return home tomorrow.”  
 
    “No, it’s quite alright, Charles,” the blonde aristocrat softened. “I don’t mind the walk honestly. The forest at night is soothing, and I can hear the beasts moving around which comforts me even more. I often go out on strolls around my property in the middle of the night. It’s not as if a poacher or servant will attack me. They all know who I am and how powerful my abilities are.”  
 
    “If that’s what you want to do,” I shrugged. “Then sure, but we have no problem with you staying the night at the manor with us.”  
 
    Of course we did, though. Edony couldn’t stay at the manor because all of my women slept in the same bed as me, and now that I was Josephine’s courtesan, she would be there, too. Edony couldn’t know that the other monster-women and I were involved with each other, or the whole plan would implode. 
 
    And we’d finally tricked her.  
 
    “No,” Edony chuckled. “It’s quite alright. All of my things are at home, and I’d like to take a long, relaxing bath. I don’t want to sound rude, but I’ve been inside of your manor before, Charles, and I know for a fact it’s not as luxurious as my duchy.” 
 
    “Now to climb out of this goddamn hole,” Daisy muttered. “That was not fun.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’ll go much faster this time,” Josephine soothed. “And we’re with you. So if you’re afraid, I’ll either be above or below you, and you can always talk to me to calm you down.”  
 
    “Then it’ll be a short drive,” I smiled. “And we’ll be home. There’s no need to worry.”  
 
    Once we emerged from the inner aisles, the raised stage where they’d held the auction was empty, and all three of the harlots being sold were gone. It made me wonder who had bought them and what were they going to do with them? Josephine had said that most of the harlots sold were treated worse than the males, and I worried about their safety. Once all of this was over with, no man or woman would have to fear for their lives just because of what they believed in.  
 
    Even the rest of the underground black market seemed empty, and most of the sellers had cleared out. The booths stood empty with all of the wares and decorations put away for the night. I’d heard from Edony earlier that the market ran all night long and rarely closed. I had to wonder if all of them had closed up shop because the Duchess had made an appearance. 
 
    She’d already told me that she rarely came down here, and she’d worked so hard to shut this place down. It was so surprising that they were afraid of her and turned tail as soon as she showed her face. I was still curious about the person who’d been following us and why they’d seemed familiar to me, but right now there was nothing we could do to investigate. I kept an eye out as we moved through the tight aisles and made sure that we weren’t being followed this time. Even if someone were watching us, I’d be able to spot them pretty easily with the crowd gone. Daisy must’ve been thinking about the strange person, too, because the brunette lifted her head and addressed the Duchess. 
 
    “Edony,” the bear-girl stated. “Who was that person back there?”  
 
    “How would I know?” the Duchess snapped. “Their face was all covered in bandages.”  
 
    “An enemy of some sort?” Josephine offered. “Do you know of anyone who would send someone after you like that?”  
 
    “Uh, the Queen, duh,” the blonde aristocrat sneered. “She wants me dead. I do have a few other enemies, but they’re poor and don’t have enough money to buy a spy and send them after me.” 
 
    “You have enemies other than the Queen?” I asked. “I should’ve guessed that you did since you’re the Duchess, but…” 
 
    “Am I really that important?” Edony chuckled. “I bet that’s what you want to say, and the answer is yes. My family built Edenhart from the ground up. The plot of land where our city sits was nothing more than a field of wheat on a plateau when we purchased it. A lot of people believe that the hands of servants built this city… but no, that’s not true at all. My ancestor, Olvia, and her family built this place by hand. She harnessed the power of electricity through their tools and managed to build such a great city within a year. At the time it was nothing more than a street with a handful of businesses, but it was still a town. More and more people came to Edenhart, and it expanded exponentially. Olvia wasn’t satisfied with just Edenhart, and she had bigger dreams than a small town tucked between two enormous mountains, so she searched for an even bigger plot of land.”  
 
    “And that was the capital?” I questioned. “You’ve told me before that your ancestor helped build the capital.”  
 
    “Yes,” Edony nodded with a faraway smile. “At this time, the current Queen was nothing more than a toddler running around in shit-filled linen diapers, but her family was alive and well.”  
 
    “Was this when powers were just starting to pop up?” Daisy asked under her breath. “Were men still--” 
 
    “Men have been brutes for centuries,” Edony cut her off. “And during that time, women were just starting to develop powers. My ancestor Olvia was married to a somewhat wealthy man when she first started out, but as she created and collected cities under her power, he became more of a servant to her than a partner. His money dwindled while her’s grew and grew until she was the richest woman on the continent. Her powers became stronger as her prestige spread, and she broke free of the male chains that bound her.”  
 
    “Then how did the Queen come into power?” the bear-girl asked. “I mean if Olvia was the most powerful woman in both her abilities and reach, how did the Queen take that away from her?”  
 
    Edony breathed in deeply, glanced over her shoulder at us, and exited the inside chamber of the black market. We followed after her into the dark hall and headed for the ladder, but the Duchess stayed silent the entire time until we reached the hole in the ceiling.  
 
    “The Queen’s family thought that my ancestor was too powerful,” the Duchess explained. “They were already in control over a few cities, and they decided that Olvia had done enough for the capital. They banded with a few other smaller cities, pulled their slaves and consorts together, and created an army. They pushed my ancestor back to Edenhart where they thought she belonged, and she spent the rest of her life trying to get the lost cities she’d built back, but everything she did was never enough. The capital has remained in the Queen’s family’s possession since then, and when the Queen came of age, she’s been the one in control.”  
 
    “So, the Queen has been around for… essentially forever?” the stunning brunette asked. “She’s seen your family through generation after generation.”  
 
    “She’s a disgusting, deplorable woman,” Edony barked, gripped onto the rungs of the ladder, and began to climb up. “A week after my mother succumbed to her illness and died, she sent me a letter.”  
 
    “About what?” I urged.  
 
    “Taunting me,” the Duchess grunted. “Laughing in my face about my dear mother’s passing because it was yet another Duchess of Edenhart that failed to usurp her power and hold over the capital. My mother got the closest to killing her than any other of my lineage, and I vowed on the day that she died that I would be the one to kill the Queen and take back our honor.”  
 
    “That’s horrible,” Daisy moaned.  
 
    I glanced over at the bear-girl, and she seemed to really mean it. I was honestly surprised by that since we all thought that Edony was a horrible woman. Yes, it was true that the Duchess had done some pretty terrible things to me, but she was still human like the rest of us. She felt sadness, happiness, and more importantly, pain. It was hard for me to realize this since I saw her as such an unmovable rageful statue of a woman. When I worked with her before, Edony had never shown me such vulnerability, and it was nice to see her in a different light. I still hated her guts and wished nothing but horrible things on her, but it was enlightening to know that she too was human inside. 
 
    And maybe it wasn’t entirely her fault she was evil. Perhaps it was just her environment and upbringing.  
 
    “I respect you for that,” Josephine uttered. “It takes courage to persevere when all others before you have failed. That takes courage and determination. I’m sure if I were in your situation, I would’ve given up by now.”  
 
    I ushered Daisy and Josephine forward toward the ladder, and both of them climbed up. I followed after them, and darkness swallowed us for the second time that night. This time it seemed a little different, and every sound we made echoed back to us from above. I leaned my head back, but I couldn’t see anything above me except for the shadows I assumed were my women.  
 
    “That’s not true at all, Josephine,” the Duchess cackled from the darkness above. “I saw how you were when your mines were down. You fought tooth and nail to get them back up and running. I know that the mines are your livelihood, and if they were to dry up, you’d lose everything. Not that I would care… especially since you’re the second most powerful woman in the city, and I’d love to see you taken down a few notches, but I do respect you for that.”  
 
    “I can understand your situation because the mines were given to me from my mother,” the blonde heiress uttered. “My mother is one of the most important people to me, and I would never squander what she’s given to me.”  
 
    “That’s how I know that you’re a reputable woman,” Edony stated. “I may not like you personally, but you kept the mines even after your mother was moved away to that hospital. I know that most women in this town would’ve sold them off for an enormous amount of money and then squandered it all away with gambling and consorts. I mean, honestly that’s how Lilliana lost most of her money. She found a beautiful consort down at one of the brothels and lost all of her money to him. I’m sure she’s still wandering around the city, begging for money to go visit him just one more time.”  
 
    “Do you think that’s why she was so interested in purchasing Charles and the manor?” Daisy asked.  
 
    “It could be,” Edony’s voice echoed from above. “You don’t have to keep paying a consort you’ve already bought. Though I’m sure that Charles isn’t Lilliana’s type. She likes the more feminine ones with soft faces, doe eyes, lean body frames, thin arms, and cinched waists. Charles is far too rugged for her liking.”  
 
    “Are they like courtesans?” the heiress asked.  
 
    “No,” the Duchess replied. “More like… modern-day prostitutes. You’ve never seen them out and about, Josephine?”  
 
    “No, I haven’t,” the blonde heiress replied. “But maybe I wasn’t paying much attention.”  
 
    “They’re often out with the aristocrats,” Edony explained. “Come down the street we were on in the late evening, and you’ll see them leaning out of doorways. Most women who visit them are very wealthy but don’t have the time to either have a consort or a breeding program.”  
 
    “Have you ever visited one?” I asked.  
 
    “Once,” the blonde aristocrat replied. “It was kind of like… a stag party if you know what that is. It used to be only for men hundreds of years ago but now it’s more of a… celebration for women. We took it from the men and made it our own.” 
 
    “Celebration?” Daisy asked. “Is it like a party?”  
 
    “Sort of,” Edony giggled. “It’s a celebration of losing your virginity. Generally, it’s your mother, aunts, and a few friends. They take you to a brothel and let you pick out a consort you want to bed.”  
 
    “Oh,” the bear-girl gasped. “That’s…”  
 
    “It was awful,” the aristocrat sighed. “I didn’t enjoy it one bit. He was dirty and smelled… too much like orchids and black currant. He was all oiled up, and his hair slicked back, but I could see the streaks of dirt across his muscled arms. I almost felt sad for him. He looked no older than me, and I wondered how long he’d worked there, but that didn’t matter. He was still a disgusting beast who deserved the life given to him. I decided that night that I would never sleep with a lowly consort ever again and asked my mother to enroll me in a prestigious breeding program. I didn’t have to ask since we were already part of one for centuries, but if I wanted a brute rutting on top of me, I at least wanted him to smell fresh and clean. I assume that you went through the same thing, Josephine? Most young ladies of age have stag parties once they’ve debuted into society.”  
 
    “I-I… yes,” the heiress sighed. “I did. I didn’t quite enjoy it either. I didn’t like the pressure to have sex or the fact that everyone knew. You’d walk through the halls toward the room you were supposed to use, and you could hear it throughout the building. As I laid in the bed with the consort of my choice, I wondered how many other women had laid in this bed before me?”  
 
    “Isn’t it disgusting?” Edony barked. “How unsanitary. I doubt they ever washed the sheets or anything in those places. Everything in there including the floorboards, must be soaked in cum and other juices… it revolts me to even think about it. The only way to clean such places is to burn them to the ground and level the charred remnants… maybe with the consorts inside.”  
 
    Our party fell silent as we reached the top of the shaft. Edony was the first to climb out, but she didn’t stoop to help any of us out and simply hurried down the alleyway without us. Daisy was the second to climb out and knelt to help Josephine out. The blonde heiress stood to the side as I climbed out last and brushed off my hands on the fabric of my pants.  
 
    “Josephine?” Daisy tilted her head. “Did you have this ‘stag party’ thing?” 
 
    “Sadly, yes,” Josephine whispered back. “I know it’s hard to believe with the way my mother and I felt about men and their treatment in the city, but… you have to understand. We had to blend in and look ‘normal’ to the other aristocrats. My mother didn’t want to make me do it, but we both knew that if we didn’t, the other aristocrats would become suspicious.”  
 
    “So, you offered your virginity in front of the aristocrats,” Daisy clarified. “To save your family…”  
 
    “Yes…” the heiress whimpered dejectedly. “When you say it like that, it sounds--” 
 
    “I find you incredibly honorable,” the bear-girl smiled. “I’ve never respected and loved you more. You’ve given the men of this city so much to protect them… even a part of yourself that you will never get back. You are so admirable, Josephine.”  
 
    “I-I…” the heiress stammered. “The things I’ve done… they aren’t admirable or honorable… I do them because they are right.”  
 
    “You may think so,” I stated, stepped closer, and offered her my hand. “But to us, it’s so unbelievable. I’ve never met another woman like you. Sure, my monster-women believe men are equal, but they aren’t born into a world where everyone thinks otherwise. You were born into a world that despises men, and you and your mother went against that no matter what others around you said. You’re a saint… or an angel, something along those lines.” 
 
    “There’s something else I wanted to talk to all of you about very quickly,” I explained. “When we arrive back home, we’ll tell Valerie and Rian, too.”  
 
    “What is it, Charles?” Josephine asked.  
 
    “We can’t transform Edony until I have full control of her estate and Edenhart,” I told them. “We need to milk her wealth dry and take it for ourselves. I don’t know how we’re going to do it, but… it has to be done. We can’t transform her until all of that happens.”  
 
    “There’s no way she’d let that happen,” Daisy murmured. “Do you have any plans fleshed out?”  
 
    “A few,” I sighed. “But not a lot or any that could possibly come to fruition.”  
 
    “I think it’d be best if we discussed this back home,” Daisy whispered and glanced toward the alley’s mouth. “When Edony leaves and we can plan it out all together.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “But I needed to tell all of you fir--” My voice trailed off as the Duchess screeched from the end of the alleyway. 
 
    “Are you coming?” Edony roared from the end of the alley. “I don’t have all night!”  
 
    “Yes!” I answered and then turned back to my two women. “You may not think that what you’re doing is honorable, but you don’t see it from our angle. You have done so many good things in this world, and together, we will do many more.”  
 
    “I’m waiting!” the Duchess shrieked.  
 
    “We better go,” I grunted. “Before our ‘glorious leader’ bursts a blood vessel.”  
 
    Both of my women giggled and then followed after me as I stepped down the alley. Edony waited at the end, but as soon as we emerged from the darkness, the Duchess huffed out of annoyance and stomped toward the carriage. She ripped open the door, jumped inside, and then grumbled under her breath as she waited for us. When we slid inside the back of the carriage, and the Duchess slammed the door shut, it was clear that she had something she wanted to say, but she held off.  
 
    It’d been a long night for all of us, and I didn’t want to evoke her rage by asking, so I left it. Edony’s lips puckered, she crossed her arms over her chest, and then leaned back in her seat to stare out the window. We sat in utter silence the entire drive to the duchy, and right as we pulled up in front of the drive, she threw open the door before it could stop. The coachman screeched, jerked the horses to the side, and rolled to an abrupt stop.  
 
    Edony gracefully stepped out onto the drive, nodded to me, and then gestured up to the coachman. The Duchess slammed the carriage’s door closed and then took a step back with her arms crossed over her chest. The carriage pulled away with a crack of the coachman’s whip, and I gazed out the back window toward her.  
 
    “What’s the matter with her?” Josephine gasped. “She couldn’t wait until the carriage fully stopped to get out?”  
 
    “She looked angry,” Daisy breathed. “And she didn’t say anything to us when she got out. What’s the matter with her, Charles?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I grunted. “But I’m sure we’ll hear all about whatever it is tomorrow.”  
 
    Edony stood at the end of the drive with her hands clutched to her chest and glared at the back of the coach. She stared after our carriage for a moment, turned with what looked to be a heavy sigh, and trudged off toward the duchy. I had to wonder what had we done wrong to make her act that way, but as I said, I was sure we’d or at least I would hear all about it when she arrived at the manor tomorrow.  
 
    I leaned back in my seat and crossed my arms over my chest as I prepared for the short drive to our home. I was tired after all of the night’s excitement and wanted nothing more than to fall into bed with the rest of my women. Even though Josephine was part of our family now, she’d refrained from joining us in our enormous bed, and I told her if she wasn’t ready to yet, that was fine with all of us.  
 
    “Who do you think that person could’ve been?” Daisy asked. “Edony didn’t give us much to go on, but… there certainly was something fishy about them.”  
 
    “I had this… strange feeling,” Josephine admitted, pressed her fingertips into the middle of her stomach, and then twisted them. “I don’t know how to explain it… it was just so eerie.”  
 
    “It was like you met them before,” I nodded. “A sense of familiarity even though their face was obscured, and their voice was doctored.”  
 
    “Yes!” the heiress agreed. “That’s exactly it! It was like I’d met them before but I couldn’t… place exactly where I knew them from.”  
 
    “I felt the same thing,” I told them. “I don’t know how we could’ve met them or who they could be, but I know for certain we’ve come into contact with them at least once before.”  
 
    “I would’ve suggested Lucien,” Daisy pondered. “But how could he have been in two places at once. That was my only guess.”  
 
    “Lucien is going to be a problem all on his own,” I grunted. “Now we have him on our tail and some sort of spy. We just have to figure out who sent them and why. Are they following me or the Duchess? Or all of us at once?”  
 
    “It couldn’t be you,” the bear-girl interjected. “You only came under Edony’s patronage tonight. There’s no way that anyone would know already, unless they were sent out the first time you were working for her and have been among us the entire time.”  
 
    “So, they’re after the Duchess,” I uttered. “Could it be the Queen?”  
 
    “Maybe?” Josephine shrugged. “But Edony mentioned that she had other enemies, too. It could be any number of them, and we have no possible way of knowing.”  
 
    “I think we should keep an eye out,” I urged. “Even around the manor, especially since Edony will be coming around more often.”  
 
    “Of course,” Daisy agreed. “And if any of us go out into town, we should be on alert for anyone sneaking around in the shadows or through the crowds.”  
 
    “We’ll tell everyone else when we arrive home,” I told them. “Even though Valerie and Rian rarely leave the house, we don’t know if this spy will follow Edony to us again.”  
 
    The carriage tilted upward as we ascended the hill toward the manor, and I gazed through the window. No lights were on inside except for a single candle burning in the front window, and I knew that Rian and Valerie had gone to bed for the night. The carriage rolled to a stop right in front of the stairs, and I opened the door for my women. I waved the coachman off, and he nodded to me as he turned in his seat. Josephine and Daisy climbed the stairs, unlocked the door, and quietly slipped inside.  
 
    I scanned the dark forest from the porch for a moment, but all was silent in the woods, and I turned to go inside. I shut the door behind me, locked it, and silently climbed the stairs toward our shared bedroom. The door was already closed, and I assumed that Daisy was already inside preparing for bed. I passed Josephine’s open door down the hall, and I peered in.  
 
    The blonde heiress had let down her honey-blonde hair, and it swung around her shoulders. A single candle lit the room in a golden hue, and I watched in shocked silence as the heiress slowly unbuttoned the back of her dress, slipped out of it, and crossed the room to hang it up in the wardrobe. Josephine wore a sheer slip underneath, and from the doorway, I could see the pink hardened nipples through the fabric along with the swatch of blonde pubic hair between her legs. The honey-blonde sighed softly, parted her hair over one shoulder, bent, and began rolling down the stockings on her slim legs.  
 
    I’d never seen Josephine in a state like this, and I was unbelievably aroused. Yes, she was beautiful in her elegant dresses, but this was a much simpler type of beauty I’d never seen from her. Here in this room, she wasn’t an aristocrat or an heiress. She was simply a woman going through her nightly routine, and I wasn’t sure why that aroused me so much. I hadn’t realized that she’d noticed I was there, and when she spoke, I nearly jumped out of my skin.  
 
    “I said that I didn’t like the brothel,” the honey-blonde whispered, straightened up from her position, and laid her stockings out over the back of a chair. “But there was something I realized I did like while I was there.”  
 
    “And what is that?” I asked.  
 
    Josephine crossed the room gracefully while she kept her intriguing cat-like eyes on me and then sat down on the edge of the bed with pursed lips. Her light-colored hair created a curtain around her shoulders and was so long it brushed against the bed’s surface.  
 
    “I’d never heard what sex sounded like,” Josephine admitted. “I was merely sixteen when I was taken to the brothel, so I’d had no prior experience.” 
 
    “That must have been distressing,” I uttered. “The sounds are quite… unexpected.” 
 
     “No, not at all,” the honey-blonde shook her head. “I think the sounds were what got me through losing my virginity. They were all around me, encapsulating me in a cocoon of warm whimpers and sighs. The meaty slap of a man’s body hitting a woman’s, the wet slick sounds my womanhood made as the consort penetrated me, and the illicit sounds my own mouth made. The noises lifted into the air and combined with all of the others in the building to make a melodious song. Was losing your virginity like that, Charles?”  
 
    “No,” I chuckled, leaned against the doorframe, and crossed my arms over my chest. “I was never a consort, but a few women did request that of me. The first time… I bumbled my way through it, and I’m sure the aristocrat who requested my services regretted it.”  
 
    “But the sounds…” Josephine whispered. “Did they stay with you?”  
 
    “Well, she said, ‘ouch’ and ‘don’t do that’ a bunch of times, so yeah,” I snorted. “I’m joking, I’m joking… but yes, the sounds are… Well, I’m a man, Josephine. Of course I enjoy the sounds and sensations of sex.”  
 
    The blonde heiress seemed to think for a moment, raised her cat-like eyes to me, and then pulled back the hem of her nightgown to reveal her naked sex. I grunted and felt my hardened member flex angrily against the fabric of my trousers. It took everything from within me to hold back and listen to what she was on the verge of saying. 
 
    “Charles,” she purred. “Why don’t we make those sounds… together?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    “Josephine,” I grunted. “Are you sure that you want to do this?”  
 
    “Of course, I’m sure,” the honey-blonde whispered. “I’m part of your family now, Charles. I… I’m in love with you. This is what I want. I would give up everything I have to be with you. Every moment I’m with you, I feel as if my heart is glowing with ethereal golden light, and the closer I get to you, the brighter it burns. If only you would touch me, Charles, and we would be consumed by eternal warmth. Please, I beg you. Do this for me. Valerie talks about what you’ve done with her in the bedroom and how you’ve made her feel and… and… I want to feel that way, too. All of the talk about how you are with them, and I can’t help but imagine myself doing it with you, too. Rian calls you her mate, and I can’t help but see you that way, too. Your women may love you from the moment they step out of the machine, but I’ve spent time slowly getting to know you, and I want what they have from the moment they take their first breaths. In a way, I got to choose who took my virginity, but I never gave it to him in my soul. Let me give it to you. You’re the one who deserves to deflower me… the only man I have ever loved.” 
 
    In one swift movement, Josephine held the hem of her nightgown in between two fingers and lifted the silky fabric over her head. The honey-blonde carried the discarded article in her hands and then gently folded it down beside her. Josephine’s breasts were large and bell-shaped with the nipple colored a blush pink. The areola around the pert, hardened nipple was so pale that it almost blended in with her skin. Her hips were wide, probably what some would’ve called birthing hips, and her thighs’ flawless skin rose to her tiny, naturally cinched waist.  
 
    “By science,” I gasped, took a step forward, and reached for the belt around my waist. “You are so stunning it almost hurts to look at you.”  
 
    Josephine reminded me of the beautiful stone statues of goddesses I’d seen in a museum a long time ago. Her skin was so pale it could’ve been ivory, and I would’ve never known unless I ran my fingers over it. I paused for a moment with my hands frozen on the buckle of my belt and drank her in. Gorgeous women always surrounded me, and I never really noticed until I got one of them alone in a room with me. Of course my monster-women were exquisite works of beauty, I’d made them in a machine after all, but Josephine was proof of fantastic breeding.  
 
    I was suddenly forced forward, and I chuckled under my breath as I realized that the heiress was using her mind control. My hands moved on their own, almost painfully slow, and my feet shuffled toward the bed.  
 
    “I’ve wanted this for a very long time,” the heiress breathed. “I think from the moment I saw you and Ms. Browning that day in the city’s streets. I felt something within you that I needed and wanted.”  
 
    “When we met at your mines,” I uttered. “That’s when I knew that I wanted you, Josephine. I already thought you were stunning, but I saw the way you were with your men and… I knew instantly that there was something special about you. I needed you to be mine, and here you are with open arms for my love.”  
 
    My pants suddenly came undone and fell to the floor around my ankles. My erect member throbbed angrily against the fabric of my underwear, and Josephine’s eyes widened at the sight of it. Her plump lips fell open, and an airy sigh whistled up her throat.  
 
    “My goodness,” the honey-blonde whispered. “All of your women openly talk about how gifted you are, but… but are you sure it’ll fit inside of me? No, what am I saying? I want it inside me… I need it, Charles. Please give it to me.”  
 
    I stifled a grunt, tucked my fingers into the waistband of my underwear, and ripped them down as I pressed a hand to her shoulder. I lowered Josephine to the mattress and loomed over her with my stiff penis in my hand. The honey-blonde’s orange eyes fluttered closed, her lips parted slightly, and she opened her pale thighs to me. I glanced down at her womanhood and admired the wispy hairs of her golden pubic hair.  
 
    With one hand pressed to the mattress above her head, I used my other one to open her legs even more and admire her aroused rosebud sex. The heiress sighed against the back of her hand and raised her hips impatiently. The lips of her vagina brushed against the head of my member, and the slick sensation sent shivers down my spine. I hadn’t been with a human woman in so long, and though there wasn’t much difference in their bodies, it felt so much different. With Josephine, no tails were wrapping around my wrists, horns brushing against my shoulders, or furry ears brushing against my neck.  
 
    It felt almost strange to me since I’d been with my monster-women for only a few months, and a human woman’s body felt softer. Maybe it was because my monster-women were athletically built with thick muscle under their taut skin, and Josephine was used to a life of relative luxury, but it could also have to do with their animal genetics.  
 
    “Charles,” Josephine begged. “Please. My skin is singing for you.”  
 
    I chuckled under my breath, lowered myself closer to her, and pressed the head of my penis against the soft and eager entrance of her womanhood. The honey-blonde squirmed underneath me, lifted her hips, and pushed me in the slightest bit. Her lips parted, and the softest moan escaped between them.  
 
    “Now, I’ll make love to you.” I thrust into her slowly and gasped at her encapsulating tightness. It felt as if she’d never been penetrated before, and if I hadn’t known that she’d had a consort prior, I would’ve believed her to be a virgin.  
 
    “Yes, Charles!” Josephine panted as her sheath trembled around my sword. “Yes! Put it all the way in! I want to feel you!”  
 
    I forced my way through her tight walls until my hips pressed against her smooth, hot flesh. Her core tightened and convulsed around me, and I felt on the verge of orgasm already. I held it back by breathing evenly and gazed down into her mesmerizing orange eyes.  
 
    Josephine’s hands reached up my sides, back, and then came to rest around my shoulders. The honey-blonde gritted her teeth, adjusted her hips, and I plunged even deeper into her. I grunted loudly, twisted a lock of her silken hair into my hand, and thrust into her.  
 
    As deep as I could go.  
 
    “Ohhh… that’s… perfect… you fill me soooo goooood…”  
 
    “You are incredibly tight,” I growled. “I’m going to go slow so I don’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Yesss,” she moaned. “I’m spread open around your manhood. I feel so full of you. I needed this so much. I need you.” 
 
    Josephine’s body moved slowly in time with me, and we moved at a painstaking pace that was pleasurable but also maddening at the same time. I wanted to indulge and throw myself in with reckless abandon, but I feared the sweet reward would come too soon if I did. 
 
    I’d been with a few aristocrats before her, but none of them had been like this. Most of them were feverish and wild like bucking broncos as if they wanted to get it over and done with the second I entered into them. Josephine wasn’t like that at all, and I could tell from the distant smile on her plump lips that she savored every second that I was inside her. Doing this with Josephine felt as if I were cossetting in something expensive which I could never afford, but the young heiress was willingly giving it to me for free.  
 
    I gripped Josephine’s large right breast in the palm of my head and groaned at its softness. My fingers swept over the slightly bumpy areola and tweaked at her hardened nipple. As I thrust into her harder, I bent down and took the nipple into my mouth and flicked it with my tongue. The honey-blonde’s back arched, and her knees gripped me tightly as a wave of pleasure overcame her and washed her away. The heiress’ hips moved underneath of me slowly but never changed pace, and we gradually worked together to push ourselves closer to delirious orgasm.  
 
    “Charles,” Josephine panted. “Does this mean that I am yours now? I’m finally yours?”  
 
    “Josephine,” I grunted. “You’ve always been mine. From the moment I laid eyes on you. Didn’t you know that you wanted me, then? That should’ve been a sign of the coming future.”  
 
    “Oh! Charles!” the honey-blonde gasped.  
 
    I thrust into her harder, gripped her by the shoulders, and forced my penis into her. Suddenly, I gripped her by the hips, slid onto the bed, and placed her on top of me. Josephine mewled softly as I stroked the outside of her moist womanhood with the tip of my member, and then forced her down onto it. I held her gently with one hand in the middle of her back and the other on her right hip. I bounced her up and down over my shaft until she caught on to the motion, gripped me by the shoulders, and controlled the movement herself. 
 
    I grunted and threw back my head with a loud groan as my manhood dug deep inside her. I was close and could tell from the blonde’s labored breathing and shaking hands that she was on the verge of exploding into orgasm. Josephine’s large breasts bobbed in my face, and I pressed my hand to the middle of her back to bring them closer. I took her pink nipple and bit down on it slightly until a guttural scream rose from her lips. Josephine bounced faster, forced her hips harder, and slammed down on my penis. Each time she did, our bodies collided with an echoing slap, and the honey-blonde leaned her head back with a sensual grin.  
 
    “Yes, Charles!” Josephine gasped. “Yes! I’m almost there! Harder! Yes! Harder! Charles!”  
 
    The heiress’ voice caught on my name and drew it out into a scream as her convulsing walls suddenly tightened around me. I grunted out of surprise but bucked my hips against her and quickened the pace. My hands slammed down and gripped her by her perfectly round ass cheeks. I forced her up and down on my cock as her walls shook with ecstasy, and her voice rose in pitch. The honey-blonde’s face almost looked as if she were in pain, but I knew that couldn’t be true from the wide smile that spread over her lips.  
 
    “Josephine!” I grunted. 
 
    I held her there and felt the sensation rise up in my loins. I gripped her hard, slammed her down onto her back so I was now on top of her, and gripped her wrists over her head. I plowed into her harder and faster than ever, and her tender walls twitched around me as if in a sensual dance.  
 
    “Charles! Yes!” the heiress gasped. “Release inside me, Charles! Please! I want to feel it inside of me! Fill me to the brim with your seed!”  
 
    Egged on by her words, I plunged into her savagely and felt her walls part for me. Josephine certainly wasn’t one of my monster-women, but like all of the others, her body felt as if it were made specifically for me.  
 
    “You’re so tight,” I grunted through gritted teeth. “I’m… I’m…” 
 
    I couldn’t finish that last sentence as I was thrown forward in the peak of orgasm. My member tensed for a second, twitched, and then exploded my hot frothy seed deep into the confines of her womb.  
 
    “Yessss!” she screamed. “Charles! You are filling me!” 
 
    “Sooo… gooooodddd.” I thrust into her as I let all of it out, and I gasped for air as a gallon of my cream filled her accepting body.  
 
    My pace slowed after what felt like a minute of my testicals releasing their gift inside of her, and I hung over her for a second with my hands still clutching her wrists. The heiress stared up at me, and we panted together before we finally regained our breaths.  
 
    “That was…” the blonde heiress gasped. “That was beautiful. I’ve never felt that good in my life. Thank you so much, Charles.”  
 
    “I guess all the rumors that my women are spreading around are true,” I chuckled, exited her, and flopped down onto the mattress.  
 
    “I wouldn’t call them rumors,” Josephine sighed. “A rumor is something that could be true or could be a lie. I’ve just learned that what they say is very, very true, so consider me a convert.”  
 
    “Very well,” I smiled. “I’m surprised this is what you wanted to do, though.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” the honey-blonde asked, sat up on an elbow, and gazed at me over the mattress top. 
 
    “I’m not sure how to explain,” I uttered. “I’ll start this off by saying I don’t see you like all of the other aristocrats, but… sometimes I forget that most of those women have needs and desires. I see them a lot like my machine down in my laboratory… something like machines, and I guess I shouldn’t do that.”  
 
    “But there’s a difference between the other aristocrats and me,” Josephine pointed out. “Most of the other aristocrats don’t see sex as a pleasurable thing, though some of them do, especially those that purchase consorts or visit the brothels. A good chunk of the aristocratic class sees men merely as brutes to use for the creation of offspring, and that’s… that. I mean, if you were to ask me if I ever enjoyed sex before, I would give you a swift and resounding no… until just now.”  
 
    “It’s not even because you’re an aristocrat,” I chuckled. “It’s more… You are such a kind soul, so innocent and tenderhearted that I almost thought you didn’t have sexual desires.”  
 
    “I am a woman,” Josephine giggled. “And I certainly have desires. I just don’t act on them as much as the other aristocrats do. I’ve been trained since birth to be the picture of perfect ‘aristocratic life,’ and I’ve strived to keep it that way, but what we just did isn’t a consort servicing his Mistress… It was two people in love joining together for the briefest moment to become one. You are not my consort, and I am not your Mistress. We are simply two people in love.”  
 
    “You’re very right,” I nodded. “I’ve never felt this way before. I feel so… powerful. You and your sisters make me feel as if I could take on the world and win. I know things are a little scary right now, especially with the Duchess hanging around, but we’ll get through this. As long as we postpone the experiment long enough, we can make it through, and once we get her into my machine, it’s all over. We’ll never have to worry about her again.”  
 
    “I’ve known the Duchess all of my life,” Josephine lamented. “And it’s honestly so surprising that she believes everything you’ve told her. She’s always been such a skeptic of everything people tell her, but maybe she’s blinded by her love for you. Which is lucky for us, but how long will it last? Or will she believe it until the day she enters into the machine.”  
 
    “We have to hope that it’ll continue like this until the day that we transform her. That is the plan.”  
 
    I glanced around Josephine’s room for a second and suddenly realized how empty it was in here. The only furniture in the room was the bed we laid on, a wardrobe, a single chair, and a dressing table. I glanced over at Josephine, but the honey-blonde’s eyes were closed for a second as she breathed evenly.  
 
    “Josephine?” I asked.  
 
    “Hm?” the heiress hummed.  
 
    “How would you feel about sleeping in the master bedroom?” I smiled. “With the rest of us? As a family? I’m sure that the others would love to have you there, and I’m sure it gets lonely in this room. I know that you’ll only be here a few nights of the week, but I’m sure you’d prefer to be close to us during that time.”  
 
    “I would love that,” the heiress sighed. “I thought that to myself earlier when you showed me the room. I was actually going to ask, but I wasn’t sure if it was my place.”  
 
    “Your part of our family now, Josephine,” I chuckled. “You are entitled to everything in this house including your sisters and me. I’m sure if you wanted to move in permanently, the others would be overjoyed.”  
 
    “Oh no,” Josephine giggled. “I couldn’t do that. I’d love to, but as I’ve said before, we need to make sure that this looks proper to the outside world. If you are my courtesan, you’re shared between Daisy Browning and I. It wouldn’t be proper if two ladies shared the same courtesan and lived in the same house. It’s practically unheard of.”  
 
    “Would you like to sleep in there with us tonight?” I asked. “There isn’t a lot of room, and we’ll all be squished together, but I find that to be the most enjoyable part. We all stay warm, and we get to be close together while we sleep. Eventually I’ll have to buy or build a new bed, but that’s fine.”  
 
    “I’d love that, Charles,” Josephine grinned, stood from the bed, and grabbed her nightgown.  
 
    The honey-blonde slipped it over her head, bent to pick up my discarded clothes, and handed them over to me. I scooted to the edge of the bed, took the clothes from her, and hastily got dressed while Josephine grabbed her things. I finally stood and moved to her side but paused as I passed the window. The room was dark enough for me to see onto the front lawn, and I spied something streak past the front porch below. My hands curled into fists, and I dropped low to the floor to peer out.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Josephine giggled.  
 
    “Sh,” I silenced her. “I think… I think there’s someone outside.”  
 
    “W-What?” the heiress gasped. “What do you mean?” 
 
    The honey-blonde froze in place and held her things tightly to her chest. Her orange eyes flicked between the window and me for a second, and then she took a frightened step backward.  
 
    “I saw… something,” I grunted. “I can’t be sure what it was… but it was too big to be a stray cat or dog and too small to be a wild animal.”  
 
    “Do you…” Josephine whispered. “Do you think it was that person who followed us earlier? Who could it be?” 
 
    “Well, it looks like whatever it was ran off toward the front gate,” I muttered. “I can’t be sure what it was unless I go outside and investigate.”  
 
    “What?” the stunning blonde hissed. “You can’t go out there! What if it’s that person from earlier? They could hurt you!”  
 
    “What else can we do, Josephine?” I asked. “Wait until they snoop around and find something on us? Or… Or break in and try to kill us all? We don’t know what they want from us… We don’t even know who it is yet. I have to go out there and investigate.”  
 
    “Then I’m coming with you,” Josephine demanded, grabbed her housecoat, and hastily slipped it on. 
 
    “No,” I stated. “It’s safer if you stay inside.”  
 
    “It’s also safer for you to stay inside,” the heiress shot back. “As you said before, we don’t know who’s outside. It could be a powerful woman spy here to assassinate all of us. Do you really want to take that chance? What would I tell the other women if you went out there alone and got yourself killed while they were all fast asleep? No, not happening. I’m going with you, and you can’t stop me.”  
 
    “I can’t really argue with you when all of your arguments make a lot of sense,” I chuckled. “Alright, but you’ll stay on the porch. That way if someone is creeping up on me and I don’t see them, you can stop them with your ability.”  
 
    “Fine, I’ll only agree to it because it also makes a lot of sense,” Josephine nodded with a grin. “But I have to warn you. You have to stay in my line of sight, or my power won’t work. If I can’t see my opponent, I don’t have a direct point to focus on, and my power is basically useless.” 
 
    “Understood,” I grunted. “Now let’s go.” 
 
    The honey-blonde and I slipped out from the room quietly and tiptoed down the hall past the master bedroom. I could tell that all of my women were sleeping soundly from the sounds beyond the door, and I certainly didn’t want to wake them up at a time like this. I was sure that Josephine and I could handle this ourselves especially since her power was mind control, and as far as I knew no one could fight against it.  
 
    Once we came down the stairs, I peeked out of the window beside the front door but couldn’t see anything except for darkness beyond the drive. I quietly unlocked it, and we slipped out onto the porch together. The night’s wind was cold from the fast-approaching fall, but I ignored it, glanced over at Josephine, and nodded to her. The heiress came down two steps, lowered herself down, and glanced toward the main gate of the manor.  
 
    I silently descended the steps, glanced around, and then shuffled through the gravel toward the gate. The wind rustled through the trees, and in the distance, an owl hooted forlornly, but other than that, it was utterly silent. When I came over the hill’s crest, it was nearly impossible to see Edenhart below except for a few distant lamps burning, but they were nothing more than faraway pinpricks of gold light.  
 
    There was no sign that anyone was outside, but I pressed on toward the gate. I doubted that anyone had been here and that it was my eyes playing tricks, but I had to make sure. I did feel a bit better knowing that Josephine watched from the house, and if there were someone out here, she would stop them from harming me. I came to stand directly in the middle of the gate and then turned in every direction, but there was no sign anyone had been out here tonight.  
 
    I took a step forward in the dim light, and something rustled under the bottom of my shoe. I lifted the toe of my shoe, turned it, and bent for a second as I reached for whatever it was. I squinted in the dim light and realized it was a small piece of rolled up parchment. My eyebrows furrowed and I unfurled it, but it was far too dark out for me to read. I stuffed the piece of paper into my pocket, glanced around once more in case I’d missed anything else, and then headed back up toward the manor.  
 
    “Did you see anything?” Josephine whispered.  
 
    “No,” I uttered. “But… someone was here. I found this.”  
 
    I reached into my pocket, grabbed the piece of paper, and handed it over to the heiress. The honey-blonde stepped closer to the window where a single candle burned, unfurled the paper, and read over what was written there. Her plump lips pursed, and her eyebrows furrowed before she raised her head.  
 
    “I don’t understand what it means,” she uttered. “Here, I’ll read it to you. ‘Akerla Outebane, Northernshire, Broovendale Mile, Ametria Wexcombe.’” 
 
    “What… what do all those mean?” I asked.  
 
    “Akerla Outebane looks like a name,” the heiress breathed. “I think I’ve heard of the Outebanes that live in the capital, but I can’t be sure.”  
 
    “And the other names?” I urged. “The last one sounds… familiar.”  
 
    “Well, it should be familiar,” Josephine whispered. “It’s the Queen’s birth name. The other two, Northernshire and Broovendale, are both big provinces in the capital.”  
 
    “So…. This does have to do with the Queen,” I stated.  
 
    “Ch-Charles!” Josephine screamed, tapped my hair, and then pointed down the drive.  
 
    I whipped in the direction she indicated and watched as a shadow broke from the forest, raced in between the gates, and then disappeared into the trees on the other side. My feet moved, and I ran down the stairs, tore off down the drive, and headed straight for the place where the cloaked person had disappeared, but it was too late. I kept running as a loud horse’s whinny broke the silence around us, and a black horse tore off from the tree line where the shadow had vanished.  
 
    The horse reared back, kicked at the air for a second, and then slammed down. The person on the beast’s back held on tightly and gazed over their shoulder at me, but in the choking darkness around me, I couldn’t make out their face.  
 
    “Yah!” a gruff voice I’d heard before shouted.  
 
    The horse slammed down to the ground, turned, and then galloped off down the hill. My heart pounded against my ribcage, and I felt beads of cold sweat drip down the sides of my face, but I couldn’t let them escape. I knew from where we stood, we were still in Josephine’s line of sight, and that meant she could still use her power… as long as they didn’t move past the gate. I raced after them, but I was far too slow compared to a horse, and the beast’s hooves pounded against the gravel.  
 
    “No, no, no!” I grunted under my breath. “Stay where you are! Don’t move!” 
 
    The beast and its rider blasted between the gate and then angled down the incline. When I glanced over my shoulder at Josephine, her expression told me everything. It was too far away for her to use her ability on the spy, and even if we tried to find them in the dark, it would be no use. The rider turned back once more before they disappeared, and I spied a stray flapping swatch of bandages underneath their cloak.  
 
    I had no time to waste, and though we didn’t know who was after us, we had a clue from the piece of paper they’d dropped. I turned on my heels and raced back up toward the house and Josephine. My feet pounded against the stairs, ripped the front door open, and gripped the heiress by the wrist.  
 
    “Charles,” the blonde pleaded. “I’m so sorry! It was too far away! I could’ve stopped them, but it was too far away!”  
 
    “It’s fine,” I assured her. “It’s not your fault.”  
 
    “T-Then why do you look so angry?” Josephine stammered.  
 
    “I’m not angry,” I shook my head. “We just… we need to wake everyone up.”  
 
    “Of course, Charles,” the heiress nodded. “That was a direct threat to us… You could’ve been hurt! I should’ve gone out with you… I knew I should have, and we would’ve caught the spy.”  
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” I urged. 
 
    “W-Why not?” the blonde aristocrat stammered.  
 
    “I finally realized why that person was so familiar,” I grunted. “And I think I know who the spy might be.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    “Charles,” Daisy prompted. “Are you going to tell us what happened?”  
 
    All of my women sat together on the plush red couch in the drawing-room, and I leaned against the fireplace for a second. I shook my head, pushed off of the ledge, and paced around the room with my hands held behind my back.  
 
    “No,” I grunted. “Not yet. I sent a courier to Edony. We have to wait until she gets here before I tell you everything.”  
 
    “I’m kind of tired of Edony being involved with everything we do,” Valerie grumbled. “I feel like we can’t be our authentic selves when she’s around. Not only that, but we can’t touch you or kiss you when she’s around. I get that she has to believe that she’s the only one you love, but I’m feeling a bit left out at this point.”  
 
    “I have to agree with Valerie,” Rian nodded. “She looks at us with… disdain.”  
 
    “I know that we have to keep her around,” Daisy uttered. “But I’ve noticed that, too. Whenever we speak privately to you, she gets this sour look on her face as if she has a lemon stuck down her throat.”  
 
    “Maybe that’s why she was so upset with us last night?” Josephine asked. “Why she practically threw herself out of the carriage?”  
 
    “We won’t know until she tells us,” I stated. “She should be here very soon. I know that you can’t stand Edony… Believe me, I can’t, either, but we have to keep this charade going until we can earn her trust and get her estate. She believes all of our lies at this point, and if we falter for even a second, the Duchess will catch on to it. Once we transform her, I’m sure that we’ll be able to relax, but there’s too much going on right now for us even to take a breath. I’ve known Edony for a long time, and that one has the eyes of an eagle. If she even senses something out of place, it’s all over for us. So, please keep going with this for a little longer.”  
 
    “We’ll do whatever you ask, Charles,” the blonde heiress soothed. “It’s just a bit uncomfortable at the moment.” 
 
    “I assure you,” I nodded. “When the Duchess isn’t around, I will give you all of the attention that you deserve.”  
 
    “Oh-ho-ho,” the feline-woman cackled. “Is that what you were doing earlier with Josephine? Giving her attention? It definitely sounded like a lot more than just attention.”  
 
    The blonde heiress’ eyes widened, her mouth pressed into a firm line, and her cheeks blushed scarlet. If this had been a few months ago, I would’ve had the same reaction, but now I was used to it. All of my women spoke openly about our sex lives and their preferences in the bedroom, so I’d gotten used to it. I didn’t mind it as much now because when they spoke of it, it was because they were well taken care of and sang my praises.  
 
    “I was merely doing what I always do,” I chuckled. “Making sure that all of you are satisfied.”  
 
    “Ohhhhh,” the ash-blonde giggled. “It sure sounded like Josephine was satisfied.”  
 
    “Stop it, Valerie,” Daisy chuckled. “You’re embarrassing her. As Charles has told us before, it’s improper to speak about these things so openly.”  
 
    “I know, I know,” the feline-woman grumbled. “It’s just fun to talk about! Charles doesn’t get embarrassed about it anymore, but look at Josephine’s face! She’s so embarrassed. It’s adorable.”  
 
    Josephine’s face shifted through seven different shades of red, but suddenly, the blonde heiress adjusted her shoulders, sat up a bit straighter, and turned in her seat.  
 
    “I am not embarrassed by what Charles and I did,” Josephine shakily stated. “And I’ll have you know that many aristocrats discuss these things very openly at luncheons and tea parties, so I’ve heard it many times before.”  
 
    “Do they?” Daisy balked. “I thought that women never talked about these things out in the open. That bedroom activities stayed… in the bedroom?”  
 
    “That’s where you’re very wrong,” the heiress shook her head. “Especially if you go out to lunch with Lilliana and Adelia. That’s all those two women seem to talk about. It gets pretty annoying if I’m being honest, but I don’t mind if you do it. Now that I’ve experienced true pleasure with Charles, I have a better understanding of what you talk about. What Charles and I did wasn’t just sex… it was a spiritual experience. I almost felt as if my soul was being pulled out from my body, whisked about in the cold air, and then slammed back down into my trembling being.”  
 
    “See?” Valerie cried. “That’s what all of us are talking about! It’s love, and it feels wonderful!”  
 
    “I agree with you,” Daisy nodded. “I felt as if it were a deeply spiritual experience like nothing I had ever felt before. I know that Delphine had relations before, but the ones in my memories… they aren’t pleasurable or anything like the way I feel when Charles enters me--” 
 
    I was about to cut in and stop the conversation in its tracks, but the front door banged open, and Edony’s voice rang out through the foyer.  
 
    “Hello?” the Duchess barked. “There better be a pretty good reason that you woke me up at such an ungodly hour, Charles. I had finally fallen asleep when my manservant viciously woke me up from my slumber.”  
 
    The blonde aristocrat swept into the room and stopped in her tracks at the sight of all of my women sitting on the couch together. Her violet eyes swept over to me, and I quit my pacing for a second to gesture to the single free chair.  
 
    “What…” Edony gasped. “What is the meaning of this, Charles? Why have you called us all here?”  
 
    “The spy showed up again,” I uttered. “They were sneaking around the property. I’m unsure if they were in search of you or if they were looking into us, but they were here.”  
 
    “They were?” the Duchess gasped. “What happened? Tell me everything.”  
 
    “I was preparing to go to bed,” I started. “All of the other women had tucked into bed before me, and I was doing the rounds before I headed off to my own room. I passed one of the windows in the hall and watched as what I thought was a shadow raced underneath of it. At first I thought it was a stray cat or a lost dog, but it was far too big to be that, and it was far too small to be a wild animal.”  
 
    “So…” Edony echoed. “It had to be our spy from earlier.”  
 
    “I raced down the stairs and woke Josephine in the process,” I went on. “We agreed that it was far too dangerous for me to go out there alone especially if we didn’t know if the spy was a powerful aristocrat. Josephine stayed on the porch while I went out onto the drive, but I didn’t see anything. Once I got to the gate, I found this slip of paper.”  
 
    I reached into my pocket, curled my fingers around the furled strip, and then offered it to the Duchess. Edony’s eyebrows lifted, and she tilted her head as she took the paper from me. The blonde aristocrat unfurled it and then stared down at it in confusion for a second.  
 
    “What could this mean?” she asked. “This is clearly a name, two cities within the capital’s district, and the Queen’s full name, but what do they have to do with each other? Have you ever heard of this Akerla Outebane before? I’ve heard of a family called the Outebanes, but I’ve never formally met them. Some rumors say that they’re very closely tied to the Queen and have been since she came into power hundreds of years ago…”  
 
    “I’d never heard of them,” I stated. “But I believe for certain that this has to do with the Queen. I think she’s sent a spy to watch you or… us. Why she would have any interest in me and my work is lost to me, but I am close to you, so that may be the reason.” 
 
    “I should’ve known it was the Queen,” Edony hissed. “She’s been like this for years, but this is the first time she’s been so bold.”  
 
    “What happened after that, Charles?” Valerie asked. “We know that can’t be all of it.”  
 
    “I came back to the porch where Josephine waited,” I grunted. “And as soon as I was out of the way, the spy burst out of the forest on horseback. I tried to chase after them, and Josephine went to use her power, but they were too far away to get. By the time I ran down the drive, they were out of sight, but… right before they disappeared, I saw the same bandages from before.” 
 
    “The person from the black market…” Edony breathed. “So, it was the same person from before… but who could it be?” 
 
    “Charles,” Daisy prompted. “You said earlier… you think you know who this spy could be?”  
 
    “You do?” the Duchess gasped. “Charles, tell us!” 
 
    “It’s a hunch,” I emphasized. “I don’t know for sure, but… I think that the spy may be Kelara.”  
 
    “You do?” Edony balked, blinked rapidly, and sat back in her seat with crossed arms. “Why do you think that?”  
 
    “Well, as I said before it’s just a hunch,” I grunted. “There’s no concrete proof that this woman is the spy, but… the name. Akerla… It’s an anagram.”  
 
    My women sat in stunned silence for a second, and suddenly Edony leaned forward with the paper gripped tightly in between both hands. The Duchess stared down at the paper with such intensity that I thought for a second the parchment would burst into flames. 
 
    “You’re right,” Edony breathed. “It is an anagram for Kelara. So, Akerla Outebane is the Kelara that we all met at Josephine’s masquerade. I should’ve known from the moment I was introduced to her… there's certainly something that isn’t quite right about that woman. I could sense it the second she looked me in the eyes.”  
 
    “The bandages!” Daisy gasped. “That’s where I recognized them from!” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the Duchess asked.  
 
    “When we met Kelara at the party,” the bear-girl explained. “She was wearing that strange outfit made from long strips of cream-colored cloth! I don’t know how I didn’t recognize it! The spy was wearing the same type of fabric over their face! Charles, when you saw them here for the second time, you said that you spied the fabric again, correct?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “The horse reared back, and a strip of it flapped in the wind where it’d gotten loose.” 
 
    “It has to be Kelara,” Edony boomed.  
 
    “We can’t be sure just yet,” I disagreed. “But there is a lot of evidence that points to her as the spy.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?” Valerie asked. “Do we… accuse her of what she’s done?”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “We have no idea what type of ability she has and what kind of damage she could do to us.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Rian hummed. “Maybe we should invite her over for a luncheon? Question her while under the ruse of a casual meeting?”  
 
    “That could work,” Edony whispered. “But we’d need more information on her, and I’m almost sure that she would never give up any credible information freely. The Queen’s guard and her spies are trained for months, even years, on interrogation tactics, and there’s no way a ‘casual luncheon’ would get anything out of her. I think we need to have a back-up plan while all of this happens.”  
 
    “I have it,” I chuckled. “We invite Kelara or Akerla or whatever to your duchy for tea, and we send our own spy to her quarters to find out more information. We still get something out of this little adventure if we don’t learn anything while speaking directly to her.” 
 
    “So,” Valerie giggled. “Who’s going to be the spy?”  
 
    All eyes turned to her and stayed there for a long moment of silence. The feline-woman glanced around, tapped her chin thoughtfully, and then jumped as she realized all eyes were on her.  
 
    “Me?” the ash-blonde squeaked.  
 
    “Well, you do have the power of invisibility on your side,” Rian chuckled. “You’re the only feasible person who could pull this off.”  
 
    “Oh… Oh!” Valerie cackled. “You’re right. Sure, I’ll do it! I hope I find out lots of juicy secrets there!”  
 
    “I’m sure that you will,” I chuckled. “If she’s the Queen’s spy… there’s probably lots of information in her room.”  
 
    “And I’m going to find everything out!” the feline-woman giggled. “So, when I sneaky sneak inside, do I steal everything? That probably wouldn’t work because Kelara would notice that her things are missing.”  
 
    “Don’t take anything from her room,” Edony warned. “If you take anything, especially correspondence between Kelara and the Queen and someone finds it in your possession, you could be jailed or executed. Stealing private letters from the Queen is a violation of lese majeste, and it is not taken lightly by the Queen or her courts. It’s that way with most aristocrats, and all of our mail is thoroughly protected as it travels from sender to receiver.”  
 
    We already knew all about this when we stole the letter from the courier and switched it out with our own. Ortensia almost caught us, but thankfully we’d managed to pull off the job before anyone saw. It was that very same letter that would’ve sealed our fates if it had gotten into the hands of the Duchess, and now here she was sitting in the very same room with the rest of my monster-women. It was strange to see how all of it had played out before us… It was almost as if the world I lived in before had been shaken up and turned upside down.  
 
    “Just read everything you can find in her room,” I stated. “Then meet us back here and tell us everything you found. Make sure not to leave anything out of place… We wouldn’t want her to come back home and notice that someone had gone through her things.”  
 
    “Got it!” Valerie nodded. “When should we call for Kelara and set up this ‘luncheon’?” 
 
    I pondered for a second, but Edony’s face hardened and she immediately replied.  
 
    “Tomorrow,” the Duchess snapped. “We must do it tomorrow.”  
 
    “Wait…” Rian whispered. “What?” 
 
    “That soon?” Josephine asked.  
 
    “Don’t you think it’ll be…” Daisy uttered. “A little suspicious? I mean, if she is the spy and she was following us and then appeared here… Don’t you think she’d realize that she’s been caught?”  
 
    “No,” Edony boomed. “We have to do it now. As mother used to say, ‘we must strike while the iron is hot.’ When she arrives at the duchy, we must make it seems as if we are blissfully unaware of what is going on around us. Maybe… we reveal a little bit of our hand or speak a little too freely about the experiments. Hm… perhaps not about the monster-women, but maybe something along the lines of the failed tests with Lucien or the ones that we did before you left my patronage, Charles.”  
 
    “That could work,” I stated. “We could slip some old information and gauge her reaction. I’m sure if we reveal anything mind-blowing, she’d run to the tell the Queen immediately, but it doesn’t matter if it’s something that hasn’t worked.”  
 
    “But I’m still unsure about that,” the blonde aristocrat shook her head. “I would prefer to give her nothing, but there’s no way we can force the information out of her. Josephine, you’re absolutely sure that you can’t use your mind control to make her talk?”  
 
    “Absolutely sure,” the heiress sighed. “I can control the body and make her do whatever I want, but… going into her mind and forcing her to tell us her secrets? No, I can’t do that. It’s not within my ability.”  
 
    “Damn,” Edony snapped. “If only we could find someone who’s telepathic… I’m sure we’d get everything out of her then, but that ability is extremely rare, and most of the people who receive it are of southern descent. Something to do with the naturally clear waters down there, but who knows? Damn, damn, damn!”  
 
    Edony’s lips curled back into a snarl, and her delicate, pale hands curled into fists on her knees. I crossed the room, came around the chair, and rested my hands on the Duchess’ shoulders. I rubbed them calmingly until the blonde aristocrat relaxed in her seat and sat back. The Duchess’ right hand unfurled and came up to rest on my wrist for a second. I’d never touched Edony directly like this, skin to skin, and a strange sensation fizzled through my flesh. It was almost… pleasant, but also felt as if I’d just stuck a metal fork into an electrical socket.  
 
    Over the back of my chair, the rest of my women watched me with wary eyes. I knew that they hated seeing me this way, but I had to do anything to keep Edony from exploding. The Duchess was like a bomb with a short fuse, and she threatened to go off at any second, but I was the one who had to keep putting out the fire. Edony had done so many horrible things to me and my women, and I could tell from my women’s faces that they wanted to speak out against it. They wouldn’t disobey me, that was for sure, but we certainly had to make adjustments in our lives to keep this ruse going.  
 
    Edony breathed in deeply, sighed, and leaned her head against the back of the chair with her eyes closed. I gazed down at her for a second and realized how easy it would be to snap her neck from this position… I could kill her right now if I wanted to. She was at ease in my presence, and I could tell from the way she acted around me, she trusted me more than she ever had, but… I couldn’t kill her now. We needed the Duchess alive and well for the rest of our plans to work out.  
 
    Not only that, but I’d come to realize that I was excited about Edony’s transformation. I’d once said that I could never look at the Duchess and feel anything other than disdain, but I slowly realized that wasn’t true. I certainly didn’t have any romantic feelings for the Duchess, but once she came out of my machine, I was sure that those emotions would develop. Edony was an incredibly strong woman with an iron will, and I had to respect that. Her family had gone through a lot for her to be in the position that she was in today, and there was something admirable in that.  
 
    “So, we’ll do it tomorrow,” Edony sighed. “I’ll send a courier as soon as I wake up in the morning… Charles, I know you offered it earlier, but is it alright if I stay here for the night? I’m sure by the time I got home and comfortable in bed, it would be sunrise…”  
 
    “Of course you may stay here,” I soothed. “This house is practically yours anyway.”  
 
    Daisy’s lips parted, and I shook my head from behind the Duchess. The brunette snapped her mouth closed and pursed her lips but ultimately stayed silent. The bear-girl knew that now was not the right time to fight about this… Edony was putty in my hands, and all we had to do was keep her in this constant state of comfort. All of my women knew that this wouldn’t last forever, and in this distant future, the Duchess’ life would be over, and they’d have a new sister… All they had to do was hold out for a bit longer.  
 
    “Oh,” I grunted. “Ladies? Why don’t you head off to bed? We’ll wake early in the morning and prepare for the luncheon, though only Josephine and Daisy may attend.”  
 
    “What will you do while you’re gone?” Rian asked.  
 
    “Well, Valerie will sneak off to Kelara’s estate and find out any information there,” I replied. “Rian, why don’t you stay here? You can do whatever you want… maybe relax or read a book.”  
 
    “Of course, Charles,” the red-skinned imp nodded. “I’ll probably spend most of the time you’re away in the conservatory tending to my plants.”  
 
    “Goodnight, ladies,” I smiled. “Rest well.”  
 
    All of my women begrudgingly rose from the couch, glanced over at the Duchess, and exited the room. Daisy glanced over her shoulder at the blonde aristocrat and then whispered to the other three women.  
 
    “Where are we going to sleep?” the brunette asked.  
 
    “We can’t sleep in the master bedroom like we normally do,” Rian sighed.  
 
    “Well, Josephine,” Valerie giggled under her breath. “I guess we’re rooming with you for the night.” 
 
    “Edony,” I stated. “There’s something I need to talk to you about.”  
 
    “What is it?” the Duchess asked. “Is it something important?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Very important.”  
 
    Edony took a sharp inhale, scooted forward in her seat, and let my hands drop from her shoulders. I came around from the back of the chair and stood by the fireplace as Edony eyed me with a raised eyebrow. I kept my face stone cold, rose to my full height, and addressed her in a firm voice. 
 
    “Compartment A, where I place the beast in my machine is far too small,” I stated. “If your trappers were to catch an enormous beast, we wouldn’t be able to place it within the machine.”  
 
    “I’m sure if we subdued the beast,” the Duchess started. “We could force it in--” 
 
    “No,” I cut her off. “It’s far too small. I need to expand it, especially if we’re going to use it to create a whole army of monster-women.”  
 
     “So,” Edony chuckled. “Are you asking for more money? To expand my machine?”  
 
    “It has to be done,” I explained. “We can’t move on without it.” 
 
    “And nothing can be done if we don’t?” the blonde aristocrat balked. “We can’t complete my transformation without it?” 
 
    “No, we can’t,” I stated. “I need more funding for my machine, and you’re the only one who can give it to us, but don’t think about it in monetary terms. This is your future we’re talking about. A future where you are all powerful and the Queen. What is the loss of some of your wealth when I can give you unlimited power?”  
 
    “How much do you think you need?” Edony asked.  
 
    “If I’m being blunt,” I stated. “A lot. Imagine how much you spent to create the machine and double it, that’s how much I need for this project. The machine needs to be entirely reconfigured. There’s too much wasted space inside of it because of the components we thought we use for male super-soldiers. I need to scrap a lot of it and rebuild it from scratch for optimal use for monster-women. Perhaps ten or twenty thousand gold.”  
 
    “You know this is a large request, Charles,” the stunning blonde tutted. “I’ve given you allowances in the past but that’s practically pocket change compared to what you’re asking for now--”  
 
    “If you don’t want to do it, it’s fine,” I interjected. “But think about how quickly I’d be able to finish the machine if you gave me the funding… Weeks, Edony, maybe even days if I worked hard enough. I need this money to make improvements. Improvements that you specifically need for your transformation. If you won’t give it to me, then you can’t be transformed. I’m not being cruel, I’m simply stating the facts for you. We can’t create an army to destroy the queen if you don’t pay me for it.” 
 
    Edony’s lips puckered out as she thought for a second and finally, the Duchess relaxed. The blonde aristocrat leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest with a slight smile.  
 
    “I guess I could give you some money to expand my machine,” the Duchess smirked. “As long as it’s used for our future together as Queen and Husband. If you say that we can’t move forward without these improvements, then I believe you.”  
 
    “Which brings me to my next idea,” I smiled. “You offered to train my women, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I did,” the blonde aristocrat nodded. “What about it?”  
 
    “We need a training ground for them,” I offered. “You have plenty of space at the duchy where we could properly train them. Possibly one of the unused stables or ball rooms where you and Josephine can train the current monster-girls and the ones to come.” 
 
    Edony’s violet eyes closed for a second, and she breathed in deeply. At first, I thought she was going to say no but a sly smile crossed her plump lips and the Duchess nodded before she opened her eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” Edony breathed. “That sounds like a wonderful idea. The monster-women may be powerful but they don’t know how to use their powers properly. I will personally take them and hone them into perfect weapons for my army. I’ll even fund special armor to be made for them, maybe even elemental weapons that they can carry out on the battlefield. I have the money and I can spend it as I choose. I believe investing in my army will the best way to use it.”  
 
    “Just imagine it, Edony,” I grinned. “An army of monster-women with you at its head, the most powerful one of all. I can see it, can you?”  
 
    “Yes,” the Duchess whispered. “It’s so close I can almost taste it. The power is almost within my reach… That’s why I’m so anxious to get started, Charles, and I’m so glad that you understand my desperation. Once I return to the duchy, I will send over as much money as you need to make the improvements but listen to me, Charles. I’m giving you more freedom and leeway this time because I trust and love you. My money is yours and you can do as you wish with it as long as I get everything I want.”  
 
    “You will,” I grunted. “You are the ultimate love of my life, and I would tear down the stars if you wished for them.”  
 
    “I’ve waited so long to hear you say words such as those,” the Duchess smiled. “And they’re so sweet that it almost pains me…” 
 
    “Let’s head up to bed,” I forced out. “It’s late and I know you’re tired. Where would you prefer to sleep? I have a few spare bedrooms, or I could always let you have the master bedroom? I’ll sleep down on the couch or in another room if that’s alright with you.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Edony barked, shook her head, and stood up from her chair. “You’ll sleep in the master bedroom… with me.”  
 
    I didn’t allow any emotion to cross my face, but the Duchess smiled slyly. The blonde aristocrat tilted her head at me, grinned, and then offered me a hand. There was no way that I could refuse her, and if I tried to, she’d know that something wasn’t right. I had to give in to her, and if she tried anything while in bed together, I’d have to go along with it despite my reservations. Sure, Edony was a beautiful woman that plenty of men wouldn’t think twice about sleeping with, but this was all so sudden.  
 
    “Come now, Charles,” Edony whispered. “I’m fatigued.”  
 
    “Yes, Edony,” I nodded and stood from the couch with her hand in mine. “I’ll show you the way.”  
 
    The Duchess and I climbed the stairs together and dread pooled in the pit of my stomach. I’d heard about Delphine Vallantine’s sexual preferences, and in a way, I didn’t even want to imagine what the Duchess’ were. From the rumors the Duchess rarely took consorts and only had those that came from prestigious breeding programs, but I had no idea if her outward cruelty leaked into the bedroom, too.  
 
    “It’s this way,” I grunted. “The door to the right.”  
 
    Edony giggled, dropped my hand, and stepped ahead of me. The blonde aristocrat gripped the door handle with one hand and grabbed me by the front of the shirt. In one swift movement, she swept open the door, pushed me in, and then slammed the door closed behind her. Edony pressed her back to the door, and her delicate hands reached up behind her as she slowly undid her dress.  
 
    “E-Edony,” I stammered. “I don’t know if right now is the right ti--” 
 
    My words were interrupted by a loud crash outside, and both of us turned toward the window. We stared at it for a few seconds with open mouths, and then it came again but louder this time.  
 
    “What was that?” the blonde demanded.  
 
    “I have no idea…” I muttered. “But it came from outside.” 
 
    “Could it be the spy?” Edony asked.  
 
    “I doubt it,” I replied, stepped toward the window, and stared out into the dark. “Why would they come back if they were caught in the act the first time?”  
 
    Edony hurried across the room and loomed over my shoulder. We both gazed out onto the darkened driveway below, and that’s when we saw the stumbling shadow.  
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” the Duchess snarled. “What is he doing here?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Out on the lawn, the silhouette wavered back and forth on unsteady legs, and they stumbled into the circle of light cast by the porch light. I immediately recognized the disheveled man even in his sloppy state of drunkenness. Lucien threw back his head, and his honey-blonde hair fell in his line of sight. The scientist stumbled forward, fell to his knees, and then lifted the open bottle in his left hand to his lips. He took a hearty swig from whatever was inside, gulped it down, and then grimaced at the taste.  
 
    Lucien crawled forward on his hands and knees through the grass and then aimed his bleary eyes up at the window where we stood. He panted for a second and seemed to focus in on the two of us for a second. A lopsided grin spread over his lips, and the scientist scrambled to his wobbly feet. I wasn’t sure how he even managed to stand, and every few seconds, his legs would jerk and almost topple him forward into the grass again.  
 
    “Ed-ooooo-nyyy!” Lucien slurred. “Muh-mu-my looooove! Are you in there with… Cha-Char-Charles!”  
 
    Static sizzled the back of my neck, and I turned to watch as a blue light encapsulated Edony’s entire body. The Duchess’ lips curled back, her hands tensed at her sides, and small sparks flew from her fingertips.  
 
    “Edony,” I soothed. “Calm down. It’s alright. I’m sure if we just talk to him, we can get him to leave.”  
 
    “Isn’t that what we did earlier?” the Duchess snapped. “We talked to him? And yet, here he is again…”  
 
    “How did he even know that you were here?” I grunted.  
 
    “He must have followed me,” the blonde aristocrat growled. “He must’ve been watching the duchy from afar, saw my carriage leave, and followed me here.”  
 
    I had to keep Edony calm, but I felt on the verge of going insane. When would it ever end? The spy was following us and trying to get information on the Duchess, but now Lucien was tracking us, too? How much more would be thrown at us, and how much more could I take? Would my women and I ever catch a break or be allowed to breathe for more than five seconds? It felt as if everything was happening all at once, and I was on the verge of losing my temper.  
 
    I’d worked so hard to get to this point, and I wouldn’t let a second rate scientist or a half-assed spy ruin all of it for me. Sure, I could handle Edony on her own, but all three of them at once? When would I ever be allowed to rest? Would this job never be done, would I be chased after for the rest of my life? I wasn’t even angry, but more annoyed than anything. Every time my women and I managed to evade one threat, two or three appeared in our path. It was almost as if our job was never done, and we’d have to continue fighting for our lives forever.  
 
    “Oooooh, Ed-o-ny!” Lucien threw back his head and sang. “I was a-walking through the wood! With drink me wits were dim!” 
 
    “I’m going to kill him,” Edony vowed. “Charles, move out of my way. I’m going to do it right now and finish him off.”  
 
    “When I did stumble up the hill,” the blonde man belted out even louder. “Upon a fairy-ring. I tripped me-self and laid me leeeeength!” 
 
    “Don’t, Edony!” I panicked. “What would be the point of killing him? He’s nothing but vermin.”  
 
    “Acrooooss the frosty turf,” the scientist crooned. “And when I opened my eyes again, I rued me evenin’s thirst!” 
 
    “Vermin are meant to be killed by those stronger than them,” the Duchess barked. “Now move out of my way, Charles, or else you’ll be hurt in the process.”  
 
    “I saw the dark! I saw the lights!” Lucien chanted. “O’ Edony, comfort me! I saw her rise before my eyes! A lady of Edenhart! I saw the lights! I saw the dark! O’ Edony, comfort me! I saw her come to strike me dumb, the lady from Edenhart!” 
 
    “He’s no danger to us, Edony,” I stated. “He’s just a drunk singing in the yard, and his… feelings are hurt. He thinks that you betrayed him. I’m sure if you explained to him the reason that you left, he’d pack up his things and return to the capital. Not only that, Edony, but as I just said he’s from the capital… He could have some ties to the Queen. What if you killed him and the Queen attacked you because of it? You wouldn’t want that, would you?”  
 
    I wasn’t sure why I was defending Lucien. I didn’t even like or respect the man, but maybe I was tired of the men’s pointless deaths at the hands of angry aristocrats. Lucien may have threatened me halfheartedly, but he was still a man, and I couldn’t let any more men die. I felt a little sorry for Lucien, and even though I’d never been in his position, I could at least understand it. I hadn’t fallen in love with Edony, and I’d avoided her at all costs, but I knew of a few men who’d been in his position before.  
 
    Lucien was just a stupid, misguided man, and I hoped if Edony showed him mercy this one last time, he’d finally return home to the capital. There was no telling what he would do, but if she gave him this chance at life, I hoped that he would take it. I’d barely managed to escape her clutches, but she’d willingly released him once she got her hooks into me again. Even though my intention wasn’t to save Lucien when I signed back on with the Duchess, I had hoped that it would save his life. Under the influence of my truth serum, the scientist told me what the Duchess had put him through, but apparently, he’d enjoyed it enough to fall in love with her.  
 
    “He’s just a weak man,” I uttered. “There’s no real reason to kill him. I understand that you’re angry, but what happens after you kill him? Nothing. He won’t return to the capital and live on. Who knows… Lucien could go back home and help people with his scientific knowhow? He might even become a world-renowned doctor or something. There are consequences to our actions, Edony, and killing Lucien… I don’t think it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    “O-oh-ho-ho,” Lucien suddenly broke down into tears, threw himself forward, and sobbed into his hands. “O’ Edony, comfort me… I saw her come to strike me dumb… A lady from Edenhart…”  
 
    Edony sighed loudly, slumped her shoulders as she relaxed, and stepped closer to the window. The Duchess threw it open and leaned out into the cold, night air. I stared at her sloping back for a second and realized how easy it would be to hit her from behind and topple her out the window. Would that solve all of our problems? I was sure that the fall was enough to kill her or at least break a few bones, but if she survived it… No, I couldn’t take the chance, and I had to be patient. I knew that it would all work out if I just gave us some more time. Eventually, the Duchess would enter into my machine willingly, and then we’d finally be rid of her, but I was anxious to get it done.  
 
    “Lucien!” Edony screamed. 
 
    The blonde scientist threw back his head, guffawed at the sight of her, and the stupidest grin spread over his face. The scientist sloppily scrambled to his feet and pressed his clasped hands to his chest dreamily.  
 
    “Edony!” Lucien gasped. “There you are! I knew you were here!”  
 
    “How did you find me?” the Duchess barked. “Did you follow me?”  
 
    “I did,” the blonde man giggled, scratched at his cheek, and blushed in the dim light. “Isn’t it romantic? I snuck around your guards and serenaded you from below your window, but I don’t think you heard me. Then suddenly, your lights came on, and I thought you’d finally heard me, but alas, you did not. You hurriedly dressed and then got into a carriage. I snuck back through the guards, made it back to my horse, and followed you here. Edony, why are you here? Why would you hurt me like this? I love you! I want to work with you! If only you’d allow me your patronage, and I swear to you, I will make the experiments work! Even if I have to pour my blood, sweat, and soul into them! I will do it if only you will give me your love and blessings!”  
 
    “Lucien, I am exercising restraint,” Edony snarled through clenched teeth. “And not killing you where you stand. This is your final warning. Leave now and return home to the capital. I’m allowing you to live, but this is the last time. If you appear here or anywhere else in Edenhart, I will not hesitate to kill you. Do you understand? No more secretly following me or sneaking onto my property. From this moment on, I will warn my guards to be on the lookout for you, and if they find you, they have full permission to slaughter you.”  
 
    Lucien’s mouth fell open and then suddenly snapped shut. The blonde scientist sniffed dramatically, slumped his shoulders, and trundled from the drive into the grass by the gate. Edony finally relaxed, and as she pulled back from the window, she fell into my arms. The blonde aristocrat nuzzled her face into my neck and breathed in deeply as if the whole interaction had exhausted her. Her thin arms wrapped around my neck, and despite myself, I enfolded her in my embrace.  
 
    We stayed like this for a long time, and the same sensation from earlier sizzled throughout my body. I wondered if after she transformed, would she still have this effect on me? I may have hated the Duchess and the things she’d done to me, but this time together allowed me to see her in a completely different light.  
 
    “You know, Charles,” Edony whispered. “I never knew what a humanitarian you were. I mean, it must be because you’re a man and you don’t want to see another male slaughtered, but I have to admit, it is nice having you rationally explain things to me. If this were any other time, I would’ve killed Lucien without question, but you were there to make me see reason. Sometimes when I’m in a fit of rage, I don’t see things from other perspectives.”  
 
    “Men are brutes,” I lied. “We all know that, but I believe that only those who have committed heinous crimes should be punished. The rest of them that behave should be made into consorts, workers, and manservants.”  
 
    “Sometimes, I forget that you’re a man,” Edony admitted. “You have such an aristocratic way about you… What you said to me… it opens up an old wound.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “What did I say?”  
 
    “That Lucien could go back to the capital,” the Duchess repeated. “And save lives there with his medicine or experiments. You see, my mother fell ill with a mysterious disease… one that had never been encountered before. She hired a team of doctors to search for a cure, but it was taking far too long.”  
 
    “What happened?” I asked.  
 
    “She executed them and hired another team,” the blonde aristocrat explained. “But… my mother passed away due to the illness, and the scientist took over the research center. They… found a cure that the other team was working on, and it… it would’ve saved my mother if she had just listened to them.” 
 
    “Oh,” I grunted. “I’m very sorry.” 
 
    “If only she had waited just a bit longer…” the Duchess breathed, let go of me, and turned away. “I think that’s what brought me back to you. If only we had worked a bit longer, I’m sure we would’ve found a solution… and you did, but without me. I didn’t learn from my mother’s mistake.”  
 
    “We’re together now,” I soothed. “And everything will work out. We’ll continue to create monster-girls, form a legion of them, and take down the Queen.”  
 
    “But before that,” Edony uttered. “You’ll transform my powers, too? I’m desperate, Charles. If the Queen sent Kelara to spy on me and possibly try to assassinate me, who knows what she’ll try next. What if she succeeds? Then all of my ancestors struggles would’ve been in vain. If I fail them… No, I don’t want to think about that.”  
 
    “I’m glad that I can be of service to you,” I uttered. “I never would’ve dreamed we’d be like this… I thought you hated me with every fiber of your being. I even thought that someday you would be the one to kill me. Edony… tell me, what was the disease that killed your mother?”  
 
    “I-I… No,” the Duchess stammered. “I don’t want to talk about it. The disease only appeared once and will never rear its ugly head ever again.”  
 
    “Does this have anything to do with what you mentioned earlier?” I asked. “The black magic and the Law of Return?”  
 
    “It does,” Edony whispered. “But I don’t want to talk about it just yet… I’ll tell you eventually, but not right now. I’m not ready yet to admit what I have done to my family and my ancestors. I may be the one that kills the Queen, but I’m also the one who has brought on the greatest shame in our lineage.”  
 
    “You killed your mother, didn’t you?” I muttered. “It was an accident, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Edony breathed a shaky sigh, and I could tell that her body was burning to admit the truth, but she turned and shook her head.  
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it right now,” the Duchess whispered. “I’ll tell you the full story eventually, but… it’s too painful right now.”  
 
    “Why don’t we go to bed?” I asked. “You can settle your mind while you sleep, and in the morning, we’ll send a courier to Kelara for the luncheon.”  
 
    “I’m sure I’ll be gone by the time all of you wake up,” the blonde aristocrat breathed. “I need to wake up pretty early and get back to the duchy to prepare everything for the luncheon. I’m not sure if I’ll be able to sleep tonight after everything that’s happened… but I will try for you, Charles.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I muttered, held her by the arm, and guided her toward the enormous bed. “Now get some rest. I know you’re tired, and I hope that you sleep well.”  
 
    Edony nodded sleepily, stepped closer to the bed, and pulled back the covers. The buttons on her dress were still undone from when we first entered the room, but the Duchess didn’t seem to mind. She sat down on the edge of the bed, rubbed her eyes, and then slipped underneath the covers. I padded closer and pulled the blankets up to her chin. Edony nuzzled down, yawned, and rolled over onto her back. She gazed up at me with those mesmerizing violet eyes, and I was struck with the memory of us as young children. I doubted she even remembered it or if she would recognize me today.  
 
    I sat down on the edge of the bed and laid an arm over her torso. The Duchess stared up at me calmly, blinked, and then sighed contentedly. 
 
    “Edony,” I uttered. “Do you remember your debut parade?” 
 
    “Of course,” the blonde aristocrat whispered. “It was the first big moment of my political career… the day that everyone saw me for who I was, the future Duchess of Edenhart.”  
 
    “You rode through the streets in an open carriage heavy with red and pink roses,” I recalled. “You sat with your mother to the right of you and looked out over the crowd with such a pained face. You looked so… sad and angry.”  
 
    “I was,” the Duchess admitted. “It was that day that I finally realized that I was doomed to a life of solitude. All of my friends were allowed to leave their manors and go to parties. They were allowed to socialize with other aristocrats, take as many consorts as they wanted, and… and leave Edenhart if they really wanted to. They could fly away from this place if their hearts desired. I would never be allowed to do those things. I realized that I was chained to this city by the blood and sweat of my ancestors. I have an obligation to Edenhart, it is my home, but it’s also a parasite that feeds off of me.”  
 
    “I thought you loved Edenhart?” I asked. “Your family built this place with their bare hands.”  
 
    “And that is why I love it so much,” the Duchess murmured. “And deep in the mountains, there’s a tomb that pays respect to them, but in a way Edenhart is my tomb. I’m not dead yet, but I’ll be locked here for the rest of my life.”  
 
    “Do you think that’s why you want the capital back?” I probed. “To expand what your ancestors have built?”  
 
    “My family deserves to preside over the capital,” Edony snapped. “They built it, and I will return it to our family. If I ever have an heir, I will pass both Edenhart and the capital on to them.” 
 
    “But what if you don’t?” I grunted.  
 
    “Then I have failed my ancestors,” Edony sighed. “And everything they have done was for nothing, and I can’t let that happen. Their perseverance is what brought me to where I am today… I can’t betray them like that.” 
 
    “Have you ever thought about leaving Edenhart?” I asked. “Taking all of your money and riches and running away?”  
 
    “I have,” the blonde chuckled and closed her eyes. “But my conscience won’t allow me to do such a thing. I like the power I’ve been given, Charles, don’t get me wrong. I adore it… I can do whatever I want, and no one will question me, but I lost that spark of adolescent rebellion a long time ago. As I’ve gotten older, I’ve found that I want to do things for the betterment of Edenhart. Long ago, this was a thriving city with trade routes and markets filled with exotic and new things. As soon as the Queen heard about it, she put in place new laws that restricted the movement of products and produce, and Edenhart is dying… It may not seem like it… In fact, from the outside it looks as if Edenhart is booming with life and prosperity. I’m the Duchess, and I see below the surface. The Queen has crippled us, more specifically me, and the city is neck-deep in debt to her. Killing the Queen is more than just getting the capital back for my ancestors… If I don’t do this, Edenhart will dry up and wither away to nothing but a field of wheat… the same field of wheat that my ancestors stumbled upon… I can’t let this go, Charles… and I can’t let the city stagnate more than it has.”  
 
    “Understood,” I breathed. “I will aid you in this battle. We will win, and we will see that Edenhart survives on until the end of time. Not only survives, but flourishes into the city that your family strived for it to become.”  
 
     “No one… especially not a man has ever promised me that,” the blonde aristocrat murmured, rolled over, and buried her face in the pillow. “I think that’s why I feel so strongly about you. You care more about Edenhart and me than you do for yourself. You are an admirable brute, Charles.”  
 
    Edony drifted off to sleep within seconds, but I stayed at her side and glared down at her serene face. The Duchess’ breathing evened, and I could tell from the slow rise and fall of her chest that she was fast asleep. I reached out with my right hand and stroked her cheek with my pointer finger. Her skin was buttery smooth, and electricity rushed up to the surface to tickle my flesh.  
 
    “But still a brute,” I growled.  
 
    After learning everything that Edony had just told me, I respected her a bit more, but… she still thought men were vermin and didn’t deserve lives outside of servitude. She would learn sooner rather than later that this wasn’t how things worked in my house, and we were on a mission to change the world. Once she stepped foot in my machine, she would learn that I’d tricked her into thinking that this was all her plan and not mine. Edony may have loved me, even if it were a shallow type of love, but she didn’t know that I’d gained power over the past few months. I held the aristocrats’ lives in my hands, and I decided whether they lived or died.  
 
    I stood, crossed to the other side of the bed, and slid in beside her. The bed was large enough for all of my women to sleep in, and when I laid at the farthest side, Edony was nowhere near to touching me. I laid on my side facing away from her and settled down for the night.  
 
    I didn’t fall asleep for a very long time and listened to the soft sounds of Edony breathing behind me. The Duchess slept restlessly and tossed and turned for most of the night. A few times, she spoke or whispered something in her dreams, but the sound was too low for me to hear what she said. I wondered if it had anything to do with what we spoke about earlier or if she always mumbled in her sleep. By the time I fell asleep, the sky was just starting to turn a bruised purple color and streaked with splashes of golden light.  
 
    When I awoke, it could’ve only been a few hours later, but as Edony had said, she was gone. I sat up, glanced around the room, and spied a small piece of paper resting on the bedside table. I leaned over, grabbed it, and read the Duchess’ looping cursive.  
 
      
 
    Charles, I’m leaving for the duchy now. I’ll send a courier to Kelara as soon as I get there. I plan to have the luncheon around twelve-thirty, so expect to be here a bit earlier than that. I will see you, Josephine, and Ms. Browning then.  
 
    I love you, Edony. 
 
      
 
    “Hm,” I grunted. “Twelve-thirty?”  
 
    I glanced over at the clock on the bedside table, and the ticking hands read off that it was seven am. That meant that I had a bit longer to sleep if I really wanted to, or I could get up now and get a few things done around the manor before we left. I glanced over my shoulder at the bed behind me, and the rumpled, still-warm blankets where I’d just been sleeping. I was tired, but it didn’t feel the same without all of my women surrounding me, and I didn’t think I’d be able to fall back asleep without all of them there.  
 
    I moved from the room into the hall and stepped toward the closed door of Josephine’s room. I opened it quietly and then smiled at the view that greeted me inside. All of my women were piled together in the heiress’ tiny bed, and all of them were tangled together in a comfortable mess. I sighed softly, pulled back Valerie’s arms, and fell into bed with them. All of the women shifted, snuggled closer to me, and fell back into a deep sleep. My eyes shuttered closed, and I followed along after them into a comfortable slumber.  
 
    “Charles?” a sweet voice called out to me. “Charles? Wake up. You have to leave soon. Did the Duchess leave already?”  
 
    A soft kiss pressed to my forehead, and I slowly opened my eyes. Valerie leaned over me, pressed another kiss to my cheek, and then sat back on her haunches. The rest of my women moved around the room quietly and started to get dressed for the day.  
 
    “What time is it?” I groggily asked.  
 
    “It’s about eleven,” Daisy smiled. “We were going to wake you earlier, but you needed your rest. I found Edony’s note, so if you want to get dressed and ready, we’ll leave around twelve. She said she wants us there early, so I think thirty minutes early should be enough.”  
 
    “That sounds fine to me,” I smiled. “How long have all of you been awake?”  
 
    “Not very long,” Rian answered. “Maybe an hour or so.”  
 
    “Oh, Charles?” Valerie asked. “What was all of that noise last night? It sounded as if someone were outside singing.”  
 
    “Ohhhh, yeah, that,” I grumbled. “Lucien was here.”  
 
    “He was?” the red-skinned imp-woman gasped.  
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “He was drunk and serenading Edony through the window with a horrible rendition of ‘The Lady of Sidhe’. He changed a few of the lyrics to Edony’s name and Edenhart.”  
 
    “Was she angry?” the feline-woman probed. “I mean, we all saw how she reacted the last time we saw him.”  
 
    “She was furious,” I chuckled. “But I managed to calm her down and convince her to spare his life. She threatened to kill him, and I think he took it more seriously this time, so if he has an ounce of good sense, he won’t be a problem anymore.”  
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Daisy sighed. “There’s so much going on with the spy and Edony breathing down our necks… I don’t think we could handle any more pressure.”  
 
    “My exact thoughts,” I nodded. “I just hope that he takes the warning seriously and returns home where he can do some actual good for the capital’s people. He’ll lick his wounds for a while, probably drink a lot more, but he’ll get over it eventually.”  
 
    “Let’s leave it at that then,” Valerie grinned. “Now, we have to get you ready to go! Get dressed and cleaned up. We have a big day ahead of us!”  
 
    “Wait,” I uttered, stood from the bed, and turned toward the ash-blonde. “Do you know where you’re going? None of us know where Kelara lives.”  
 
    “Oh, that’s already solved!” the feline-woman giggled. “Edony sent over her address earlier this morning! The letter was waiting for us downstairs. The letter has all of the information that the Duchess could find out about her. Kelara or Akerla is roughly twenty-two years old, was born in the city of Machbein just outside the capital city, and the Queen has employed her family for hundreds of years. Kelara is staying on Poplar St. in one of the fancier houses. Apparently, Edony has been very busy this morning.”  
 
    “We may not like having the Duchess around,” I chuckled. “But she is useful. She has many connections in the city and capital and can get all the information she wants on someone.”  
 
    “Josephine and I will get dressed for the luncheon,” Daisy stated. “Charles, are you going to go get dressed?”  
 
    “Right now,” I smiled. “Valerie, why don’t you get a head start, go into town, and wait for Kelara to leave the house? I can lend you a horse if you like, and you can tie it off to a tree before you enter into the city.”  
 
    “There’s no need,” the feline-woman shook her head. “I’ll just swing my way there!”  
 
    “Swing?” I asked.  
 
    “Yup!” the ash-blonde giggled. “I jump from tree limb to tree limb all the way there! It’s much faster than a horse that has to take the road. I can cut through the forest and be there within a few minutes compared to the long horse ride.”  
 
    “That’s fine as long as no one sees you,” I chuckled. “Alright, I’ll be back in a few minutes, and then we’ll leave for the Duchess’.”  
 
    I stepped out of the room and hurried into the master bedroom. I slipped into a pressed button-down shirt, stepped into a pair of clean, black trousers, and tucked my shirt in. I hooked my suspenders over my shoulders, rolled up my sleeves, and then examined myself in the mirror. I sat down on the edge of the bed and pulled on a pair of dark socks. As I stood and crossed the room, I hastily pulled on a pair of old dress shoes, and closed the door behind me. 
 
    Josephine and Daisy waited for me in the hall, but the brunette stared out of the window before turning around. Her golden honey eyes were hazy with confusion, and she pointed out onto the drive. 
 
    “I don’t think you’re going to have to hitch the horses to the wagon,” the bear-girl uttered. “Edony sent over a carriage…”  
 
    “Oh,” I grunted and then chuckled. “I guess dealing with the Duchess does have some perks. Let’s get going. We wouldn’t want to upset her by being late.”  
 
    The three of us hustled down the stairs, out the front door, and then climbed into the back of the carriage. Once we were in, the coachman snapped the whip, and the horses stomped forward down the driveway. It didn’t take us very long to reach the duchy, and soon we rolled down the long drive toward the enormous manor.  
 
    “This is… Edony’s house?” Daisy gasped. “I’ve never seen a house so big!”  
 
    “Yes,” Josephine nodded. “It’s the largest keep in all of Edenhart. Even mine is considered small in comparison.”  
 
    “Your house is so big, too!” the brunette balked. “I can’t imagine living in a manor this big… What do you do with all the rooms?”  
 
    “Keep them closed and don’t use them,” the heiress giggled. “And occasionally open them up for parties and then close them up immediately afterward.”  
 
    “That sounds like such a waste of space…” the bear-girl whispered. 
 
    “Yes.” Josephine nodded. “When I rehabilitate the men from the black market, I use the spare rooms in my manor, but… I sadly can’t allow them to live there with me. You know how the other aristocrats are.”  
 
    “Of course, we do,” Daisy grumbled. “Look! Edony’s waiting outside for us.”  
 
    “There’s a carriage behind us,” the heiress murmured. “Could it be…?” 
 
    “That must be Kelara’s carriage,” I grunted. “It seems she decided to come early, too… We don’t know for sure if she’s the spy or not, so keep your wits about yourselves.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    All three of us hustled out onto the paved drive and then turned as Kelara’s carriage slowed down to a stop. Behind us, the massive golden doors of the duchy slammed open, and Edony stepped out. I glanced over my shoulder at her, and my eyes widened at how beautiful the blonde aristocrat looked. The Duchess held her crooked cane loosely in her hand, took a languid step down a stair, and then tilted her head toward the newly arrived carriage.  
 
    The Duchess wore a tight-fitting white dress with thin blue lines down the fabric. The sleeves came down to her elbows, ballooned out with an enormous amount of lace, and had a large royal blue bow. I could tell from the shape of her waist that it was tightly cinched in a corset, and the back of her dress lifted with the aid of a bustle. The neckline of her dress plunged down and revealed the pale, fleshy tops of her breasts, and a golden necklace rested in the middle of them.  
 
    Edony’s almost colorless blonde hair was teased and then combed down into a large, round bouffant. Stray curls framed her beautiful face, and a single ringlet rested on her right shoulder. Light pink rouge dusted across her angular cheeks, making her look younger and more innocent than usual.  
 
    I’d always thought she was a beautiful woman, but looking at her now, she was radiant. Her sharp violet eyes sparkled in the bright morning sunlight, and a genuine smile spread across her plump lips. I’d never seen her like this, and it honestly was pretty shocking. Most of the time when I met Edony in the past, her face always looked a bit pinched as if she were always in a sour mood, but she looked totally different now. I wasn’t sure if it had anything to do with me or if it were merely an act she was putting on for Kelara.  
 
    “Edony looks gorgeous,” Daisy whispered. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen her look this pretty before.”  
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” Josephine nodded. “Her skin is glowing, and her eyes are sparkling so brightly. What have you done to her, Charles?”  
 
    “I haven’t done anything…” I chuckled. “I read somewhere in an ancient book that when a woman is loved well, she blossoms, but I haven’t done anything to create this change within Edony.”  
 
    “She thinks she feels your love,” Daisy murmured. “Imagine what she will look like when you change her into one of your women, and you do love her? She will be beyond radiant.”  
 
    Edony didn’t speak to us and kept her eyes hard on the carriage. The stagecoach bypassed ours, maneuvered around it, and stopped directly in front of the stairs. All three of us climbed a little closer to the Duchess on the stairs and then waited for Kelara. The carriage door slammed open, smacked against the side of the wagon with a loud crack, and a brown, bare foot shot out.  
 
    “My goodness,” the blonde heiress grumbled. “What is she wearing?”  
 
    Kelara stepped out of the carriage wearing barely any clothes at all, but that wasn’t surprising considering what she wore the last time we saw her publicly. The assumed-spy wore the same cloth turban from before with a single turquoise curl rested against her forehead. She wore a cream-colored cloth over her breasts that came up around her back, covered her nipples, and wrapped around her neck like a choker. A single ruby hung from the makeshift necklace, and it glowed in the morning sunlight.  
 
    The loin-cloth from before was gone, and this time, she wore a strange tangle of woven rope over her womanhood. The article of clothing was held together by two metal chain-links and rested against her pointed hip bones. I’d forgotten how rail-thin and boyish Kelara’s body was, but the turban-wearing woman marched forward confidently. Her body was taut with ropey muscle, but she was so incredibly small that she almost looked like a lost child among a crowd of fully grown adults.  
 
    “Edony!” Kelara boomed. “You look astonishing! Absolutely breathtaking! You seem to sparkle and glow in the morning sun!”  
 
    “Hello… Kelara,” the Duchess snapped. “How lovely to see you.”  
 
    Kelara completely ignored the three of us on the stairs, swept past us, and then gripped Edony’s hand in hers. The turban-clad woman kissed the back of it, reached over her head with tensed fingers, and then brought it down to over the back of Edony’s hand.  
 
    “I pray to the moon gods that this day is a blessing to you,” the turban-wearing woman shouted, fell to her knees, and lowered her face closer to the stones at the Duchess’ feet. “I know for sure that they have blessed me because I see such a dazzling vision of you.”  
 
    “I know nothing about the moon gods,” the blonde aristocrat snarked. “Or any other gods for that matter, but thank you for your… sincere compliments.”  
 
    “You look as if Celestia has fallen from the heavens and graced us with her presence,” the tattooed woman cried. “I am in awe of you every time we meet!”  
 
    “Again, Kelara,” Edony sighed. “I have no idea who these ‘moon gods’ you speak of are, but thank you for comparing me to them…”  
 
    “She gets more and more eccentric each time we see her,” Daisy whispered. “And we’ve only ever seen her two times…” 
 
    “I assume you know our other guests,” Edony stated. “Josephine De Rossi, Daisy Browning, and her consort, famous and lettered Dr. Charles Rayburn.”  
 
    “Actually,” the brunette interrupted. “Charles is a courtesan now. He services both Josephine and me.”  
 
    “Oh?” the Duchess echoed. “I had no idea. How wonderful… You brought new capital practices with you when you moved.”  
 
    “I’m sure that it won’t be a problem with you and Charles’… work.” Daisy chuckled. “He’s merely a tool and toy for Josephine and I, so we won’t butt into what the two of you do together.”  
 
    “Ah,” Kelara gasped. “You’re working with Charles Rayburn again, Duchess? How wonderful. I heard of the Alchemist’s brilliance from quite a few ladies in the city.”  
 
    Kelara’s hateful scarlet eyes rested on me for a second, her lips puckered, and then she turned back toward the Duchess.  
 
    “I do hope that he can help you,” the tattooed woman bleated. “I’d love to hear about what you want him to build or the experiments you’re wanting him to do. Does this mean you’ve fired Lucien? Not that I care, he was a sniveling weasel of a brute, and I’m glad that he’s gone. You shouldn’t surround yourself with too many of the male-beasts, your Highness. They will taint your mind and muddle your thoughts. I even heard that they would distort your beliefs and bring you over to their side! How revolting! I know I’ve told you this before, Edony, but the purest form of love comes from another woman, and that is why I am here… to offer myself up to you. I may not be a scientist or a doctor or even an Alchemist. I’m sure whatever you receive from Charles Rayburn, I can give it to you tenfold. If you chose me to be your consort, I would love you with all of my being and listen to everything you say, including your deepest, darkest secrets.”  
 
    I glanced out of the corner of my eyes at the Duchess, and Edony glared down at Kelara with disdain. The blonde aristocrat’s lips curled down at the corners, but just as suddenly, her expression broke and Edony grinned. The Duchess clasped her hands to her chest, giggled loudly, and then gestured toward the still-open door.  
 
    “Why don’t we all go inside?” the Duchess asked. “My chefs have prepared three different types of exotic teas and an arrangement of fruits and macaroons for our sampling. I’d love for all of us to sit down and get to know each other a bit better.”  
 
    “Of course, my lady,” Kelara bowed her head, rose up from the ground, and stepped toward the door. “Though I would’ve been a bit more skeptical about accepting your invitation if I’d known that the others would be here, too.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, Kelara,” Josephine apologized. “We all were just so excited to get to know you better. It must have slipped Edony’s mind while writing the invitation. You know, because she is the Duchess and is very busy with other important matters.”  
 
    “I don’t mind that you’re here,” Kelara snarked. “But I would’ve liked to be informed… especially since there’s a brute in our midst. You never know what he might do when provoked.” 
 
    “Kelara,” Edony hissed. “I will tell you this just once, so listen. I’ve worked with Charles for a very long time. He may be a brute, but he’s one of the few beasts that I trust with my life. If you cannot accept that he is here and will be joining us for the duration of our visit, I will kindly ask you to leave. I understand your fear of brutes, but Charles hasn’t done anything to you nor anyone else in Edenhart. I know that you’ve waited for a personal audience with me for a very long time, but if you are going to behave like this, you will have to return to your quarters. Treat my more humble manservants how you wish, but I will not allow you to treat Charles this way. He is under my patronage, which means he is under my protection, and I will not allow you to act like this in front of the other aristocrats or me. Charles may be a man and a brute, but he’s earned respect in this city as an accomplished scientist and doctor. Ask any of the other aristocrats. They regard him highly, as do I.”  
 
    Kelara took a long inhale, squared her shoulders, but didn’t fight against the Duchess. The turban-wearing woman nodded once, rested her closed fists on her prominent hip bones, and turned toward the Duchess. 
 
    “Well, you can regard him however you like,” the turban-woman muttered. “But to me, he is still a rotten pig-dog brute. Anyway, my darling moon-goddess, may I use your powder room? The ride over was a bit dusty, and I’d like to freshen up.” 
 
    “Of course,” Edony hissed and snapped her fingers at a footman by the door. “Show Ms. Kelara to the powder-room.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” the servant barked, nodded, and then led Kelara inside. “This way, Ms. Kelara.” 
 
     Edony paused for a second, shook her head, and then turned toward the three of us with an annoyed expression. The Duchess made sure that Kelara wasn’t within earshot and rested a gentle hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “I apologize for the way she spoke to you,” Edony breathed. “You know how I feel about you…”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I chuckled. “Nothing I haven’t heard before. I’m honestly just surprised that she brought it up so openly in front of you. Any other aristocrat would’ve accepted that I was here and wouldn’t have said anything…”  
 
    “Maybe she isn’t as afraid of me as all of the other nobles are,” the Duchess offered. “If she is the spy, she has the Queen behind her, and the monarchy will protect her no matter what I do to her.”  
 
    “That is true,” I nodded. “But I doubt that this early in the game she would do any of that. She still needs to squeeze information out of you. We all saw how she desperately tried to get information out of you just a few moments ago. If she is the spy, she has to get something from you to take back to the Queen…”  
 
    “She practically pleaded with you to tell her your secrets,” Daisy chuckled. “She’s been here for what… a week?”  
 
    “Barely that,” Josephine shook her head. “She arrived the day before my masquerade, and that’s been… four days?”  
 
    “It seems so long ago,” I breathed. “It feels as if that happened years ago…”  
 
    “We should go inside,” Edony urged. “Who knows what she’s doing in there all alone…”  
 
    All three of us nodded and then followed after Edony. No matter how many times I’d been to the duchy, I was amazed by how enormous the interior was. As we entered the foyer, the ceiling opened up into a large dome shape with a single chandelier heavy with sparkling crystals and gold. Two twin staircases swept up the other side of the room and met on the second floor to create a large landing. Huge paintings hung from all walls, some of them of landscapes, but as we moved down a short hall, all of them were of blonde aristocrats. I’d never been in this wing of the house before, thus I’d never seen these portraits, but all of them were the spitting image of the Duchess.  
 
    Just like before in the hall of portraits in Delphine’s manor, I was struck by their resemblance, and I stood in front of Edony’s mother’s painting for a second. Each of the women had the same striking violet eyes and colorless white hair, but their face shapes varied from woman to woman. Unlike Delphine’s portraits, each of these had the older Duchess, and her daughter included. In Edony’s mother’s painting, the older woman stood, and the much younger Duchess sat below her.  
 
    “That’s my mother,” Edony breathed, stood by my shoulder, and leaned her head back. “The previous Duchess…”  
 
    “She was beautiful,” I uttered. “You look so much like her.”  
 
    “As I’ve gotten older, I do,” the blonde aristocrat nodded. “But when I was younger, I looked more like the consort my mother bred with. I met him once… It was a strange interaction that I will never forget.”  
 
    “You met him?” I asked. “That’s… insane. Most children never meet the man who bred with their mothers.” 
 
    “What was the word they were called long ago?” Edony asked. “Oh… yes, fathers. I have a lot of old books from Olvia, and a few of them mention fathers… Would I even consider him as a father? I didn’t know him, and I doubt he’s even still alive out there. Even if he is, he’s probably retired from the breeding program and moved into a superannuated consort’s commune. I guess that word has lost its meaning when men became obsolete in the aristocrats’ world. I often like to daydream about what it would be like to have a father. I wasn’t unhappy with just my mother, but… what would it be like to have two parents? Useless little daydreams, but they’re still entertaining.”  
 
    “When you have a child,” I grunted. “Will she be added to your portrait?”  
 
    “I can only assume so,” the Duchess smiled. “Though… I’ve had no success in conceiving yet. I was pregnant once, but it died within my womb a few short weeks later. If it was a girl... I would’ve had my heir. That was the only child that I had ever carried to full term and… after that, my body became a tomb to the unborn.”  
 
    “You’ve miscarried?” I asked.  
 
    “A few times,” the blonde aristocrat nodded. “At first I thought it was issues with my consorts, but now, I think it’s something to do with my own body.”  
 
    “I’m sure that once you go through the experiment,” I smiled. “It will heal whatever is wrong with your womb, and you will be able to carry children.”  
 
    “Do you really think so, Charles?” the Duchess asked. “I’ll be able to finally produce an heir?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “One of the aristocrats I used for the experiment had a pretty bad injury and when she came out, it healed itself. I don’t know about your womb, but… there is hope..” 
 
     “Yes, there is hope for me and the continuation of my line,” the Duchess grinned. “And with you here, Charles, I will breed with a man I care for. I hope that one day our daughter will be added to this portrait… Maybe you, too, but I’m still unsure about that.”  
 
    “Is Olvia in this wing?” I asked, turned my head, and gazed down the long line of portraits. “I’d love to see what she looked like.” 
 
    “She was stunning…” Edony breathed and then gestured down the hall. “Here, I’ll show you.”  
 
    I followed after Edony for a moment until we reached the end of the hall, and then the Duchess pointed to a single portrait. I heard Daisy, Josephine, and Kelara’s voices in the distance, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. I leaned my head back and stared up at the enormous portrait for quite a long time.  
 
    Olvia looked to be about in her early twenties with white hair and sharp violet eyes, but her face was softer than Edony’s. Olvia looked kind, but also sly and cunning at the same time. The blonde woman was seated in a high back chair with a young girl resting in her lap, and behind them stood a tall, dark-haired man.  
 
    “I assume that’s your ancestor’s husband?” I asked. “I remember you said that by the time she’d reached her full potential, he’d become more of a servant than a husband.”  
 
    “Yes,” Edony nodded. “That was Alastair. When I look at him, I feel this strange sense that he was the first man who ever came into this world... It doesn’t make sense, but when I look into his eyes, it’s as if he were the sole creator of the entire race of males that roam the earth. I know that’s not true, but he was one of the first brutes that became obsolete and faded into nothing. There are no more portraits of my ancestors with their husbands because after Olvia, no aristocrat married ever again. Maybe except for me, but you’ve accepted your position, haven’t you? You know that you’re lower than me, and your mission in life is to serve me, don’t you?”  
 
    “Yes, my love,” I lied. “You are a goddess to me, and I will love you until the end of time. I accept my position willingly because I love you and want to see you happy, and also because being your consort is the highest position I could aspire to attain in society.”  
 
    “Good,” the Duchess giggled. “Come now. I’m sure everyone is waiting patiently for us.”  
 
    “Of course, my love,” I nodded. “Let’s see what we can get out of Kelara while she’s here.”  
 
    “I doubt we’ll be able to get anything,” Edony sighed. “I bet Valerie is finding far more than we ever will.”  
 
    “Probably,” I chuckled. “But we’ll see her soon and hear everything she has to say.” 
 
    Edony swept away from me and stepped into the open door at the end of the hall. I followed after her and stood in the doorway for a second as I took in everything around me. As I said before, I hadn’t been in this wing of the manor, and it was nothing like I had expected. When people talked about the Duchess’ estate, I thought of a place that was more like a battlement than a home, but this room was bathed in baby-pinks, pastel blues, and creamy whites.  
 
    Long white drapes hung down from the ceiling, and sheer curtains drifted in the morning breeze from the open window. Arrangements of flowers rested in golden vases on every surface, and in the middle of the room, Josephine and Daisy sat at a table overflowing with food. I glanced around the room for Kelara and finally found the odd woman as she leaned against the fireplace. The turban-wearing woman hadn’t noticed when we entered the room, reached for a small, golden box resting on the ledge of the fireplace, and lifted the lid with the tip of her pointer finger.  
 
    Josephine and Daisy spoke pointedly together, but I could tell from the way they peeked out of the corners of their eyes, they kept a close watch on the tattooed woman. Edony stood at the table with her arms crossed over her chest and then cleared her throat loudly. Kelara jumped, giggled, and then hastily stepped away from the fireplace with her hands held behind her back.  
 
    “Sorry to keep you waiting,” the Duchess smiled. “I gave Charles a small history lesson on my ancestors. I’m sure all of you saw the portraits hanging out in the hall.”  
 
    “Yes, of course,” Josephine nodded. “They’re all so beautiful. You look so much like your mother, Edony.”  
 
    “Thank you,” the blonde aristocrat bowed her head. “That’s what Charles was just saying. My mother did many great things for the city of Edenhart, and I can only hope to be as great as her.”  
 
    “I doubt that,” Kelara sang, and all eyes turned to stare at her out of shock.  
 
    “Excuse me?” the Duchess’ voice lowered heatedly. “What is that supposed to mean?”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” the turban-wearing woman snickered. “I meant no offense. I meant to say that I’m sure that you will surpass her in greatness. You strive for the betterment of Edenhart, and I believe we will watch it grow into a mighty stronghold.”  
 
    “Yes…” Edony snapped. “I’m sure with my guidance, it will. Now, let’s all sit down and drink our tea before it gets cold. As I said before, my chefs prepared three different types of exotic teas that I’m excited for all of you to try.”  
 
    I hurried forward, grabbed the back of an open chair, and pulled it out for Edony. The Duchess bowed her head with flushed cheeks and then slipped into it. I sat down beside her and grabbed one of the porcelain teapots on the table.  
 
    “That one is Darjeeling,” Edony smiled. “Known for its delicately sweet flavors and its slight astringent finish.”  
 
    “Would you like this one?” I asked.  
 
    “Oh, no, thank you,” Edony smiled and then pointed to a different teapot. “That one please.”  
 
    “What’s this one?” I asked as I poured.  
 
    “Ah, yes,” the Duchess sighed. “That’s Choigon Lumbini, named after the area of the East where the ingredients are picked. It’s a dark tea with hints of plum, wild akee, and rambutan. All of those fruits are rare to the area where the tea is made, so this tea is very expensive, and I only drink it on special occasions.”  
 
    I tipped my hand and poured the dark tea into the Duchess’ cup. Sweet scents swirled upward with a puff of steam, and I breathed it in deeply. I stared down at the purple-tinted liquid for a moment and wondered how many men had toiled so that the Duchess could enjoy this beverage? How many men had broke their backs out in the fields in the hot sun just for this fleeting moment of Edony’s happiness? It was almost sickening to think about it, and I hastily pushed it out from my mind.  
 
    “What about this one?” Daisy asked.  
 
    “That’s Sri Morta Blood orange,” Edony uttered. “It’s very sweet with hints of cocoa and an undertone of peppermint.”  
 
    “That sounds delicious,” Josephine whispered. “I’ll have that!”  
 
    “There’s also an assortment of macaroons,” Edony smiled. “If you would like to have some of those while we drink our tea and chat.”  
 
    Daisy glanced at the enormous box of small, fluffy looking cookies, and then reached for a golden one. The brunette bit into it, and her eyes immediately rolled back in her head.  
 
    “Good?” the Duchess asked. “I believe that one is honey flavored with a buttercream icing in the center.”  
 
    “Honey,” the bear-girl sighed. “My favorite.”  
 
    “So, Kelara,” I uttered, poured my tea, and took a tentative sip of the steaming liquid. “We heard that you’re from the capital, but is that where you were born?”  
 
    The turban-wearing woman glared at me over the tabletop but plastered a wide, fake smile over her thin lips. She held her teacup loosely between her fingers, but from the way they tensed, I knew she really didn’t like me directly addressing her this way.  
 
    “My family is from the west,” Kelara explained. “From a small city directly in the middle of the desert.” 
 
    “Atikem?” Edony asked. “I’ve heard of that city before.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t even consider it a city,” Kelara shrugged. “More of a barren wasteland with a cluster of tents.”  
 
    “One of the other aristocrats told me they have flying bison out there,” the blonde aristocrat mused. “Is that true?”  
 
    “Yes,” the tattooed woman nodded. “They’re the only export there, and the people who raise them make fortunes.”  
 
    “What did you do there, then?” Edony asked. “If the only export was flying bison.”  
 
    “Well, for generations my family has been employed by the…” Kelara started and then forced herself to stop.  
 
    The turban-wearing woman’s mouth hung open for a long second, and then she snapped it shut. Her scarlet eyes slammed down to the steaming tea in her cup, and she stayed silent.  
 
    “Employed by… who?” Edony giggled. “I’d love to know more about your history and how you found yourself in my city.”  
 
    “The mayor of the city employed us,” the tattooed woman grinned. “A woman of the name Esme Yieshak. We raised the flying bison for her and took care of them until the time they were sold off to buyers.”  
 
    “How… lovely,” Edony snipped. “But how did you come to Edenhart?”  
 
    “Oh,” Kelara chuckled. “I was unhappy with my life in Atikem, so I went to the capital first.”  
 
    “And what did you do there?” the Duchess probed.  
 
    “I initially went to build a new life for myself outside of my small town,” the tattooed woman shrugged. “But the more time I spent there, I saw how badly consorts treated their Mistresses. All of the aristocrats there were unhappy, and I could see that their consorts weren’t meeting their needs. I made it my personal mission to become a consort and remove the aristocrats from the horrible brutes. Over three years, I became the most sought after consort in the capital.” 
 
    “That didn’t answer my question,” Edony grinned. “If you had it so good in the capital, why did you decide to come to Edenhart? Sure, there are plenty of consorts and prostitutes in the city, but our nobles aren’t nearly as wealthy as those in the city.”  
 
    “Your highness,” Kelara bowed her head. “If I could speak plainly?”  
 
    “You may,” the Duchess snarked. “Go right ahead.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t say that the aristocrats tired of me,” the turban-wearing woman chortled. “In fact, they begged me to stay… but let’s just say that I grew tired of them. I left the capital because I had the wealth and prestige I needed, but I was bored. I’d grown tired of the capital, and as an expert in my field, I know I’m better suited elsewhere. The women of Edenhart need me, and they need to experience true pleasure for the first time in their lives. I’m sure that plenty of the aristocrats in the city have copulated with brutes, and none of them have been with a woman, but once they’ve seen my skills, they will never go back. To this day, I still receive letters from my admirers in the capital, and they beg me to return home to their beds.” 
 
    “And you refuse them?” Daisy asked.  
 
    “Of course,” Kelara stated. “As I said before, the women of Edenhart need me, and I’ve already received a few customers. I’m sure by the end of this year, I’ll be a regular courtesan just like Charles Rayburn. Though I can bet my skills are far better than his, and every woman that lays herself down in my bed will be screaming in ecstasy.”  
 
    Daisy glared over the table at Kelara while Josephine’s cheeks sucked in. Edony seemed totally unbothered except for a single raised eyebrow. The Duchess breathed in deeply, clicked her tongue, and took a long sip of her tea.  
 
    “Did you ever meet the Queen while you were in the capital?” Josephine asked. “I’ve visited a few times, and she graced me with her presence, but I’m sure it was merely because the coal from my mines powers a lot of the homes in the capital.”  
 
    Kelara’s face showed no emotion at all, not even a shift of a muscle, and the tattooed woman stared across the table at the heiress for a long time. It was already clear to me that she was the spy without having to see the evidence Valerie found. Every time I looked at her, I felt the same strange sensation I had while we were in the black market. If she wasn’t the spy, then she was definitely suspicious in some other way.  
 
    “No,” the tattooed woman grunted. “I never met the Queen. Why would I? I’m a female consort.”  
 
    “I’m sure if you have connections to all of the highest-ranking aristocrats,” Edony sighed. “Then you must’ve at least seen her in public. We all know that you’ve met the Queen, come on, tell us all the juicy secrets.”  
 
    “I’ve never met the Queen,” Kelara repeated.  
 
    “You can tell us,” Daisy assured. “We just want to know what she’s like!”  
 
    “You’re a Browning, aren’t you?” the turban-wearing woman snapped. “I’m sure that such an upstanding, high-ranking family such as yours had the Queen over for tea multiple times during the week.”  
 
    “I only met the Queen once,” the brunette shrugged. “I wouldn’t even consider it an introduction since she was at my debut party, and I only saw her from a distance. Come now, Kelara, I’m sure the Queen wouldn’t mind if you told us a little bit about your relationship.”  
 
    “As I said,” the tattooed woman grumbled. “I have never met the Queen.”  
 
    “You said you were in the capital for over three years,” Edony shrugged. “I’m sure throughout that time, you must’ve come into contact with her. As you said before, you serviced only the wealthiest, most well-connected aristocrats in the capital--” 
 
    “I said I never met her!” Kelara stood up from her chair and screamed. “I have no connection to the Queen! I’ve never seen her or spoken to her!”  
 
    The room fell silent, and the ticking hands of the clock on the wall sounded like small bombs going off. Kelara panted angrily, held her curled fists at her waist, and stood at the table as if she were about to flip it.  
 
    “So you say,” Edony whispered over the rim of her teacup and then took a deep drink. “But how are we to know?”  
 
    “What was that?” Kelara snapped. “What are you suggesting, Edony?”  
 
    “I’m not suggesting anything,” the blonde aristocrat shook her head. “I simply find it difficult to believe that you spent all of those years in the capital, servicing wealthy aristocrats, and never came into contact with the Queen.”  
 
    “Well, I didn’t,” the turban-wearing woman uttered. “I never met her or even saw her while I was in the capital.” 
 
    “Then I am very sorry that we... accused you of something else,” Edony smiled sweetly. “Why don’t you sit back down and drink the rest of your tea? I’d rather not ruin this meeting by hot tempers and arguments.”  
 
    Suddenly, the tattooed woman lifted her face, took a deep inhale, brushed off her hands, and calmly sat back down. The turban-wearing woman leaned back in her chair, lifted her teacup, and slurped down the rest of the beverage. We all sat in silence as she reached for the tea kettle and poured herself a second drink.  
 
    “I am very sorry I reacted that way,” Kelara murmured. “I seem to have a short temper.”  
 
    “Don’t mention it,” the Duchess condescended. “It is already forgotten.”  
 
    “Kelara,” Daisy prompted. “You have fascinating tattoos. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a woman with them… Tell me, do they have any meaning other than just to look… pretty?”  
 
    “No, they have a very special meaning to me,” Kelara grinned. “Every one of them.”  
 
    “Ah, how interesting,” Edony commented. “But they’re in a different language… and the runes? Are they runes?”  
 
    “Yes,” the turban-wearing woman nodded. “The words are written in the native language of Atikem.”  
 
    “But those runes,” the Duchess redirected. “They do look a lot like black magic symbols… don’t they?” 
 
    “B-B-Black magic?” Kelara stammered. “N-No, they are protection symbols from my homeland!”  
 
    “Hmmm,” the blonde aristocrat hummed. “I don’t think so. I’ve dealt with the dark arts a bit in my life and that one there… on the crease of your elbow, it looks like the unicursal hexagram. I know that is used heavily in the dark arts for incantations and protection spells.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” the tattooed woman shook her head. “It’s a five-petaled lotus flower! It’s native to Atikem!” 
 
    “The unicursal hexagram is often called a five-petaled flower,” Edony snickered. “It’s the very same thing. I don’t care if you’re involved with the dark arts, Kelara. I simply thought it was interesting that you have these symbols tattooed onto your body.”  
 
    “So, you’ve been involved with black magic before?” Kelara asked. “I had no idea, your highness.”  
 
    “Haven’t all matriarchs dabbled a little bit in the dark arts?” Edony chuckled. “I know that my mother did once or twice, and so did all of her ancestors.”  
 
    “What did you use it for?” the tattooed woman asked.  
 
    “Now that’s none of your business.” The Duchess smiled. “I’ll keep that secret until the day I die.”  
 
    “You must have done something heinous,” Kelara chuckled.  
 
    “Aren’t all matters of black magic heinous?” the blonde aristocrat asked back. “Does it really matter if I’d had business with black magic? I’m not the one with the runes tattooed into my skin.”  
 
    A flash of color caught my attention out the window, and I stared out of the crepe-like curtains for a second. I figured it must have been a passing bird and glanced away until I saw it out of the corner of my eye for the second time. I stared at it this time and ignored the continuing conversation around me. The flash came again, but I finally realized it wasn’t a bird but instead a flash of ash-blonde hair. Under the chatter of conversation around me, I heard a soft voice grunting and struggling.  
 
    Suddenly, Valerie climbed onto the balcony just outside of the windows, glanced around, and then scurried to the glass. The feline-woman squinted her eyes, peered in, and grinned once she spitted me. The cat-girl jumped up and down, waved excitedly, and then gestured frantically toward the front door. Her expression fell once her eyes landed on Kelara, and the ash-blonde scurried over the edge of the balcony.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what the cat-girl had found at Kelara’s house, but she seemed to be very excited about it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    I had to talk to Valerie immediately, but I certainly couldn’t get up and leave in the middle of tea unless it was an emergency. Edony would understand what I was doing if I came up with something on the spot, but I had no idea how Kelara would react. Would she find it suspicious? There was no way to tell, but with Valerie outside, I had to act soon.  
 
    I reached for my steaming teacup, took a sip, and looked pointedly toward Edony. The Duchess glanced at me out of the corner of her eye and smiled sweetly but didn’t seem to catch my drift. I cleared my throat, and all heads turned to me instantly.  
 
    “Edony?” I asked. “May I speak to you privately for a second?” 
 
    “I’m sure you could say whatever you need to in front of me,” Kelara grinned slyly. “As you’ve heard, there are no secrets between us.”  
 
    “Yes, there are,” I grunted. “I need to speak to Edony privately. The tea seemed to give me quite a few ideas for our… work, if you’d like to meet me out in the hall.”  
 
    “Oh?” the blonde aristocrat echoed. “But of course. I’d love to hear your ideas.”  
 
    Kelara’s hateful scarlet eyes followed us as we stood up from our chairs and exited the room. Edony turned to me as soon as we passed through the doorway, and her expression hardened immediately. For a passing second, she looked exactly as she did when I worked for her the first time. She’d often glared down at me with disdain and hatred, but even after her stunning confession, her harsh facial expressions still jolted me.  
 
    “What is it?” Edony whispered. “What’s the matter? You don’t have new ideas, do you?”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I needed to get you away from Kelara for a moment. Valerie’s outside. I saw her through the window. I’m honestly surprised that Kelara didn’t see her, but thankfully, I don’t think she did.”  
 
    “She’s outside?” the Duchess gasped. “I thought we were meeting back at your manor after the luncheon was over?”  
 
    “That’s what I thought, too,” I uttered. “I am guessing Valerie found something she needed to show us immediately.”  
 
    “So,” Edony mouthed. “We have to get rid of Kelara.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I nodded. “And fast, before she figures out something else is going on.”  
 
    “Do you think she noticed or she’s suspicious?” the gorgeous blonde asked and glanced back toward the open door.  
 
    “Definitely,” I muttered. “I think she’s been on high alert since she stepped out of the carriage. She certainly didn’t expect me or Josephine and Daisy to be here. I think she thought this was a casual meeting where she’d lure information out of you.”  
 
    “So, you think she’s the spy?” Edony asked. “I have a feeling, but I want to hear what you think first, Charles.”  
 
    “We don’t have a lot of proof,” I sighed. “But I think she is… Going off the person we met in the black market, she matched the height and build.”  
 
    “And the bandages,” the Duchess offered. “She wore them at the masquerade. She’s not wearing them now, but I’m sure that they were the same fabric.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I breathed. “But we should wait until we talk with Valerie and see what she’s found… From the face she made outside of the window, I don’t think it was anything good, and our suspicions are true.”  
 
    “How are we going to get rid of her…” Edony hissed, cupped her chin, and glanced toward the open door again. “What about the Quarry Mile…” 
 
    “What?” I asked. “What’s the Quarry Mile?”  
 
    “You know how I told you about the aqueducts?” the Duchess probed. “How my mother demolished a few of them to make space for housing?”  
 
    “Yes?” I replied, furrowed my eyebrows, and took a step forward. “What about them?”  
 
    “There’s a place,” Edony murmured. “Just outside of town with an enormous aqueduct that I’ve meant to have demolished. It’s dangerous because many ex-consorts have set up tents underneath it, and the rock is starting to crumble. Not that I care if a few dirty, useless brutes lose their lives, but it could be an emergency to get us out of this…”  
 
    “Wait…” I grunted. “You’re not actually going to demolish it… right now, are you?”  
 
    “Of course not, Charles,” Edony giggled. “I’ll just do it at a later date.”  
 
    Edony turned her head toward the opposite side of the hall, spied a passing manservant, and lifted her right hand languidly into the air. Before I could say anything, a sizzle of static lifted into the air, and the smallest lightning bolt I’d ever seen slashed through the air toward the man. It made no sound as it passed right in front of him, and the manservant scurried backward with a soft yelp.  
 
    He turned, glanced down the hall, and breathed a soft sigh when he spied the Duchess and I. The manservant thumped down the hall, and Edony lifted a single finger to her lips for him to be silent.  
 
    “Be quiet,” the blonde aristocrat hissed through her teeth. 
 
    “Your Highness?” the manservant whispered. “What can I do for you?”  
 
    “I need you to do something for me,” Edony stated.  
 
    “Anything, Duchess,” the bald servant bowed his head. “I would willingly walk through a storm of your lightning bolts to get you whatever you wan--” 
 
    “That’s not necessary,” Edony interrupted. “You see, there’s quite an unpleasant guest that I invited over for tea. I’d like to get rid of her immediately so that I can be free of her wretched presence.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” the manservant nodded. “What would you like me to do?”  
 
    “I need you to address me as if there is an emergency,” Edony explained. “Mention something about ‘Quarry Mile.’ You know what that is, correct?”  
 
    “Yes, I do, your Highness,” the servant grinned. “Shall I do it here or go back to the mouth of the hall and shout to you?”  
 
    “The latter,” Edony chuckled. “Charles Rayburn and I are supposed to be out here, having a private conversation, and you interrupt us.”  
 
    “Yes, Duchess,” the manservant grinned, whipped around, and raced back down the hall.  
 
    “Good heavens,” Edony grumbled. “Does he have to be so loud? I swear you can never find good help… Even if you do, they either quit or sign their lives away to some other aristocrats…”  
 
    The manservant stopped when he got to the end of the hall, turned on his heels, and cupped his hands around his mouth.  
 
    “Duchess!” he screamed. “My lady, Duchess! There’s been an accident!” 
 
    “What?” Edony shouted back. “Excuse me for a moment, Charles. What’s happened?” 
 
    “The big… rock… structure… thingie,” the manservant struggled out.  
 
    “The aqueduct?” the Duchess asked.  
 
    “Yes, that thing!” the manservant cried. “It’s crumbled!”  
 
    “What?” the blonde gasped. “How? Were there any casualties?”  
 
    “Yes!” the manservant screamed. “Fifteen men died, and a passing aristocrat was injured! And… and… there was an explosion!”  
 
    Edony’s eyebrows shot up at that last added bit, and her lips pressed into a firm line, but there was nothing she could do about it now.  
 
    “An explosion?” Edony cried. “What… what happened?”  
 
    “All of the stones crumbled and created a crater!” the manservant shrieked. “And it must have hit a pocket of… of natural gas! It exploded the entire aqueduct complex!”  
 
    “Gordan, send for my carriage!” the Duchess shouted. “I need to get out there as soon as possible and assess the damages. Have all of the injured been cleared out?”  
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” the bald man bowed. “The dead brutes have been cleared away and hastily buried in a mass grave.”  
 
    “And the injured aristocrat?” the blonde probed.  
 
    “She’s been taken to a hospital in Dervington,” the manservant explained. “Her injuries were minimal, but they’re keeping her under observation just in case.”  
 
    “Then that’s good,” the Duchess sighed. “I’m glad that we won’t suffer the loss of another aristocrat in the city of Edenhart.”  
 
    “I’ll call for your carriage right now, your Highness,” the manservant threw himself forward into a bow and hurried off around the corner.  
 
    Edony grabbed me by the hand and led me back into the drawing-room. As we reached the doorway, she dropped it and stepped through with a pained expression. The Duchess held her clasped hands to her chest, and for a second, I could’ve sworn I saw a single tear drip down her alabaster cheek. The blonde aristocrat hastily wiped it away with the back of her hand and turned to the three shocked women sitting at the table.  
 
    “I’m very sorry about this,” Edony coughed. “But I believe we’ll have to cut our luncheon short. It seems that the aqueduct I meant to have demolished has crumbled. I need to get out there and access the damages before I call for a clean-up crew.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Daisy bleated. “We didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but we heard everything. Is the aristocrat alright?”  
 
    “As my manservant said,” Edony uttered. “They took her to a hospital for observation, but her injuries were minimal.”  
 
    “That’s good, then,” Josephine whispered. “It would’ve been horrible if an aristocrat were killed so suddenly. We all know how the death of Delphine and Ortensia shook you.”  
 
    “Yes,” the Duchess nodded. “The loss of those two powerful aristocrats has changed Edenhart forever, and they will be missed for all of eternity. Now, as I said before, I must leave and assess the damages at the site.”  
 
    “Of course,” Daisy soothed, stood up from her chair, and crossed the room. “We’ll leave you be for the rest of the day.”  
 
    “Kelara, your carriage is already here,” Edony stated. “Charles, Josephine, and Daisy, I’ll call for another carriage to take you home.”  
 
    “Edony,” the turban-wearing woman smiled. “Why don’t you allow me to come with you? I’d love to be of service to you.”  
 
    “No,” Edony boomed. “It’s my duty as the Duchess of this city to take care of these things, but thank you for your offer… it is very kind of you to think of me in this trying time.”  
 
    “Please,” Kelara pleaded. “Let me come with you. I’d love to help you in this trying time.”  
 
    Edony physically struggled not to snap back at the tattooed woman and instead plastered a fake smile over her features. The blonde aristocrat shook her head, crossed her arms over her chest, and cupped her elbows in the palms of her hands.  
 
    “As I said,” the Duchess repeated. “Thank you, but no. I need to do this myself as the Duchess of Edenhart. I need to be vigilant and continually prove to the people of this city that I am the right person for this position.”  
 
    “Understood, my moon queen,” Kelara declared. “Goddess of the sun! My love! My heart burns with the heat of a thousand blazing fires! I’ll return home and wait for my next invitation to the duchy. Maybe next time we’ll be able to be… alone. I’m sure if that were to happen, we’d be able to get to know each other a bit more intimately.”  
 
    Edony’s violet eyes hardened on the tattooed woman, and the Duchess’ lips hardened into a thin line, but she suppressed the sigh that I knew was fighting its way up her throat. The Duchess forced out a smile, stepped aside, and gestured toward the hallway behind the door. Kelara swiftly stood up from her chair, flounced across the room, and then gripped Edony’s wrist in her own.  
 
    “I hope to hear from you soon,” the tattooed woman whispered. “Until then, I will wait patiently for you in the spirit realm.”  
 
    Edony snatched her hand away, and for a split second, the corners of her lips turned down in a grimace. Before Kelara could notice, the expression was gone, and the Duchess smiled down at the turban-wearing woman pleasantly. The tattooed woman dropped into a low bow, rose to her full height, and sauntered out of the room.  
 
    Josephine and Daisy stood up from their chairs and hurried to where the Duchess and I stood. We watched silently from around the corner as Kelara tramped down the hall, glanced to the left, and paused for a moment as if she were thinking. Whatever the turban-wearing woman was plotting, she decided against it, moved right, and exited out the front door.  
 
    All four of us breathed a collective sigh of relief, and I hurriedly walked to the balcony door. I watched for a moment as Kelara hopped down the steps one by one, peeked over her shoulder at the duchy, and then climbed into the open door of her carriage. We waited with bated breath until the coach pulled away from the front of the house and trundled down the long drive.  
 
    I rested my hands against the golden handles of the doors and then ripped them open before stepping out onto the balcony. I whipped my head around in search of Valerie, but she was nowhere in sight.  
 
    “Val?” I called. “Valerie? Are you still out there?”  
 
    The bushes rustled below my feet, and within seconds, Valerie flipped up onto the railing and balanced there with her tail whipping out behind her.  
 
    “Here!” the feline-woman sang. “I missed you guys so, so much!”  
 
     The ash-blonde climbed down off the railing, glanced toward the drive where Kelara had disappeared, and then hurried into the drawing-room with us. Edony turned, moved to the door, and shut it with a soft click. The Duchess leaned against it for a second and took a deep breath.  
 
    “I’m so glad she’s gone,” the blonde aristocrat whispered. “That was exhausting…”  
 
    “Can you believe all of the things she said?” Daisy asked. “Do you… Do you think that she’s involved with the dark arts?”  
 
    “Edony,” I urged. “You’ve dealt in the world of black magic more than we have. Were her tattoos runes and symbols?”  
 
    “Most of them were,” the Duchess nodded. “Or at least those that I could recognize from my little experience. She got pretty close to confessing a few things to us… I’m sure if I got her alone and probed her a bit more, I’d be able to get all of the information out of her.”  
 
    “No,” I uttered. “You shouldn’t do that.”  
 
    “Excuse me, Charles?” Edony gasped. “Did you just tell me no? I’m the Duchess of Edenhart, and I can do whatever I see fit.”  
 
    “I’m not preventing you from doing it, Edony,” I stated. “We don’t know what kind of power that Kelara has, but not only that, we don’t know if she’s the spy.” 
 
    “Oh, she is,” Valerie nodded. “She’s definitely the spy. She’s out to kill Edony and you, too, Charles.”  
 
    “Uhm…” I grunted. “What?”  
 
    “She wants to kill… Charles?” the Duchess gasped. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Exactly what I just said,” the feline-woman explained. “She wants to kill you and Charles. The Queen prefers if it happens at the same time though, so she may try to get you together and do it.” 
 
    “Wait a second,” Edony repeated. “The Queen knows about Charles? How?”  
 
    “Why don’t we sit down?” the brunette offered. “We can finish our tea, and Valerie can tell us everything that she learned while at Kelara’s.”  
 
    The feline-woman nodded, skipped over to the table, and settled herself down into one of the chairs. The ash-blonde glanced over the spread, poured herself a cup of tea, and glanced over the macaroons.  
 
    “Oooo, what are these?” Valerie asked. “They look delicious.”  
 
    “They’re mac--” Josephine opened her mouth to reply, but Edony cut her off. 
 
    “That’s not important right now,” the Duchess barked, slipped into a chair, and then leaned her elbows against the tabletop. “Tell us everything you found.”  
 
    I sat down beside Valerie, and Josephine and Daisy followed suit. We all turned our chairs toward the feline-woman and then waited for her to begin.  
 
    “So, I snuck over to Kelara’s,” Valerie garbled through a mouthful of half-chewed macaroons. “Your directions were really helpful, Edony. Thanks for that. Before I knew it was the Queen who sent her here, I thought to myself, ‘hey, this is a swanky place.’ It looked kind of like a hotel, but it was all one house! Except for the fact that it’s in the middle of a pretty shady area, but I guess spies can’t be choosy about their hideouts. I managed to pick the lock on the front door and sneak in--” 
 
    “Wait,” I uttered. “You picked the lock? How did you know to do that?”  
 
    “I just knew,” the ash-blonde giggled. “I used this! I found it lying in the gutter outside an abandoned building and thought it was pretty, but hey, it was useful!”  
 
    Valerie reached into her locks for a second and then pulled out a long, thin silver rod with a small jeweled flower dangling from the end. I stared at it for a few seconds, still completely confused, and Edony threw her head back in a loud cackle of laughter. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked. “Some sort of weapon?” 
 
    “No, Charles,” Edony giggled madly. “It’s a hat-pin! Women use them to secure their enormous hats to their hair on windy days, so they don’t come flying off.”  
 
    “Oh,” I chuckled. “I’ve never seen one before in my life.”  
 
    “As I was saying,” Valerie went on. “I picked the lock with this. It was pretty easy, and the door just swung open on its own. Most of the house was empty except for two or three rooms; the bathroom, kitchen, and Kelara’s bedroom. I searched through everything inside the kitchen and bathroom just in case she’d hidden something in a coffee tin or behind the milk in the fridge, but there was nothing in there besides a bunch of vegetables.” 
 
    “Goddamnit, Valerie,” Edony cried. “We don’t care about what was in her fridge! What did you find?” 
 
    “There’s no need to be snippy,” the feline-woman grumbled. “The bathroom was also empty except for a toothbrush and a few bars of soap… if you were interested. I found all of the juicy stuff in her bedroom which also doubled as an office. She had all of these strange wooden boxes that wouldn’t open, and it took a long time to figure out they were puzzle boxes. Once I got the hang of them, I got all of them unlocked, and she had hundreds of letters from the Queen, spanning back to even before she arrived in Edenhart.”  
 
    “What did they say?” Josephine asked. “What did you learn about her?”  
 
    “Her name is Akerla Outebane,” the ash-blonde explained. “She’s from a small desert region called Atikem.”  
 
    “That part is true, then,” I grunted. “Go on, Valerie.”  
 
    “The Queen has employed her family for generations,” the feline-woman cried. “And I mean, generaaaaations! Possibly dating back to when the Queen first came into power. Kelara was trained as not only a spy, but also an assassin in some sort of desert training camp. From the letters, it seemed as if she was away for almost three or four years while training. I guess she took out a few other aristocrats that the Queen requested, but… uh, Kelara and the Queen’s relationship is a bit… different than you’d expect. I thought they were just a normal client and patron at first, and it seemed that way from the beginning, and then I thought they were friends, but… I think they’re in love… or something like that? Or Kelara is the Queen’s personal consort, but I couldn’t be entirely sure from the letters. Aside from all of the other stuff I found, their correspondence was filled with ‘I love you’s’ and ‘I wish you were in my arms right now.’ It was kind of naughty to read through all of them, but I had to.”  
 
    “So, why is Kelara here?” Edony asked. “To kill Charles and me?”  
 
    “Yes,” the feline-woman nodded. “Apparently, Kelara was sent here a few months ago just to spy on Edony, but she saw you and Charles together. She reported back to the Queen once she found out the two of you were working together, and the Queen demanded that Kelara dig into Charles Rayburn a little deeper, so she did. Kelara told the Queen that Daisy Browning is also involved with this, so the Queen fully believes that the Brownings are her enemies, too. Annnnnd somehow, I’m not sure how the Queen found out that Edony is in love with Charles…”  
 
    “Oh… oh… ohhhh…” Edony gasped. “I think I know how she found out.”  
 
    “How?” I grunted.  
 
    “Well, it’s a bit embarrassing,” the Duchess grumbled.  
 
    “I don’t really think it matters right now if it’s embarrassing or not,” Josephine carefully murmured. “It’d be best if you just told us.”  
 
    “When we worked together for the first time,” the blonde aristocrat started. “I… I couldn’t figure out what the feelings building up inside of me were.”  
 
    “And?” I prompted. “Come on.”  
 
    “I have a… personal journal,” the Duchess forced out. “And I wrote letters addressed to you, explaining what I was feeling and what I could do to make it go away… Someone broke into my duchy while I was away and went through my things… One of the things taken was my journal and a few other things. I thought it was just a grubby brute who needed money or food, but I had no idea why they had taken my journal… Now I know why… It was Kelara and the Queen.”  
 
    “So, the Queen planned to make Edony suffer even more,” Valerie explained. “She wrote pretty happily about when your mother died and how it gave her so much joy. She wanted Kelara to trap both of you and kill Charles in front of you, Edony.”  
 
    “She wouldn’t…” Edony gasped. “She can’t be that cruel.”  
 
    “And then Kelara would kill you and take the deed to Edenhart for the Queen,” the ash-blonde murmured. “The Queen wants Edenhart as an extension of the capital. She wants to expand it until it becomes enormous, and she has double the power.”  
 
    “I don’t even care what she wants Edenhart for,” the Duchess murmured. “She wants to take Charles away from me… simply to hurt me.”  
 
    “Yeeeeah,” Valerie drawled out. “She sounds like… not a nice lady, like at all. I’m still a little stuck on the fact that the Queen and Kelara are in love and plotting against you. I mean, I’m not surprised that the Queen is plotting against you, but two women in love? I’ve never heard of it before.”  
 
    “When men became obsolete,” I explained. “A lot of women switched over to women because they thought men were dirty brutes that would spread heinous diseases to them and their families. I know of some women who do it because they enjoy the alternative lifestyle, but… it’s practically unheard of here in Edenhart.”  
 
    Edony hastily stood, wavered on her feet for a second, and then crossed the room over to the fireplace. The Duchess leaned against it for a second and stared into the mirror over the mantle. Her violet eyes were hazy with emotion, and she placed her hand over her mouth as if she were about to be sick at any second. I turned around in my seat and watched her from afar. The rest of my women continued to speak about what we’d learned and hadn’t seemed to notice that Edony wandered away.  
 
    “Edony?” I called. “Are you alright?”  
 
    The Duchess paused with her lips parted, and then her eyes swiveled to me through the mirror. She stared at me for a long time, and then her hands resting on the mantle curled into tight fists.  
 
    “I’ve known for a long time that someday, the Queen would try to kill me,” the blonde aristocrat murmured. “She tried to kill my mother and all of my other ancestors dating all the way back to Olvia. My family has always been her enemy, and I’m pretty sure that I’m the biggest threat to her. As I told you before, my mother was the one who got the closest to killing her, but sadly died a few months later. The Queen laughed in my face, and I’m sure if it were the other way around, I would’ve done the very same. I’ve known that she was a threat to me since before I could walk, and my mother always warned me never to play outside unattended because an agent of the Queen could be hiding around one of the corners. It happened a few times, too, but they never managed to take me… I’ve always been too powerful for her secret agents even as a young child.”  
 
    “So, what’s the matter?” I asked. “If you knew that this was coming, why are you reacting this way?”  
 
    “This isn’t just about my family or me anymore, Charles,” Edony snapped. “It’s more than my issue now. You’re involved, and they are threatening your life, too. Shouldn’t you be more… afraid? Scared? Terrified that Kelara could climb out of the woodwork and kill you in the spot where you sit?”  
 
    I almost wanted to laugh at the Duchess’ question. Was I scared of Kelara? The half-baked spy who gave away a bunch of information while sitting down for a short luncheon? Maybe a few months ago, but I’d fought with much more powerful and intimidating women in the past few months, and I could easily handle Kelara. We’d taken out Delphine and Ortensia, and those women were ten times more frightening than Kelara. We had no idea what her power was, but I was sure that all of my women were stronger than her, so I had no reason to be afraid.  
 
    All of this made me glad that we had Edony on our side. My women may have been strong and powerful, but I was sure that their powers were nothing compared to the Duchess. Edony could wipe out the whole town with a flick of her wrist, and I wondered why she was reacting this way? From my understanding, the Queen’s power was nothing more than immortality, and I couldn’t understand why the blonde aristocrat was so scared.  
 
    “Edony…” I grunted. “What’s the matter? We knew that it was the Queen behind all of this. All we have to do it retaliate.”  
 
    “We can’t retaliate, Charles,” the Duchess snapped. “That’s treason! What we’re doing is treason, and if anyone finds out about it, my life is over. It’s not that I would lose my position over Edenhart, I would lose my life. You… You would lose your life, and I think that’s what I’m struggling with the most. I can’t stand the idea of losing you, especially after I just got you… You’re the love of my life, and I can’t imagine a world where you don’t exist by my side.”  
 
    “Sooo,” Valerie broke in. “What are we going to do about Kelara? We all know that we can’t leave things as they are. That’ll just allow her to attack us, and we certainly don’t want that to happen.”  
 
    “I have to protect Charles,” Edony stated. “Which entails that I have to protect all of you. After all, you are my super-soldiers, and I wouldn’t want one of my precious tools being killed off.”  
 
    “Riiiiiight,” Daisy grumbled. “I say that we use Valerie’s skills again. We wait until Kelara returns to her housing, Valerie picks the door for a second time, and we all converge on her at the same time. We snuff her out before she can do anything to us.”  
 
    “Even then, that’s too risky,” Edony rolled her eyes, pushed off the fireplace, and paced manically around the room. “Kelara could be waiting outside the manor for us right now, or she could’ve returned to your manor and is lying in wait. I can’t have all of you wandering about all willy-nilly.”  
 
    “It was just a suggestion,” the brunette rolled her eyes. “Then what do you think we should do, Edony?”  
 
    “I think all of you should stay in my estate for the time being,” the Duchess thought. “That way my guards can protect you. If you’re at the manor, there isn’t much that I can do unless I sent men out there to protect you.”  
 
    “No,” I slammed back. “I understand that you want to protect me and your military assets, but we won’t lose our freedom. For Valerie and Rian, the manor is their home, and it’s unfair to lock them away in the duchy where they’re unallowed to wander around at their leisure. We will stay in the manor, and I’m sure that if Kelara does show her face, we can protect themselves.”  
 
    “I’m hurt that you rejected my generous offer, Charles,” the Duchess bleated. “She already showed up at your house once. Who’s telling if she won’t try it again?”  
 
    “I’m sure that we could take care of it ourselves,” I stated. “There is no reason for us to stay with you or have you dispense guards to the manor. We’ll be perfectly fine on our own… These women do have augmented powers after all.”  
 
    “That still doesn’t solve what we’re going to do about Kelara…” Josephine whimpered. “Is there anything we can do?”  
 
    Edony completely ignored the heiress’ comment and glared over at me from across the room. Her violet eyes were sharp and filled with confusion and anger.  
 
    “I don’t understand why you’re so calm and rational about this, Charles,” the Duchess snapped. “Someone is out to kill you! Not just anyone, but a trained assassin! Aren’t you terrified? Why won’t you let me help you? I want to help you, Charles. You’re reasoning behind not staying at the duchy makes absolutely no sense. If you’re at the manor… you’re so far away, and I can’t help you.”  
 
    “I may be a male brute, Edony,” I grunted. “But I have free will under the patronage of my Mistresses, Josephine and Daisy. I may be a subject of your duchy, but they are still in direct control of me. You may be the Duchess, but when it’s something that involves me, they are the ones to decide.”  
 
    “Then what do they want?” the blonde aristocrat shouted. “I can tell from Josephine’s face that she’s terrified of Kelara and what she can do.”  
 
    “We’re staying at the manor,” Daisy uttered. “It’s final.”  
 
    “What about you, Josephine?” Edony probed. “Since the question was aimed at you and not Daisy Browning.”  
 
    “I-I t-think… I think…” the heiress stammered. “I think we should stay at the manor, and you should stay at the duchy. We managed to protect ourselves the first time she showed up, and I’m sure we could do it again.”  
 
    “Madness!” Edony roared. “All of you are utterly insane!”  
 
    “Edony, calm down,” I soothed. “Everything will be alright. There’s no reason to react this way… All of us will be fine.” 
 
    The Duchess’ eyes snapped open, and her lips pulled back in a vicious snarl. She stalked forward to the table, leaned over it, and jabbed a finger into my chest. I felt the sizzle of electricity in the air and immediately pulled away, but Edony gripped onto the front of my shirt.  
 
    “Are you testing my patience?” the blonde aristocrat barked. “At a time like this? Is that really what you want to be doing?”  
 
    “Edony, please,” I pleaded. “Calm down…”  
 
    “So, you’re not going to do anything?” the Duchess hissed.  
 
    “There isn’t anything we can do right now,” I snorted. “Except to wait for her to make her next move.”  
 
    Edony let go of me with a short bark of a laugh, whipped around, and headed for the door. All three of us sat in stunned silence for a second until Daisy stood up from her chair.  
 
    “What are you doing, Edony?” the brunette asked. “Storming off isn’t going to solve anything!”  
 
    “I’m not storming off, you augmented sow,” the Duchess roared. “If all of you and Charles aren’t going to do something to protect yourself, then I will!” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I scrambled out of my chair and followed after her. “Where are you going?”  
 
    “There’s only one solution to this problem,” the Duchess screamed. “I’m going to go out, find Kelara, and kill her myself!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    All of us stood in stunned silence for a second, and then I jumped up from my chair. I hurried down the hall after Edony, but as I came around the corner, I spied her climbing into the back of her coach. I thumped through the foyer and down the front stairs of the manor, but it was too late, the Duchess’ carriage pulled away. I glanced around the enormous lobby, but there were no guards in sight, and I had no idea where the blonde aristocrat was headed.  
 
    “Goddamnit!” I grunted, turned on my heels, and thumped down the hall.  
 
    “C-Charles?” Josephine whimpered. “What are we going to do? We can’t let Edony do this…”  
 
    “How is Edony going to find her?” Daisy asked. “Go to her house and start from there? Valerie, were there any signs of places that Kelara liked to go in the house? Correspondence with other Edenhart aristocrats, maybe?”  
 
    “No,” the feline-woman grumbled. “There were no other letters except for the ones from the Queen… Charles, what are we going to do? We can let Edony just run off on her own and kill Kelara…”  
 
    “Let me think,” I grunted. “I’m sure that there’s a way that we can solve this without Edony killing Kelara. Not that I care if she kills her, but if the Queen finds out her lover is dead, she’ll come after all of us without hesitation.”  
 
    “Do you think we should’ve gone along with Edony’s plan?” the blonde heiress asked. “Should we have let her send out her guards to the manor or… stayed with her here at the duchy.”  
 
    “Absolutely not,” I stated. “I just got my freedom back from Edony. There is no way that I would allow her to have full control over me like that. Not only me, but all of you, too. I said it was true; all of you have augmented powers, and I’m sure if Kelara decided to attack us, we’d be more than capable of handling her.”  
 
    “I have an idea,” the brunette offered. “What if… we tracked Kelara down and killed her…”  
 
    “But how will that benefit us?” I asked. “It still means that Kelara is dead, and the Queen will attack…”  
 
    “Think about it,” the bear-girl urged. “The Queen is already on our trail. She sent Kelara to kill you and Edony, so why does it matter if we retaliate? What if we killed her in a way that left no proof? I mean, we covered up Delphine’s murder well and made Ortensia’s death look like a suicide. Sure, it might cause a stir, but if they don’t have any proof… Not only that, but how would the Queen even know that we were the ones who killed her? We could trap her and make it look like a bear attack or something.”  
 
    “I think we’re looking at this all wrong,” I chuckled. “The answer is so close that if it were a snake, it would’ve bitten us.”  
 
    “So, you have an idea?” Josephine urged. “Tell us! Charles, please!”  
 
    “We transform Kelara,” I grinned. “We already have the nix prepared. We track and trap Kelara, bring her back to the manor, and transform her before Edony returns.”  
 
    “But how will we explain the new monster-girl to the Duchess?” Daisy asked. “You know she won’t believe us if we tell her that Kelara came along with us willingly.”  
 
    “No, we won’t tell her that,” I shook my head. “We’ll tell her something along the lines of… I reached out to another aristocrat months ago for the transformation and didn’t hear back from her. When we returned to the manor after she left, we found the aristocrat on our front steps, begging to be augmented. I’m sure that the Duchess would be pleased to find out I’d transformed and created a fourth monster-girl to add to her growing army.”  
 
    “Then how do we explain Kelara’s disappearance?” the heiress questioned. “You can’t let the Duchess find her… we have to first.”  
 
    “If Kelara has such close connections to the Queen,” I stated. “And the spy sensed any danger, she would return back to the Queen. Hopefully, if we suggest that to the Duchess heavily, she’ll believe it. It will be easier to do if Kelara isn’t around the city anymore, since she’ll be one of my monster-girls.” 
 
    “But…” Daisy murmured. “Do you think that Edony would believe that? She’s on the warpath now and won’t stop until she finds Kelara.”  
 
    “As an aristocrat,” I reminded them. “Edony has to follow certain rules. If Kelara were to return back to the capital, Edony couldn’t follow because the tattooed woman is an agent of the martiarchy.”  
 
    “Then there’s nothing else we can do,” Valerie whispered. “The Duchess has no other choice than to believe that Kelara returned home…”  
 
    “But I still doubt that she will,” the heiress broke in. “Edony may believe that Kelara is still slinking around the city.”  
 
    “Then,” I smiled. “We have to convince her that Kelara isn’t here anymore.” 
 
    “So, back to the manor?” Valerie giggled. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “But… we have to find some way to track her…”  
 
    My eyes swept across the room for a second and then landed on Daisy. The brunette tilted her head at me, blinked once, and then understood my train of thought.  
 
    “My sense of smell,” the bear-girl cried. “I can track her by her natural scent! But… we don’t have anything of hers to use… and I’m certainly not smelling the seat of her chair. That just seems too weird and gross since she was practically naked.”  
 
    “You won’t have to do that!” Valerie shouted. “I have… this!”  
 
    The feline-woman reached into the small pouch at her waist, rummaged around inside it for a second, and whipped out a long strip of cream-colored fabric. The swatch flew through the air like a flag for a second and then dropped to the floor limply.  
 
    “Is that…” Josephine murmured. “Part of her bandage clothing?”  
 
    “Yup!” the ash-blonde nodded proudly. “She had a bunch of them! A whole mountain of spools of them and all of the used ones piled up in a mess on the floor. I grabbed the smallest one I could find and took it with me. I know I wasn’t supposed to steal anything, but I don’t think she’ll notice this piece missing.”  
 
    “Good job, Valerie,” I chuckled, reached over, and petted the top of her head.  
 
    “I wasn’t sure why I stole it,” the cat-girl snickered. “I kind of thought that I wanted a souvenir after my first mission by myself, but then… I had this itching feeling that we would need it. I don’t know why, but I had the urge… no, the need to take it.”  
 
    “Well, we’re all delighted that you did,” I chuckled. “It if weren’t for you, we wouldn’t be able to find Kelara on our own. Let’s return to the manor for now. I have a big map of the city that came with the manor, and we can plot out places where we think that Kelara might be.”  
 
    “Oh!” the ash-blonde shouted. “There was one thing in the letters between the Queen and Kelara that stood out to me, but I couldn’t puzzle it out by myself.”  
 
    “What is it?” I asked.  
 
    “The Queen said that if Kelara were found out or needed help, she should go to the ‘Crying Tree,’“ Valerie explained. “I’d never heard that term before and didn’t understand it. Charles, do you have any idea what it could be?”  
 
    “A secret hideout, maybe?” I murmured. “Josephine, you’ve grown up in this city all of your life and know all of its layouts. Have you heard of this ‘Crying Tree?” 
 
    “There’s an old legend… well, more like a scary story about a ‘Crying Tree’ on the outskirts of town,” the heiress mused. “But we all thought it wasn’t real because it’s passed around so much that the moral of the ‘story’ became convoluted.”  
 
    “So, what’s the legend of the Crying Tree?” the ash-blonde asked.  
 
    “Well, it’s said that long ago,” Josephine explained. “Right after women started to develop powers, there was a couple that refused to go along with the new set of rules that barred men and women from marrying. They’d been together since they were children and couldn’t stand to be apart, but one of Edony’s ancestors kidnapped the man and forced him to work slave labor along with all of the other males in the city.”  
 
    “Oh no,” Valerie sighed. “That’s so horrible. Was it Olvia? I’d actually came to like her from all of the stories that Edony tells about her… She doesn’t seem like that bad of a person except for making men a lower station than all of the females.”  
 
    “Yes, Olvia wasn’t all bad,” the blonde heiress nodded. “But she did more harm than she did good. She may not have directly put men into the position they’re in today, but she started the domino effect. But no, it wasn’t Olvia who did this… I think it was a woman named Eleondra, but I could be wrong.”  
 
    “What happened next?” Daisy asked.  
 
    “Well, the man managed to sneak out of the camp at night,” Josephine went on. “And both of them would race through the forest and meet at a specific tree. It didn’t have a name before all of this, but it stands out because it’s an oak tree and a linden tree twisted together into an eternal knot. They’d meet there and stay there all night until the sun started to just peek out over the horizon. The man would return to the camp, and sadly, the woman would return home alone. This went on for months the story says, and they never got caught until eventually…” 
 
    “They did,” Valerie squeaked. 
 
    “By Eleondra herself,” the blonde heiress murmured. “She’d tightened up the security at the encampment, and the guards realized he was missing. Eleondra waited outside of the camp in total darkness and watched as he snuck out through the forest. She followed him and found the pair at the intertwined tree and… and…”  
 
    “She killed them, didn’t she?” Daisy murmured.  
 
    “Yes,” Josephine whispered. “But only the man…”  
 
    “Why would she do that?” I asked. “If she were so angry with the both of them, you’d think she’d take both of them out…”  
 
    “She wanted to make both of them suffer,” the heiress explained. “So, she killed the man slowly in front of his lover and when he finally died… she released the woman out into the city. Weeks went by, and the woman secluded herself in her house until finally one night, she snuck out. She made the long trek through the woods in her wedding dress, and by the time she reached the intertwined trees, she was covered in mud, sweat, and tears. The woman threw herself down to the ground at the base of the trees and sobbed there for hours. The story says that she stayed there for weeks on end, and eventually when her lover never returned to her even though he was dead, she pulled out a silver dagger.”  
 
    “Oh, no!” Valerie cried.  
 
    “She laid down at the roots of the tree,” Josephine went on. “And slit her throat. The woman’s blood boiled out like a fresh spring and sunk into the roots of the intertwined trees. Everyone believes that the man’s spirit heard his lover’s cry and returned to the place where he was killed. The woman’s spirit rose from its body, and the two of them implanted themselves within the knotted trees. Now they say that if you visit the intertwined trees, you’ll hear the lovers’ voices and unseen spirits will viciously attack you. I would say it’s a bunch of silly old stories, but there are reported cases of aristocrats and men going out there late at night and were attacked. One of my childhood friends had her eye gouged out when she got too close, and now she can’t see out of her right side.”  
 
    “They have every right to be angry,” Daisy barked. “They were unjustly killed…”  
 
    “Charles, do you think that’s the place?” the bear-girl asked.  
 
    “It could be,” I nodded. “But we should check it out to be totally sure. If the Queen instructed her to go there, then there must be a reason. Maybe the letters aren’t enough anymore, and the Queen sent another spy to relay the information between them.”  
 
    “I think that’s what’s happening,” Valerie nodded. “All of the letters from the Queen are from a few weeks ago before Kelara showed up in Edenhart.” 
 
    “So, she has to have someone relaying messages back and forth between the two of them,” I nodded. “Josephine, do you have any idea where the Crying Tree might be?”  
 
    “No,” the heiress sighed. “Absolutely no idea. A few of my old friends did, but they all moved away or weren’t speaking to me anymore. I’m sure the Duchess would know, but… she’s not here right now.”  
 
    “Well, I think we should return to the manor,” I uttered. “I have a few old maps of the city in the basement, and we can go over them together…”  
 
    “That sounds like a good idea, Charles,” Daisy agreed. “We certainly can’t storm off like Edony and scour the whole town without having any idea of where we’re going.”  
 
    “Couldn’t Daisy just… ya know, smell the fabric and track her from here?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “Sure,” the bear-girl shrugged. “But then I’d get to the drive, and the trail would run cold. If she were on foot, I could, but if she’s riding inside of a carriage, no way. I can only track people through smell if they are walking or close by. I’m assuming that her carriage took her back to her home and then… who knows where she went. Kelara was definitely suspicious of us, and I doubt she’d wait for Edony or us there.”  
 
    “Dang,” the feline-woman grumbled. “It’d be nice if you could.”  
 
    “But,” I stated. “If we find out where the Crying Tree is, Daisy could track her from there and sense out anyone else if they’re around.”  
 
    “Alright,” Josephine uttered, stood up from the table, and brushed off her skirt. “Should we head out? I think we should leave as soon as possible, think of any place where she could be, and come up with a plan.”  
 
    “This is sooo exciting!” Valerie giggled. “Not only are we going on another mission, but we’re getting a new monster-sister! Ahhh! We’ve been waiting for this moment for soooo long! Just wait until we tell Rian! She’s going to be so happy! Oh! Oh! Oh! Josephine! This is your first transformation, too! Oh, my goodness, this makes me so, so happy!”  
 
    Josephine’s lips pressed into a firm line, her cat-like orange eyes flitted to the floor for a second, but she quickly cheered up and grinned over at feline-woman. I knew that the heiress was upset that it wasn’t her turn to be transformed yet, but she understood my reasoning behind it. Josephine had power in this city that Daisy and I didn’t have, and we could use it for the betterment of our family. I would turn her eventually, but now all of us knew it wasn’t the right time.  
 
    “The nix is beautiful,” the heiress smiled. “And I bet our new sister will be even more so.”  
 
    “Ohhh!” Valerie wriggled in her seat, stood, and then skipped to the door. “Let’s hurry home and then track down Kelara! I’m so happy, Charles! We finally get a new sister, and we get to love her just like Daisy, Rian, and Josephine! Oh! Josie, just wait until you see the transformation! It’s so stunning! It’s like a magical light show, and light glows all around the room, and then Charles’ machine starts smoking and--” 
 
    “It looks like what I imagine an aurora looks like,” Daisy interrupted. “Colors flash through the air like fireworks, and this loud humming starts. It rises in pitch until it sounds like a single note, and then lengthens to an entire chorus of voices. Right as you think it’s over, all of it comes to a crashing crescendo and--” 
 
    “And then you have to close your eyes,” the feline-woman interjected. “Because the lights get so bright that Charles says it could damage your eyes. So then, you have to wait patiently as the room falls silent, and all of this heat is hitting you from all directions. Then Charles goes to Compartment C, opens up the door, and brings the new monster-girl out. We don’t follow him because it’s kind of like… hm…” 
 
    The ash-blonde tapped on her chin thoughtfully for a moment, but Daisy spoke for her. I took the bear-girl by the elbow, placed a hand on Josephine’s waist, and guided all of them toward the door. I kept an eye out for any stray guards, but it seemed all of them had been called away to aid Edony in the search.  
 
    “They imprint on Charles,” the bear-girl explained. “It’s integral that he’s the only one who goes in and brings them out because it solidifies their connection. After that, he brings them out, and we get to meet them for the first time.”  
 
    “And then Charles does the examination!” Valerie giggled. “Then we either pick out clothes for them or make them! Annnnnd then we all pick out a name, or they pick out their own! You probably heard, but Charles picked out my name. I picked out Daisy’s, and she liked it so much that she kept it! Rian was the only one who picked out her own name.”  
 
    “That’s so interesting,” Josephine murmured. “You already explained it to me once before when I first arrived at the manor, but you didn’t tell me everything about the experiment. Do either of you remember the transformation?”  
 
    All four of us stepped out of the hall, and I turned my head toward the staircases behind us, but still, there were no guards in sight. The carriage Edony had ordered for us sat in front of the stairs outside, and we slipped out of the front door without anyone noticing. We climbed into the coach and barely had time to close the door before the driver pulled away from the duchy.  
 
    “Little bits and pieces,” Daisy uttered. “Not a lot but like a snippet of copper walls and the corrugated door with the little window.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “You remember that?”  
 
    “Yes,” the stunning bear-girl smiled. “I don’t remember anything important except for those tiny details.”  
 
    “What about you, Valerie?” I probed. “Do you remember anything from the transformation.”  
 
    “Mine is a bit different,” the ash-blonde replied. “I don’t recall seeing anything, especially not the inside of the machine, but I remember being in a small space and being overwhelmed with this comforting… warm feeling. It started at the top of my head and the tips of my toes. It spread throughout all of my body until I was curled up in this tight little ball of comfort and then… the doors swung open, and I saw Charles for the very first time.”  
 
    “I remember that, too,” Daisy sighed dreamily. “He was so kind and sweet… I knew from the moment I laid my eyes upon him, he was the man that I was meant to spend the rest of my life with. And then I was introduced to Valerie and A.B., and I became part of the family.”  
 
    “Rian’s introduction was definitely the funniest,” the feline-woman giggled.  
 
    “What happened?” Josephine asked.  
 
    “Well, as we said,” the cat-girl explained. “Once the experiment finishes, Charles goes to the compartment and opens to the doors, but that didn’t happen with Rian. Charles tiptoed closer to the doors, and right as he reached them, they blasted open. Rian launched herself out of the compartment and landed on Charles. She acted as if she were going to attack him, and all of us were losing our minds. Then she kissed him, and everything was alright!”  
 
    “That would’ve been so scary,” the heiress gasped. “Charles, did you expect anything like that to happen?”  
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “Especially not when all of my other monster-women came out calmly. Rian is… a firecracker for sure. Her personality is like none other that I’ve seen before, but I shouldn’t really be surprised, not all of my women are going to be the same. I wouldn’t want them that way… They’re so special in their own ways.”  
 
    “Awwwh, Charlie-poo,” Valerie giggled, scooted across the seat, and gripped me by the arm. “You’re the sweetest man that we have ever met! What would we do without you?”  
 
    “Well, you’d probably be in a harlot prison,” Daisy chuckled lightly. “And if I were still Delphine, Charles would be one of my consorts right now.” 
 
    “Maybe not a consort,” I snickered. “I would’ve never let her do that to me.”  
 
    “From what we heard,” the bear-girl shook her head. “She got pretty close.”  
 
    Josephine turned her head, leaned against the window of the carriage, and stared out at the passing businesses. The heiress licked her lips, but their corners pulled down into a slight frown as if she were deeply concerned.  
 
    “What’s the matter, Josephine?” I asked.  
 
    “Nothing, really,” the blonde aristocrat whispered. “I’m just a little worried about what’s going to happen. Will Edony find Kelara? What will happen if she does? Will Edenhart be attacked and overrun with war? I know that Edony has a small army of brutes collected in case that happens, but… I’m sure it’s no match to the royal cavalry. I don’t care for the Duchess or her family, but I’d hate to see Edenhart end in a plague of fire.”  
 
    “She won’t,” I assured her. “Edony may have her guards and an army on her side, but she has no idea where Kelara might be hiding. If Kelara sees that the Duchess has dispatched her men, she’ll know that we’re onto her… and that’s if she hasn’t realized it yet.”  
 
    “But what will happen if we find her first?” the honey-blonde murmured. “The outcome may be the same… The Queen won’t stand it if the Duchess killed her precious consort. Even if we do find her, we have no idea what type of powers she has… and she could hurt one or more of us.”  
 
    “There’s no need to worry,” I soothed. “Everything will work out. If it’s one thing I’ve learned during my life, everything eventually finds a way to end peacefully.” 
 
    “Aren’t you tired of fighting?” the heiress asked. “Aren’t you tired of battling everyone just to survive in this horrid world?”  
 
    Daisy and Valerie glanced at each other for a second, and then they giggled softly. Daisy scooted forward in her seat, leaned over, and placed a hand over Josephine’s. The bear-girl gave it a tender squeeze and smiled sweetly over to her sister.  
 
    “We’ve gotten used to the fighting,” the brunette explained. “And it’s not that we’re tired of it, trust me, we are, but we’re fighting for something that we all believe in. We’re tired… we’re exhausted… but we push forward and face everything that steps into our paths, and I’ll tell you, nothing has been strong enough to bring us to our knees. Delphine threatened to take Charles away from us, Ortensia planned to have Charles imprisoned, and now, we have Edony breathing down our necks. There were plenty of times that we thought it was going to be the end, but we outsmarted all of our adversaries at the last second. I understand that you’re afraid… but you’re so strong and just as powerful as Valerie, Rian, and I are. Together… we can take on anything that tries to attack us.”  
 
    “D-Do you really think so?” the heiress asked. “But what if it’s the Queen? What if--” 
 
    “Even if it is the Queen,” I broke in. “We will handle it as a team. If we find Kelara and subdue her, we’ll have a brand new monster-girl on our hands. That’s four monster-women in total, and eventually, the Duchess will become one, too. Then once I have control over the whole city of Edenhart, you, too. There is no need to worry, my love.”  
 
    “It’s just… all so uncertain,” the blonde aristocrat gasped. “What happens after we take over Edenhart, Charles? You know that the Queen won’t allow you to keep control over it.”  
 
    “I’ve been thinking about this for a very long time,” I stated, leaned back in my seat, and crossed my arms over my chest. “And I’ve pondered what to do once Edony is out of the way and I have total control over the city. I figure… there are a lot of women out there like Edony, don’t you think?”  
 
    “Of course,” Josephine nodded. “Every city has a leader. Maybe not a Duchess, but mayors and such.”  
 
    “If I were able to transform my machine into something more… portable,” I pondered. “Maybe something like a… compartment on wheels, no, that just sounds silly, but you get the picture. We’d be able to travel to other cities and take them within a few days. We arrive in the town, set up shop, maybe as a traveling alchemist, and take down all of the powerful aristocrats. Once all of them are part of our family, we transform their leaders and take the cities for ourselves. We move around a lot, so the Queen won’t know our exact location, and if she finds it out, we kill anyone who’s sent after us.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty good plan, Charles,” Daisy breathed. “Do you think we’d be able to pull it off?”  
 
    “If we have Edony on our side,” I snickered. “Then probably. Edony is the strongest woman in Edenhart… I’d even say the world. I’ve seen her do some pretty horrific things with her powers. Josephine might remember when they had public executions, but I know neither of you will.” 
 
    “Those were… my heavens…” the blonde heiress cried. “They were horrendous… Those poor men were killed in such horrible ways… no human deserves that.”  
 
    “What did she do to them?” the bear-girl whispered.  
 
    “The one in particular that stuck with me for so long…” I slowly forced out. “Was a man that they tied up on two pairs of sticks. Each of his hands and feet were lashed to the poles, and he hung there limply like a doll. I’m pretty sure she’d already beaten him before they strung him up, but that doesn’t matter.”  
 
    “Edony walked out in front of the crowd, announced his crime, and turned toward him…” Josephine explained.  
 
    “Then she brought her hands over her head, slashed them down, and pointed them directly into the middle of his chest,” I went on. “The crowd had to scatter because the lightning bolts she summoned were so massive, but that wasn’t the worst part, a single strike sizzled down from the clouds above his head. We didn’t see what happened to him because of all of the smoke, but… we all heard his screams. When all of the smoke cleared away, the stakes were gone, and the only thing that remained was a charred and broken ribcage covered in cooked meat. The lightning bolts struck in all the same spot and created a massive crater… It was…”  
 
    “Horrifying to see the sheer amount of Edony’s magic,” the heiress murmured.  
 
    “I’m sure that what she showed us wasn’t even a fraction of her full powers,” I uttered. “From the way she snorted and rolled her eyes, we all knew that she was holding back. No one wanted to imagine what it would be like if she used one-hundred percent of her power. That’s why… we have to transform Edony before she finds out about our plans.”  
 
    “Why does she have to be so powerful?” Valerie grumbled.  
 
    “I have no idea,” I shook my head. “But we’re almost to the house. I’ll run down into my laboratory and grab the maps while all of you go inside. It shouldn’t take me very long.”  
 
    The carriage tilted upwards, and we watched out of the windows as the manor quickly approached. Once we reached the gravel of the driveway, the coach turned and stopped right in front of the stairs. I opened the door for my women and then held it there as they all climbed out. I hopped down to the gravel, slammed the door shut, and then turned to wave off the coachman.  
 
    “I’ll be back in a minute,” I called out to all three of my women and then headed off toward the stairs. I hurried down them, opened the corrugated door, and then stepped inside the cool room.  
 
    “Well, well, well,” a familiar voice scoffed. “Fancy seeing you here.”  
 
    “Hi, A.B.,” I grumbled. “Sorry we haven’t been down to visit you in a few days.”  
 
    I flipped on the light, and the floating brain practically glared at me from across the room. As I stepped deeper into the room, A.B. twirled his tiny brainstem and slowly turned away from me.  
 
    “Soooo,” I chuckled. “What have you been doing down here? I said I was sorry. We’ve been swamped, and I promise that we’ll bring you upstairs tonight.”  
 
    “What have I been doing, you ask?” A.B. cried. “Oh, you know, taking long walks around the laboratory, making friends with the cockroaches and spiders that occasionally fall into my tank. I would eat them since I’m so hungry, and you’ve forgotten to feed me for a few days.”  
 
    “I would feel sorry about that,” I chuckled. “But there’s one problem.”  
 
    “What?” the brain barked.  
 
    “You don’t have a mouth,” I snorted. “So, we can’t feed you if you can’t physically eat.”  
 
    “Well, I’m being starved in one way or another!” A.B. pouted. “I’m a brain! I need constant stimulation!”  
 
    “I said we’d bring you upstairs tonight,” I repeated. “We’re just a little busy right now.”  
 
    I stood in front of one of the cabinets, peeked inside, and then closed it with a snap. I’d found the maps of Edenhart when I first moved in, and I knew I’d put them in one of the cabinets, but if only I could remember where I put them. I tapped my chin, hummed to myself, and then crossed to the largest cabinet.  
 
    “What are you looking for?” the brain asked.  
 
    “The maps of Edenhart,” I grunted. “Kelara escaped, and Edony went after her, but we need to find her first.”  
 
    I peeked into the darkened shelves and found the four furled maps stacked in the corner. I tucked them underneath my arm and then turned back toward A.B. 
 
    “I’ll come back for you later tonight, I promise,” I smiled. “I’m really sorry we’ve left you down here alone. It won’t happen again, but I really need to get these upstairs.”  
 
    “It’s really alright,” A.B. chuckled. “I told you, I made friends with the spiders and cockroaches that fell into my tank, but I appreciate the apology.”  
 
    I nodded to him and then raced back up the stairs. I kept my eyes low and came around the corner toward the stairs but froze as a voice screamed my name.  
 
    “Charles Rayburn!” a male voice roared.  
 
    I lifted my head and searched around for a second until Lucien stepped around a bush. His sickly yellow eyes looked hazy and feverish, but I could tell this time, he hadn’t shown up drunk. His hair was disheveled along with his clothes, and his unshaven face looked sunken in.  
 
    “Lucien?” I grunted. “What are you doing here?”  
 
    The scientist staggered forward, and I realized that both of his hands were held behind his back. In one swift movement, the blonde man jumped forward at me and brandished a sword. The blade swung inches away from my neck, and I bent backward to avoid the blow.  
 
    “You took Edony away from me!” Lucien screamed. “Now I’m going to kill you!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve  
 
    My brain felt fried and exhausted as I stared Lucien down. I barely had time to come up with a way to reason with him, and from the way he looked, I knew that was going to be a difficult task. The scientist was sober, but he was visibly out of his mind with rage. Lucien fully believed that Edony and I were madly in love which was only partly true on the Duchess’ side.  
 
    The blonde man took a determined step forward, gripped the hilt of the curved, silver sword in both hands, and bared his teeth at me as if he were a rabid dog.  
 
    “Lucien, listen,” I grunted, raised both of my full hands into the air, and showed him I had no ill intent. “Whatever you’re here for… May it be that you want to kill me or severely injure me… What you believe isn’t true. The Duchess and I aren’t in love… Edony only asked for me to come work for her again because your experiments failed. It’s nothing to do with emotions or love.”  
 
    “That’s a lie!” the scientist roared. “Edony is deeply and madly in love with you! She told me that herself! She cast me away as if I were nothing to her! I’m the brute that’s meant to stand by her side and support her!”  
 
    “I’m sure if you just talked to her…” I uttered. “She would explain this whole situation away. Edony will tell you why she did this, and it has nothing to do with us being in love with each other.”  
 
    “I’ve heard this all before, Alchemist!” Lucien snarled. “And all of it is utter bullshit! You know it’s bullshit, Charles! You’re lying straight to my face! I was here the night you came back from the black market! I saw you sleeping in the same room together! Try to lie your way out of that!”  
 
    I couldn’t explain that part away because… well, Edony had slept in my bed that night, although we hadn’t had sex. Though I doubted even if I told Lucien that fact he would listen or believe me. If there was no peaceful way to resolve this… I was going to have to fight and unarmed at that.  
 
    “Lucien, please, listen to me,” I tried one more time. “None of what you think is happening. Edony and I aren’t involved romantically. She’s my employer, just as she was yours. Josephine and Daisy are my Mistresses, and they can come out here and tell you the situation if you like. Everything that you believe is false.”  
 
    “I don’t need to hear it from your Mistresses,” the blonde spat out. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes. Hell, Edony was the one who told me she was in love with you! That… That night at the masquerade… I remember her saying something… The memory is a little fuzzy because I drank too much, but it’s there! I know she confessed to you!”  
 
    “What you’re imagining must be a dream,” I argued. “I never spoke to you at the masquerade. I was with my Mistress and her cousins the entire night. You must be imagining things, Lucien. That didn’t happen, and my mistresses can confirm it. Think rationally, like a scientist.”  
 
    The tip of Lucien’s sword lowered for a second, and his eyes fell to the gravel at his feet. The scientist’s lips moved as if he were speaking, but no words came out that I could hear. He seemed to ponder deeply on what I’d just said, but suddenly, he shook his head and took another step forward.  
 
    “No,” the blonde barked. “You’re trying to manipulate me! You are still lying! I know you are! You can’t fool me, Charles Rayburn! I’ve heard all about you from the other aristocrats in town, and I know that you’re nothing more than vermin-trash that takes advantage of women! You used Edony the first time, and she doesn’t realize it because her love for you blinds her! But I see it! I saw how you connived your way back into her life! You don’t love her! You love her money and the prestige she can give you!”  
 
     “None of that matters to me,” I grunted. “I don’t care about money or prestige…”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter to me, either,” Lucien roared, raised the sword over his head, and pounded forward. “Nothing will matter because you’ll be dead!”  
 
    The rolled maps fell from my hands, and I stepped to the left as Lucien lunged. The sword cut through the air inches from my forearm, and a guttural growl escaped my lips. I’d been in a few fights before, but they were fisticuffs matches with other brutes that didn’t involve blades. Lucien didn’t seem practiced with a sword, and I had to wonder where he’d gotten it. The black market, maybe? He’d been there the night we were, and there were plenty of stalls selling weapons that night.  
 
    The blonde stumbled forward and nearly tripped on his own shoes, but I saw the perfect opening. I brought my right hand back at waist level and then punched out with all of my might. I gritted my teeth and hit him directly in the middle of his ribs. The crack that came after was so loud that it echoed down the steep hill, and I felt the bone underneath my fist crack in a few places. Lucien squawked in pain, stumbled to the side, and whipped his head in my direction.  
 
    “You bastard!” the scientist screamed.  
 
    Lucien braced his feet and skidded through the gravel for a second as he changed direction. He breathed heavily for a second, dropped his hand from the sword, and clutched at his broken ribs.  
 
    “I hit you once,” I chuckled. “Is that you all you’ve got? You’re a brute, Lucien, act like one.”  
 
    I was surprised at my boldness, and never had I spoken to another man like this. I’d spent most of my adolescence in the boarding schools for brutes, and I’d been trained to speak to everyone, even other brutes as if they were aristocrats. Men who were caught brawling out in the streets were often thrown into jail for months on end, and no male wanted that.  
 
    Not only was I exhausted and tired, but I was also fed up. I had to deal with Edony daily, track down Kelara, and now Lucien was here threatening me with a sword? Was all of this all a nightmare, and I’d yet to wake up? I prayed that I’d be roused from this horrible dream and find myself in bed, surrounded by all of my women… But I knew this wasn’t a dream, and all of it was too vivid to be anything but reality. 
 
    “A brute?” the blonde sneered. “A brute, you say? I’m a distinguished doctor and scientist! You’re the one who’s the beast!”  
 
    “But you’re also the one who brought a sword to my home,” I stated. “And attacked me while I was unarmed. If Edony were to see you, we all know what she’d call you. Nothing more than vermin-trash… You may be a scientist and a doctor, Lucien, but no matter how much knowledge we possess, we’re still brutes in their eyes.”  
 
    “Edony doesn’t see me that way!” Lucien cried. “Or… or at least I thought she didn’t. That’s why I must kill you! I’ll bring her your severed head on the end of my sword, and she will swoon at my bravery! I managed to kill the incubus that charmed her! I’ll be crowned a hero!”  
 
    “Do you actually believe the bullshit spilling out of your own mouth?” I chuckled. “Let’s just say you managed to kill me, and you find yourself on the steps of the duchy with my head in your possession. Do you think that Edony would be delighted? You already believe that we’re in love… do you think she’d be happy? No, I’ll give you some insight into what would happen if you managed to kill me. Boom! You’re dead. Edony’s killed you before you’ve even had the chance to speak. Am I making this a bit more clear for you, Lucien? If you manage to kill me, Edony will not praise you, or crown you a hero. She will kill you, end of story.”  
 
    “You are nothing more than an incubus!” Lucien dashed forward, planted his right foot, and then swung out with his sword. “I will make Edony love me!”  
 
    The scientist aimed to upswing and slash me across the chest, but I jumped back in time. The blonde man’s entire torso twisted from the heavy weight of his weapon, and as he clumsily moved to bring the sword back down, I moved in. I didn’t want to kill him, I’d gone out of my way to convince Edony to spare his life, and I made it my mission to incapacitate him. Lucien was a fellow man, and I couldn’t bring myself to take another male’s life for a pointless reason.  
 
    I relaxed my entire body, loosened my arms, and curled both of my hands into tight fists. I took a single step forward, and for a second, the blonde’s head turned away from me. I spied the place where I needed to hit him above the ear, but right below the hairline. If I got it exactly right, Lucien would be out like a light, and I’d be able to figure out what to do with him next.  
 
    I pulled my right hand back over my shoulder, swiveled my hips to take another step, and swung. Lucien’s face suddenly turned, and I didn’t have time to adjust my aim. The blonde man’s nose squashed flat against his face, and a spray of blood spattered my white shirt, but the sword clattered out of his hands. I drew back my left hand right as I retracted the right and hit him in the face for a second time. 
 
    My fist slammed into his eye, and Lucien stumbled backward with a low groan. His arms pinwheeled around behind him, and his feet shuffled in the gravel, but he never managed to regain balance. The scientist fell flat on his back on the driveway, struggled for a few seconds, and then laid still. I breathed a shaky sigh and leaned forward with my hands pressed to my knees. I sucked in air so quickly as if I hadn’t taken a single breath during the fight. My knuckles were spattered with splotches of scarlet, and I glanced down at the wet fabric of my shirt.  
 
    I wasn’t covered in Lucien’s blood, but the sticky liquid was present all over my body. The tiniest of droplets freckled the snow-white fabric of my shirt’s shoulders, larger droplets collected around the collar, and large stains covered my chest. I knew it was on my face, too, and I hastily used my sleeve to wipe them away. 
 
    I had no idea what we were going to do with Lucien… Maybe the best choice would be to send his unconscious body off to the capital in a carriage. I certainly couldn’t leave him or allow him to live in the city of Edenhart for much longer. If Edony saw him here… she would kill him without hesitation. He may have tried to kill me, but… he was still a man, and I didn’t want him to lose his life for a senseless reason. 
 
    I also felt some kinship with him, since we were both men of science.  
 
    “Goddamnit,” I grunted.  
 
    I stood up straight, nudged the scientist’s leg with the tip of my shoe, and when he didn’t rouse, I turned back toward my dropped maps. I bent down beside them and carefully placed them into the crook of my arm. They weren’t really that important at this moment, but they were ancient, and I was sure if they got any blood on them, they’d be unreadable. I began to stand but something cold and sharp bit into the back of my neck. 
 
    “Move another muscle,” a heated voice hissed. “And I’ll chop your fucking head off.”  
 
    Lucien? How? He was unconscious just a second ago… Had he been faking? I’d hit him hard enough to knock him out unless he was an expert actor. I couldn’t let it end like this… If Lucien killed me, my women would be alone in the world, and they needed me more than anything. Had the last time I saw them been the last? All of them were inside waiting for me, and I bet that none of them knew what was going on… How would they find me if I didn’t escape this? Would I be nothing more than a headless corpse on the lawn?  
 
    “Lucien,” I grunted. “Listen to me. If you kill me, Edony will destroy you. Put down your sword and walk away. Go back to the capital and put all of this behind you. Edony will never love you, she’s made that pretty clear, but if you let all of this go now, you’ll be able to live. Go home to the capital… find yourself a nice aristocrat, and become her consort. I’m sure that once a few months… even weeks have passed, you’ll forget all about the Duchess.”  
 
    “Enough talking, Rayburn,” the blonde snarled. “I’m tired of hearing your lies. Groveling to me won’t get you anywhere. All you want to do is save your life and keep living in the Duchess’ favor. I vowed that I’d kill you, and here I am to make good on that promise.”  
 
    “I’m not trying to save my life!” I barked. “I’m trying to save yours! That’s why I knocked you out, so that we could send you back to the capital safe and sound.”  
 
    “And why would you want to do that, Alchemist?” the scientist sneered. “So that you and Edony can look back at this time and laugh at me? You want to make me the brunt of every joke? No, the Duchess’ affections are mine! I deserve them!”  
 
    “I’m trying to save your life because I’m tired of men being killed!” I roared. “Don’t you get tired of watching aristocrats slaughter your sex at every turn? Aren’t you tired of all of the suffering? I know I am! Lucien, I’m trying to spare you! If you let go of this… you can go back home and live a moderately happy life! You don’t have to die!”  
 
    “Maybe I want to die,” Lucien scoffed. “I’d rather die than not receive the Duchess’ love! If someone has to kill me, I want it to be her!”  
 
    The blade pressed into my neck wavered slightly and then lifted from my skin as Lucien waved his arms around madly. I dived forward, slammed my palms into the jagged gravel, and rolled away from the madman, but not before he slashed at me with his sword’s blade.  
 
    I cried out as the weapon ripped through the fabric of my shirt and sliced into the flesh of my upper arm. Blood spurted out in a stream and then poured down the sleeve of my shirt. I clamped a hand over it and jumped to my feet, but kept a reasonable distance between the two of us.  
 
    “Goddamnit, goddamnit, goddamnit!” the scientist screamed and swung his blade wildly. “Sit still and let me kill you!”  
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I snorted. “Has saying that ever worked for anyone?”  
 
    Lucien didn’t reply, and his lips curled back against his teeth in a vicious snarl. His hands curled around the hilt of the sword, and he stepped toward me with more determination than ever before. I’d gotten off a few pretty good shots in this fight, but he’d managed to cut me. I had no weapon, and I was sure that the scientist wouldn’t allow me near enough to hit him again. If this went on for much longer… maybe Lucien would get his wish and bring my head to the Duchess.  
 
    “You’re bleeding,” Lucien cackled. “Finally! The incubus can bleed! That means he can be killed! You aren’t immortal, Charles, and I’ll be the one to prove it!”  
 
    The blonde man ripped forward, raised the sword over his head, and let out a mighty bellow. I adjusted my feet and prepared to meet him head-on no matter what happened. There was no way I could injure him without him being close, and if I had to get cut in a few places, so be it. I had to protect my home and my women no matter what, and I would put myself in the way of bodily harm to keep them safe.  
 
    Lucien was within feet of me with his sword raised, and any second he would bring it down on the top of my head. I braced my legs in the gravel and then lifted my right arm to shield myself from the attack. From the cut he’d given me earlier, I knew the blade was sharp, but it wouldn’t be able to chop my arm cleanly off since it was a thin rapier. Sure, it’d cut through multiple layers of my skin and possibly damage the muscle underneath, but I wouldn’t use the limb entirely.  
 
    I closed my eyes for half a second, but the blow never came, and a strange sensation all over my body forced me to open my eyes. It started out like a tingle, but the electrical charge changed, and it felt as if the air around me attempted to burn me out of existence. The clouds over my head had darkened and swirled around, enraged. It’d been a cold but sunny day, and the chance of a thunderstorm was out of the question. I hastily backed away with my eyes still aimed toward the sky, but Lucien hadn’t seemed to notice except for a slight pause.  
 
    The blonde scientist lifted his sword for a second time, aimed it at my chest, and attempted to close the distance between us. This was it… I’d known it was coming for a long time but managed to avoid it… This was the day where I had to fight absolute tooth and nail for my life… Lucien was out for blood, and I doubt that this time he’d relent for even a second. Before it was as if we were just messing around, but now, this was a real fight and we both knew that one of us wouldn’t make it out alive.  
 
    “This is it, Charles Rayburn,” Lucien seethed. “You’ve given it a good fight, but it’s time to give up. Edony and I were meant to be together. I’d even say we were born to be with each other, and I won’t allow some rat like you to get in the way. Say goodby--” 
 
    “Not yet, you slimy bastard!” I roared.  
 
    I raced forward, fully prepared to be sliced by Lucien’s sword, but the scientist didn’t seem to expect such a direct attack. The weapon dropped limply to his side, and he scrambled backward, but I wasn’t going to allow him to escape. I took some inspiration from Valerie’s moves, launched myself forward into the air, and slammed my boots into the middle of the blonde’s chest.  
 
    Lucien fell to the gravel, and I landed securely on top of him. I had no time to waste, so I brought back my right hand in a curled fist and pummeled him. Blood flew through the air in a fine mist, and I felt the bones of his facial structure fracture with each hit I brought down. My arms were blurs through the air but I didn’t relent even as he pleaded for mercy.  
 
    “P-P-Puhlease,” the blonde begged. “Lhet mh-me lh-live.”  
 
    Lucien’s face was so swollen that all of his words came out slurred and difficult to understand, but the look in his eyes told me what he wanted.  
 
    “I don’t want to kill you, Lucien,” I panted. “But the only way I’ll let you live is if you return to the capital and leave Edony and I alone. Edony doesn’t love you, but I also want you to know there’s nothing going on between us. Do you understand? If Edony finds you here… your fate will be much worse than me just pummeling you for a few minutes”  
 
    “Yesh,” the mangled man gasped. “I’ll dh-do whatevah you wa-want.”  
 
    I rolled off of him, breathed heavily for a second as my knuckles ached, and then offered him a hand. As the blonde leaned up, I got a good look at his face finally and my stomach turned at the damage I’d done.  
 
    Lucien’s eyes were so swollen they were almost fused shut with drying blood. His lips were fat and bloody and when they moved, it reminded me of a trout gasping for air. The right side of his face was misshapen with enormous goose eggs that were just starting to turn a purplish blue. The shoulders and collar of his shirt were soaked in his scarlet blood and stuck to him like a second skin.  
 
    “I’ll call a carriage for you,” I breathed. “We’ll get you back home.”  
 
    “Th-that’s nhot nes-nessessary,” Lucien grumbled. “I’ll re-hu-return home oh-on my owhn.”  
 
    “Sure, sure,” I nodded. “Where’s your horse? I assume you came on one.”  
 
    “O-Ova buh-by the th-tree,” the beaten scientist pointed.  
 
    “Alright,” I grunted. “Stay here, and I’ll go get it for you.” 
 
    I helped Lucien to his feet, and he wobbled there for a second but managed to stay upright. His bloodied hands moved over his features and then stopped on his flattened nose. I should’ve offered to treat him but at this point I didn’t really care. I was tired and wanted to get him out of here as soon as possible.  
 
    I moved toward the treeline where the scientist pointed, and while I walked, I had the passing thought he’d try to attack me again. When I glanced back at him, I knew that wouldn’t happen. The blonde was beaten to a pulp, and I doubted he had the energy in him to pick up his sword and fight me again.  
 
    A rumble stopped me in my tracks and I raised my eyes toward the darkened sky. The clouds directly above Lucien’s head cracked open, and for a second, I was blinded. I wasn’t sure if the scientist was screaming to be heard or for some other reason, but his voice was barely a mumble over the enormous explosion.  
 
    I had no time to run back and save him but watched in horror as a massive lightning bolt slashed through him. Lucien’s body was obscured by a flash of neon yellow and electric blue. I could barely make out his form within the haze, but it twitched so violently that it almost looked as if he were dancing. Just as suddenly as it started, it stopped, and I stared at the place where Lucien had just been standing.  
 
    The man was gone, and where he’d been was nothing more than a smoking crater. My brain didn’t comprehend what was inside of the deep pit for a second, and at first glance, I thought it was a deeply buried knot of tree roots. When I looked closer, I realized that wasn’t what it was… It was the bloodied, burned remnants of Lucien’s corpse. All of his skin had melted away, and most of the muscle was gone, too. What remained of his bones had fused and morphed into a giant ball of blood and charred gore.  
 
    I grunted, gasped, and then took an immediate step backward. I slowly raised my eyes, and as the smoke coming out of the crater cleared, I saw her… Edony stood directly behind where Lucien stood with her right hand raised. The Duchess’ face was somber and emotionless as she glared down at the mangled body, but when she looked to me, her expression softened.  
 
    “He threatened to kill you,” Edony boomed. “I had no other choice.”  
 
    “He was going to leave,” I gasped. “He was going to return to the capital.” 
 
    “You almost died,” the Duchess barked. “Or you could’ve died as I warned you earlier.”  
 
    “He was going to leave,” I sighed. “We could’ve spared him.”  
 
    “I had no other choice,” the Duchess chuckled and rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t going to allow that vermin-trash to kill the only man I have ever loved. Back to what I was saying, Charles, you could’ve died.”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “But you took an innocent man’s life. He was going to go home and leave us alone! Why are you here, Edony? I thought you were out chasing Kelara.”  
 
    “I didn’t trust you to be here on your own,” the Duchess shrugged.  
 
    “Yes, I understand that now,” I growled. “But I handled him perfectly well on my own. He was going to go home...”  
 
    “You can believe that all you want,” the blonde aristocrat stated. “But I came here to give myself some peace of mind… and I’m glad I did because this isn’t looking good.” 
 
    “I handled him!” I roared. “I convinced him to go back to the capital, and you killed him!” 
 
    “He could’ve just told you that,” Edony sighed. “And killed you as soon as your back was turned. That’s why I thought I’d bring in some reinforcements for you.”  
 
    The smoke drifted beyond and away from the Duchess, and she raised both palms up to the sky. I heard it then… boots crunching against the gravel of the driveway, and I aimed my eyes toward the crest of the hill. At first, it was only their heads and the ornate metal helmets crafted for Edony’s army. Line after line of soldiers tramped over the crest of the hill and fell into formation outside of my manor.  
 
    No, by science, no! 
 
    I specifically told Edony that I didn’t want this, and she’d gone against my wishes. If the soldiers were here, that meant we were trapped and couldn’t go out to search for Kelara… I stared at Edony dumbfounded, but the Duchess seemed utterly unbothered. The blonde aristocrat held her hands behind her back and watched all of them fall into line. Edony waited until everyone was in place, cleared her throat, and took an intimidating step forward.  
 
    “I believe that all of you’ve been briefed on the reason you are here,” the Duchess boomed. “And if you haven’t, here it is. You are to stay here and protect Charles Rayburn at all costs. His life is the only thing I care about. You mustn’t allow Charles Rayburn or the aristocrats that reside in this manor to leave the premises. No one can come in or out, and there will be no shift changes. This is your station, and you will eat, sleep, and live here until the fugitive is caught, dead or alive. There are few exceptions to the rules which include, I am allowed to leave and enter the manor, and so is Ms. Josephine, but other than that, the three women who reside here with Charles Rayburn cannot leave the property or the house for that matter. Is that understood?”  
 
    “Yes, Duchess!” The collective voices of one hundred men answered, and I had to try not to groan into my hands.  
 
    “Good,” Edony grinned. “At ease. I will permit you to set up tents on the small hill below the house, but the property and manor must be patrolled at all hours of the day. Kelara is a threat to not only me, but all of Edenhart, and I will not sit by idly while she ravages this town. I will leave you here until I find Kelara and see to it she is punished for her crimes against this city and me. Now, I’m going back to the barracks to retrieve more of your comrades, and we’ll be scouring the town together for the pesky little rat. If you would like to join me, raise your hand, and I will permit you this one time to come.”  
 
    A few hands raised through the enormous sea of men, and Edony waved them off to the side to wait for her. I stood in the gravel utterly dumbfounded and tried to find any way to get Edony to make these men leave, but… I came up with none. I couldn’t go against the Duchess’ wishes even though I’d made it clear to her that I didn’t want this. Edony was the ruler of this city, and while Daisy may have owned the manor, it was the Duchess who made the rules in this area. 
 
    Edony moved over to the men who’d raised their hands and spoke to them quietly for a moment before she sauntered over to me. My hands curled into fists, and the dried blood on my knuckles flaked off into the dirt. I breathed in deeply and attempted to calm myself down, but it didn’t seem to be working.  
 
    “Now, Charles,” Edony giggled. “You’ll be safe and sound while I track down the beast that wants to kill us.”  
 
    “Edony, I didn’t want this,” I hissed. “I told you back at your manor, I didn’t want guards or soldiers here. You’re taking away our freedom… we’re allowed to come and go here as we like.”  
 
    “Not anymore,” the Duchess soothed. “And it’s only for a few days, I promise. I’ll find Kelara, kill her, and send her back to the Queen as a warning. If she wants war, then so be it. I have an entire army of brutes behind me, and before long, I’ll have an army of powerful monster-women. Don’t be sad, my love. As I just said, it’s only for a few days, and I’ll be able to visit here and there. I know that’s why you’re so upset… You’re worried that I’ll be too busy to stop in anytime that you like.”  
 
    “Edony, it’s not that,” I protested. “This is Daisy’s house. She owns this property.”  
 
    “She is doing a poor job of protecting you!” the blonde aristocrat shot back. “If I hadn't shown up, Lucien would’ve swung his sword one fatal time, and you’d be dead in the gravel of her driveway. I’m protecting you, and I’m no longer taking no for an answer. When an enemy attacks, we protect our assets.”  
 
    “So, I’m an asset to you?” I barked through a laugh. “I thought we were in love… This isn’t love, Edony, this is imprisonment.”  
 
    “You couldn’t protect yourself against Lucien, and he was just a puny brute,” the blonde aristocrat sneered. “How can I believe that you can protect yourself against a trained assassin when I witnessed the opposite. He didn’t have powers, and you still got injured, Charles. I suggest that you accept my generous gift of protection, go inside, and get your wounds tended to. I’m sure that one of the monster-women knows how to bandage a wound properly.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to object, but the look in Edony’s violet eyes stopped me in my tracks. I couldn’t fight this anymore, and I had to leave it be, get her off my back, and then come up with a solution once we had some breathing room…  
 
    “Fine,” I growled. “But as soon as you find her, clear all of these men out, and give us our freedom back.”  
 
    “I already said that’s what’s going to happen,” the Duchess huffed. “Now go inside and get your arm bandaged. You’re bleeding all over the place.”  
 
    I glanced over at the cut arm, and the fabric of my shirtsleeve was soaked scarlet. I breathed a heavy sigh, clamped my hand over the deep slash, and cut off all of the circulation. I clambered up the stairs and opened the front door but glanced back one last time. Edony stood on the last stair and ordered all of the soldiers around with gestures of her hands. I sighed under my breath and then slipped inside the house. All of my women raced over to me, and their soft voices immediately soothed me.  
 
    “Charles!” Valerie gasped. “What happened? You’re hurt!”  
 
    “Why is Edony outside?” Josephine cried.  
 
    “And why did she bring her whole army with her?” Rian asked.  
 
    “Charles,” Daisy murmured. “I saw Lucien outside the window right before the lightning bolt struck him… is… is he dead?”  
 
    “Please,” I grunted. “Give me a minute. I need to get my arm bandaged up before I lose too much blood.”  
 
    “Oh!” he brunette gasped, moved away from us, and hurried off toward the kitchen. “I’ll be right back.”  
 
    “Come here, Charles,” the imp-woman soothed. “Let’s sit you down in the drawing-room, and we’ll tend to your arm while you tell us what happened.”  
 
    My women guided me down onto the couch, and Valerie swiftly undid the buttons of my shirt before slipping it off of my shoulders. The cat-girl set it down on the brick pavers of the fireplace so no blood would get on our furniture and hurried back to me. Daisy appeared in the doorway with a bundle of fabric, thick cotton pads, and a bottle of white liquid. The bear-girl sat down beside me and used the cotton swabs to clean away the thick blood dripping down my arm.  
 
    “Oh, my,” the brunette murmured. “I think we’re going to have to give you stitches, Charles.”  
 
    “It’s fine,” I grunted. “I don’t care as long as it stops the bleeding.”  
 
    “Rian,” Daisy prompted. “Will you go upstairs and get the sewing kit out of the desk drawer in the office?”  
 
    “And a candle,” Josephine added. “To sterilize the needle.”  
 
    “No, no,” I shook my head. “Get the one from my medicine bag. It should be in the office. You’ve seen it, right? It’s a big leather case where I keep all of my medical supplies. There should be a needle and medical thread in there, but do grab a candle. As Josephine said, you’ll still need to get a candle to sanitize the needle.”  
 
    Rian nodded and then headed upstairs to retrieve the items. Daisy cleaned my wound as best she could before the imp-woman brought back the things I’d requested. The black-haired beauty set them down, lit the candle, and lowered herself onto the floor in front of me.  
 
    “So, tell us what happened,” Valerie pleaded. “Did Lucien attack you?”  
 
    “I came up the stairs with the maps,” I started. “But he was there with a sword. I managed to hit him a few times, but… I’m unarmed.”  
 
    “And?” Rian asked.  
 
    “We fought,” I explained. “He managed to cut me, but I finally got on top of him and beat the life out of him. He finally said he’d go home, he wanted to live, and I went to retrieve his horse from the trees.”  
 
    “Oh, no…” Valerie gasped.  
 
    “I turned back right as the sky opened up and… One moment, Lucien’s there right in front of me, bloody and defeated,” I uttered. “And the next, he’s not and there’s a huge, smoking crater.”  
 
    “Edony,” Daisy murmured, picked up the needle, and slowly held it into the candle’s flame.  
 
    “She killed him,” I muttered. “Didn’t say a word to him.. just boom, and he’s gone.”  
 
    “Why are the soldiers here?” Rian asked.  
 
    “Edony’s gone against our wishes,” I sighed. “She brought them here to watch us and the property in case Kelara comes back.”  
 
    “But… what about our plan?” the bear-girl asked, quickly threaded the needle, and held it over my cut. “This is going to hurt, so prepare yourself.” 
 
    “It won’t hurt as much as getting stabbed by a sword,” I chuckled. “The plan? We don’t have a lot of choices here…”  
 
    “So, we can’t go after Kelara?” the feline-woman murmured.  
 
    “I didn’t say that,” I growled. “The plan didn’t change, but our situation did. We’ve never backed down before… What do you say, are you up for a challenge?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    “Here are the maps,” I stated, unfurled them across the kitchen table, and pointed to the ancient parchment. “This is the entire layout of the city. I found these when I first moved into the manor, and I’m pretty sure they’re from when the city was first built. See the dates in the corners? The first one… this one was shortly after Edenhart was built. As Edony said, the main street was nothing more than a strip, and if you look here, you can see it.”  
 
    “Oh, our house was there when the city was first built,” Valerie pointed out. “It’s right there on the hill! Even Edony’s duchy wasn’t built yet.”  
 
    “I think Edony’s great-grandmother built the duchy,” Josephine hummed. “My mother told me that a long time ago.”  
 
    “When did the Crying Tree incident happen, Josephine?” I asked. “Or was there no specific date since it was supposedly a legend.”  
 
    “Well, Edony’s ancestor, Eleondra lived about… one-hundred and fifty years ago,” the stunning blonde murmured. “So, I think it would be… this map here.”  
 
    The heiress shuffled through the worn pieces of paper underneath the map we were currently looking at. She pulled it out from underneath, and all of us leaned away from the table as she swept it on top of all of the others.  
 
    “See, the duchy still wasn’t built yet,” the heiress tapped the paper where Edony’s manor would’ve sat. “The largest house appears to be the one we’re standing in right now.”  
 
    “Does this mean that we’re living in the original house that Olvia lived in?” the feline-woman asked.  
 
    “It could be,” Daisy pondered. “If it was the only home built during those times that wasn’t within city limits…”  
 
    “Daisy…” the ash-blonde gasped. “What if the clothes you’re wearing were Olvia’s?”  
 
    “That’s a funny thought,” Josephine giggled. “But not possible. The style that Daisy wears is only a few years old, and I’ve seen a few of the pieces she’s worn before. I honestly think that they were Edony’s before they went out of style, and she placed them here in case she wanted to stay the night.”  
 
    “That’s what I think, too,” I nodded. “I mean, Edony owned this house before Daisy repurchased it during the auction. Before the Duchess placed me in it, it sat empty for many years, and a lot of local scary stories stemmed from it. When Edony hired me to work for her, she had the whole place cleaned and cleared out. She even brought in brand new furniture for me and bought all of the tools I use down in the basement.”  
 
    “She must’ve really loved you,” Rian commented. “Even in the beginning. She may not have realized it back then, but she had already started to develop feelings for you.”  
 
    “That,” I chuckled. “Or she wanted to show off to all of the other aristocrats that she had a shiny new prize that no one else could steal from her.”  
 
    “Did the other nobles know you were working for her?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “Yes, but they never knew what I was creating,” I grunted. “They asked her about it constantly, and she’d often complain to me about it.”  
 
    “They constantly complained about that,” the heiress chuckled. “They always wanted to know what the two of you were doing and the ‘experiments’ Edony was so hush-hush about.”  
 
    “Really?” I chuckled. “I knew that there was gossip but… it’s pretty funny hearing about it now.”  
 
    “They often theorized that you and Edony were secretly in a consort contract,” the honey-blonde bubbled. “And that Edony didn’t want to admit it, but after finding out everything about the experiments, I can say they were very wrong… Except I would’ve never expected Edony to fall in love with you.”  
 
    “What were you going to tell us?” I asked. “I’m sorry. I got distracted by the gossip.” 
 
    “From the stories I heard,” Josephine murmured. “The Crying Tree was on the south end of the city, so around here. It’s never been confirmed, but… it wouldn’t hurt to try.”  
 
    The blonde heiress tapped the paper with her index finger, and all four of us leaned over the ancient map. The place where Josephine pointed seemed entirely swallowed up by forest, hills, and a small river snaking through. I’d never been to this area of the city, but if I was being honest, there was a lot of Edenhart I’d never seen before. Before Edony hired me on, I was a poor alchemist, and I camped out in tents on the outskirts of town, but I never ventured deep.  
 
    “How far out to do you think that is?” I muttered. “Maybe an hour or two by foot?”  
 
    “Well, I’ve never been there,” Josephine shrugged. “So, I wouldn’t know…”  
 
    “What about your friend?” the feline-woman asked. “The one who had her eye gouged out?”  
 
    “Hmmm…” the blonde heiress whispered. “She never liked to tell this story. I believe it was very traumatic for her, and she spent a few years in a mental institution because of it, but… she did mention it took awhile to get there. It looks to be about two or three miles away from the nearest road which is the only path that leads out of town. We’re going off mere speculation, but if the location is correct, maybe it’d take us… an hour and a half or a little longer? I know this location… Right here is South Bend, named because of the giant curve in the road. If we start there, I’m sure we’d make it there in time to confront Kelara.”  
 
    “If she’s there,” I grunted. “Which we’re not even sure if she will be, but… as you said, it doesn’t hurt to try.”  
 
    “Well, if we got that all figured out,” Daisy breathed. “What are we going to do about the guards? There are far too many to sneak past them. So, off the bat, any ideas?”  
 
    “Well, we could use my invisibility?” the ash-blonde offered. “I could sneak past them, maybe incapacitate them, and we all sneak past?” 
 
    “No, there’s no way that would work out,” I sighed. “All of them would wake up and immediately tell Edony that we left the manor. We need something nonviolent… but powerful.”  
 
    “Well, I have fire!” Rian boomed, punched out with her arms, and small balls of fire puffed out. “We blast them with a few of these, and then there won’t be any soldiers left to tell Edony we left.”  
 
    “I said nonviolent,” I snorted through chuckles. “We can’t kill any of them, or Edony will know.”  
 
    All of them pondered for a second, and Daisy paced around the room as she cupped her chin. Rian bent her knees, pressed her elbows against the tabletop, and squinted her eyes in thought. Valerie’s chocolate brown tail twitched out behind her, and her fluffy ears laid flat against her head as she jumped over to the counter. The feline-woman perched there with her hands pressed to the countertop and hummed under her breath.  
 
    The brunette paused for a moment, her golden honey eyes burned bright, her plump lips parted to speak. The bear-girl crossed the room and laid a tender hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “We’re often reminded that you were an alchemist,” Daisy whispered. “We hear it a lot, don’t we? How often have you been called a ‘dirty alchemist’ while walking down the street?”  
 
    “A lot,” I snickered. “Before I worked for Edony, it used to happen every day.” 
 
    “But alchemy is difficult,” the bear-girl iterated. “And takes years to learn, and even then, most alchemists never become as accomplished as you once were. You told us once before that aristocrats from far away cities would flock to Edenhart to purchase items from you. Isn’t that true?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “But what does this have to do with us sneaking out of the manor?”  
 
    “If people are so afraid of alchemists,” Daisy went on. “Why are they so eager to buy things from them? Because they know their potions, charms, and runes work. Their fear dissipates the second they see their item work before their very eyes… I know you were afraid during that time. There were so many other female alchemists out there who could’ve threatened or killed you. You always say that us monster-girls and the aristocrats are so strong, and the reason behind it is our powers. Sure, that’s probably true, but… you have power, too, as an alchemist, but you haven’t realized it. What if we took your power back? You are not weak or afraid…”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I implored. “What does this have to do with my alchemy?” 
 
    “You already know this, Charles,” Daisy grinned. “I discovered after being reborn that I liked to read. I’ve gobbled up every single book in your library at least three times by now. You have a lot of alchemy books in there… lots of instructions for charms, runes, and… potions. More specifically, a potion called Weing Schlaf in the ‘home remedies’ section of the book… I’m sure you know what that is.”  
 
    “A mild sleeping potion?” I reiterated. “It’s generally crafted for insomnia or the occasional restlessness before bed. It acts fast, works for eight hours, and leaves the user well-rested the next day without feeling drowsy. Are you suggesting that I concoct a potion and give it to all of the soldiers outside? How? There’s no way I could get all of them to drink a strange liquid… maybe one of two of the dumb ones, but not all of them.”  
 
    “Well, it is late afternoon,” the bear-girl chuckled. “Pretty close to dinnertime, and when I glanced out of the window earlier, it looked like they only brought salted meat and some measly crackers with them. I’m sure they’re hungry… They are fully grown men after all, and lest we forget, it’s fall. Once the sun goes down, it’s going to get cold out there. I’m sure they’d love a warm meal before they settle down for the night.”  
 
    “Sometimes,” I chuckled, stood up from my chair, and kissed the top of her head. “I think you’re the brilliant one.”  
 
    “No,” the brunette shook her head. “You are. All of us are here to help you figure things out.”  
 
    “The only problem is…” I sighed. “I have most of the ingredients for Weing Schlaf, but I’m out of valerian, the main component in the potion.”  
 
    “That’s not true,” Rian gasped. “I have plenty of valerian in the greenhouse. I found some wild plants in the woods and brought them back here to grow. I only have them because I thought the flowers were pretty, but I guess we needed them. I was able to identify them through a horticulture book that Daisy bought for me.”  
 
    “Well, well, well,” I chuckled. “I’ll need as many roots of theirs that you can spare. We’ll need to make a batch big enough to knock out about one-hundred and fifty men.”  
 
    “Sure,” Valerie nodded. “I’ll stay here with Daisy and help cook. By the way, what are you thinking of cooking them?” 
 
    “As I said, it’s going to be cold at night,” the bear-girl murmured. “So, I think I should make soup or something like that? Something easy to ladle out and put some of the potion in.”  
 
    “Soup is perfect,” I nodded. “You can easily hide any liquid in it, and the Weing Schlaf is practically tasteless. If anything, it has more nutty notes, which gives the soup more flavor. I’ll go down into the laboratory and get to work on it. Rian, if you collect all the roots, give them to Daisy or Josephine and have them bring them down to me. I don’t want you or Valerie to step outside where these men could see you. I know they work for Edony, but their loyalty to her is questionable.”  
 
    “Yup,” the ash-blonde nodded. “I’ll be helping Daisy with the soup!”  
 
    “I’ll collect the roots,” the imp-woman promised. “And then give them to Josephine to bring down to you.”  
 
    “Charles,” the heiress uttered. “Once Rian collects the roots, can I come down with you and help you? I’d love to learn more about alchemy. I’ve been interested in it from the moment you created the draught for my hangover.”  
 
    “Of course,” I smiled. “Come down after Rian gives you the roots but hide them in your dress pockets. We don’t want anyone seeing us or suspect that we’re up to something. I’m going down to the laboratory now. I’ll see all of you in a bit.”  
 
    I moved out of the kitchen, down the hall, and opened the front door. I wasn’t prepared for the sight out on the drive that greeted me. Green canvas tents flooded my view from the horizon to the bottom steps of the stairs. Soldiers in full armor wandered between shelters, and as Daisy said, a few of them munched on crackers and dried meat. I was sure that this plan would work, and we’d easily convince these men to eat whatever we gave them.  
 
    As soon as I stepped out onto the porch, I noticed two heavily armed men on either side of the door, and they immediately stepped out in front of me. One of them looked much younger than the other, most likely in his early twenties while the other seemed to be in his mid-forties. Both of their faces were scruffy with stubble, and they looked as if they hadn’t had a good night’s rest in a few months. I never wanted to imagine what it’d be like to be a man in the Duchess’ army… I didn’t want to know what types of hell she put them through. 
 
    “Charles Rayburn?” the younger man croaked.  
 
    “Yes?” I asked.  
 
    “You’re not permitted to leave the house or property,” the older man went on. “It’d be best if you went back inside and enjoyed your evening.”  
 
    “I’m not leaving the property or the manor,” I explained. “I’m going down into my laboratory. I have a few things I need to work on before it gets too dark.”  
 
    The two soldiers glanced at each other out of the corners of their eyes as if to ask if I was allowed to do that. Edony hadn’t given them instructions about that, and it was clear they didn’t know how to respond.  
 
    “I’m just going downstairs,” I stated. “I’m not leaving the manor or the property. I’m sure that Edony would think that’s fine.”  
 
    The younger man glanced over at his comrade one last time, and the older man shrugged his shoulders. Both of them stepped out of my way at the same time, and I nodded to them as I hurried down the steps. No other soldiers stepped in my direction, but all of them watched me intently like a horde of hawks perched on the same limb. I’d told Edony this wasn’t what I wanted, but the Duchess didn’t care about my comfort or freedoms.  
 
    I couldn’t dwell on that thought for much longer because in an hour or so, all of them would be sleeping soundly in their tents like a bunch of tucked in babies. I moved toward the steps, hurried down them, and then shut the door behind me. I leaned against it, closed my eyes for a moment, and breathed in deeply.  
 
    “Whoa,” A.B. cried. “You look like shit. Everything alright up there? I heard some yelling, scuffling sounds, and a big explosion.”  
 
    “Oh,” I grunted. “After I came down and got the maps, Lucien showed up.” 
 
    “Lucien…” the brain echoed. “Like the scientist guy, Lucien?”  
 
    “Yes, that’s the one,” I nodded. “He showed up with a sword.”  
 
    “Wait…” the brain murmured. “What? He showed up with a sword?”  
 
    “Yes,” I sighed. “He was in love with Edony, and he fully believed that the Duchess and I are involved with each other.”  
 
    “Wait, wait, wait, hold on a second,” A.B. called. “You’re talking about him in the past tense… Are you telling me that you killed him?”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I beat him pretty badly and finally convinced him to leave… and then Edony showed up out of nowhere and slaughtered him with one strike. The last time I saw him, he was nothing more than a fused pile of gory bones in a smoking crater.”  
 
    “By science!” the brain gasped. “That woman is far too powerful for my tastes. Imagine what she could do to the whole city if she could do that to one person.”  
 
    “She brought a whole army with her,” I snapped. “She thinks that I can’t protect myself from Kelara and brought a small army with her. They’re all stationed outside, and we can’t leave.”  
 
    “Oh no,” A.B. bleated. “And you were planning on tracking down Kelara tonight, weren’t you? What are you going to do now, Charles? If there’s a small army out there… you can’t leave.”  
 
    “Yes, we can,” I grunted. “We certainly can’t injure or kill any of them because Edony will notice, but we could incapacitate them for a few hours.”  
 
    “Ooooo, Charles, you’ve got that look in your eyes,” the brain cackled. “What are you cooking up in that big brain of yours?”  
 
    “A.B., I thought you couldn’t see?” I chuckled, pushed off of the door, and crossed the room. “There’s a certain potion that Daisy found in one of my alchemy books. It’s called Weing Schlaf, and it’s commonly used for insomnia, but… it knocks out the user for eight hours or more.”  
 
    “Ooo, look at you being a sneaky-sneak,” the brain giggled. “So, this Weiner Schnlafer or whatever, it’s basically like a sleeping draught?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “But on a much larger scale. We’re talking one-hundred and fifty men, but I’m sure that I can do it.”  
 
    “Yep, there’s no doubt there!” A.B. chuckled. “I’ve seen you perform much more difficult tasks than this.”  
 
    “By science, A.B.,” I chortled. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you say something so nice to me before.”  
 
    “That’s not true, and you know it!” the brain protested. “I say nice things to you all the time, and you barely bat an eye!”  
 
    I stood in front of the glass cabinet with all of my ingredients inside and ticked all of them off in my head. Rian collected the roots for me upstairs, and I needed only a few more things since valerian was the critical ingredient. I grabbed a large flask of white powder from the shelf, a smaller round bulb-shaped bottle from a lower shelf with a sky blue liquid inside, and then peeked around the corners for any other things I might need.  
 
    Once I collected everything for the Weing Schlaf, I set down the bottles on a small side table and placed a large glass bowl on top of the wood stove in the corner. I hung my hand over the metal of the stove and made sure it was still warm but not burning hot. If the temperature were wrong, the whole potion would curdle and be useless to us.  
 
    First, I poured the sky-blue liquid into the large bowl and waited until it bubbled. Steam rose from its surface, and the scent had a slightly acrid, floral smell to it. I sprinkled in the white powder and stirred it until the liquid almost lost all of its colors. Then I picked a large container, flipped the lid, and tossed in a few handfuls of its prickly acorn-like contents.  
 
    A soft knock came at the door, and I glanced over my shoulder. 
 
    “Who is it?” I asked.  
 
    “It’s Josephine,” the heiress whispered. “I have the… items you requested.”  
 
    “It’s unlocked,” I shouted. “Come in.”  
 
    The door handle turned, and Josephine hastily slipped inside. The honey-blonde hurried over to me, reached into her pockets, and pulled out handfuls of dark, mud brown roots. All of them were a little damp from rinsing, but it didn’t matter anyway since they were going into the pot, too.  
 
    “So, this is how you make the serum?” Josephine asked, peered down at the ingredients, and then picked one up to examine it in the light. “What are they?”  
 
    “Well, the one your holding is dried and ground passionflower,” I smiled. “The blue liquid is distilled vodka if you believe it or not. The brown, spiky acorn-like fruits are called goja berries, and they’re native to the southern regions of the country. Oh, and don’t touch that last one. It’s deadly nightshade that I got from Rian’s garden a few days ago.”  
 
    “Deadly nightshade?” the heiress asked. “I thought we weren’t planning on killing her…”  
 
    “We’re not,” I uttered. “Deadly nightshade in small doses can work as a muscle relaxer, and that’s why I’m putting it into the mixture.”  
 
    “I had no idea,” Josephine breathed, nestled herself down on a nearby stool, and watched me from afar. “Have you made this one a lot?”  
 
    “Fairly frequently,” I nodded. “A lot of aristocrats purchased it from me because it’s very effective, but… the reason why it works so well is that I came up with the recipe myself.”  
 
    “Really?” the honey-blonde asked. “I thought Daisy said she read it in a book from your library?”  
 
    “That’s true,” I chuckled. “But it was a book I wrote. I’m surprised she read that one because it was all handwritten, but I’m glad she did.”  
 
    I reached across the small table, picked up the container of nightshade, and popped open the lid. I examined my hand for a second for any visible cuts, but finding none, reached in for the dried flowers and stems. I picked out a few, counted them, and then dropped them into the bubbling concoction. Then I snatched up the roots Josephine brought me, counted out three hand fulls, and threw them in.  
 
    “Will you grab me some water from the faucet over there?” I asked. “There should be a glass next to it. I only need one cup.”  
 
    “Sure,” the blonde smiled.  
 
    Josephine grabbed the cup from a side table, held it under the faucet, and filled it to the brim before bringing it back over. The honey-blonde handed it over to me, and I slowly poured it in.  
 
    “This is a lot of potion, Charles,” the heiress breathed. “How are we going to get it upstairs?”  
 
    “Easy,” I smiled. “Once it cools, I put it in that big container over there and tell them that it’s none of their business. I’ll say it has to do with something with the experiments that the Duchess and I are working on.”  
 
    “My goodness, Charles,” the honey-blonde giggled. “You are so brilliant! I would’ve never thought of that.”  
 
    “I mean, it’s worked well in the past,” I chuckled, stirred the mixture one last time, and then leaned in close to smell it. “It should work now, too.” 
 
    A wave of tiredness washed over me, and as soon as I pulled away, it dissipated.  
 
    “It’s ready,” I uttered. “When you were upstairs, were Daisy and Valerie already cooking?”  
 
    “Yes,” the heiress nodded. “Daisy poured a bunch of chicken stock into an enormous pot, added some of these small, round pasta pieces I’d never heard of, a few vegetables, and while that’s boiling, I think she’s cutting up and cooking chicken.”  
 
    “Damn, these soldiers are going to eat all of the food in this house,” I snorted. “I hope they enjoy it while it lasts.”  
 
    “I’m sure they will,” the stunning blonde giggled. “Until they all pass out.” 
 
    I grabbed the giant flask from the table, slipped on a pair of gloves, and grabbed a large metal funnel. Then I placed the funnel into the neck of the bottle and turned toward the boiling liquid. I grabbed both sides of the bowl, lifted it off the stove, and carried it the short walk over to the table. I carefully poured the steaming liquid into the container, took one last sniff, and then wafted the smoke away from my face.  
 
    “It’s perfect,” I chuckled. “Now, let’s get this upstairs.”  
 
    I left one glove on, grasped the neck of the bottle, and jammed a cork into it. I lifted it from the table, held open the door for Josephine, and emerged back onto the drive. The soldiers still milled around aimlessly and barely glanced at us as we passed. Even from where we stood, I smelled Daisy’s cooking in the distance, and my stomach gurgled angrily. All I’d eaten today was a small amount of tea and a few macaroons at Edony’s earlier. The soldiers seemed to notice, too, turned their heads toward the open kitchen windows, and sniffed longingly. I doubted Edony fed them especially well. 
 
    “Damn, that smells good,” a soldier grumbled, glared down at the cracker in his hand, and threw it down. “Why can’t Edony send good previsions with us whenever we go to places? I understand that we’re brutes, but… we still gotta eat to fight, ya know?”  
 
    “It’s working,” Josephine whispered through a grin. 
 
    The two of us hurried up the front steps, and again, the two soldiers stopped us. The younger man stepped out in front of me and held out a gloved hand.  
 
    “What’s that?” he asked, pointed toward the container in my hand, and then glanced back to me.  
 
    “That’s none of your business,” I uttered.  
 
    “Excuse me?” the older guard grunted. “You know we’re here because the Duchess--” 
 
    “I have to stop you right there,” I barked. “This is top secret between the Duchess and I. The reason you are here is to protect me because I work for Edony… this is part of my work. If you have a problem with that, you can take it up with the Duchess herself, and I can tell you right now, she won’t be very pleased to hear you were butting into her work.” 
 
    Both of the guards looked panicked for a second and peeked at each other from underneath their heavy metal helmets. The older one tilted his head to the side, shrugged, and gestured for the two of us to go inside. I swung the wood wide, stepped in, and bowed to both of them out of spite before I slammed the door in their faces.  
 
    Josephine and I hurried toward the kitchen, and a wave of delicious smells hit us at once. Valerie busily stirred the enormous pot on the stove while Daisy worked diligently butchering whole chickens I had packed away into the freezer. A pile of white meat sat next to her on the counter, and every few seconds, Valerie reached behind her and grabbed it.  
 
    “Smells delightful.” I grinned. “What are you making?”  
 
    “Maldovric wedding soup,” the bear-girl giggled. “I found it in one of the recipe books you bought me! I’ve been itching to try it out, but I never imagined I’d be making it for this many people.”  
 
    “Daisy said we should open the windows and fan the steam out so it makes the soldiers hungry!” the feline-woman cried.  
 
    “Well, it’s working,” I chuckled. “We heard them complaining about being hungry while outside.”  
 
    “Good, good,” the brunette snickered.  
 
    “How much longer?” I asked.  
 
    “Only a few more minutes,” the bear-girl replied. “Once I’m finished getting all of this meat off the chicken, it has to simmer for ten minutes, and then it’s ready to serve. It was so smart of you to freeze cooked chicken, Charles! All I had to do was thaw it and start cutting! Rian used her flames to heat it up but not burn it, and then it was ready to use!”  
 
    “Here, Charles,” Valerie called. “You can add the potion now, and I’ll stir it in.”  
 
    “Why don’t you ladle out a few bowls for us, and then I’ll put it in?” I offered. “I’m starving, and I certainly don’t want to eat any of the drugged soup.”  
 
    “That’s such a good idea!” the feline-woman bubbled. “I’m sure all of us are hungry, too! Wait… how are we going to feed them? We don’t exactly have a lot of bowls…”  
 
    “They’re soldiers,” I explained. “If they have rations, then they have to have meal kits that include collapsible bowls and spoons.”  
 
    “Ahhhh, I see,” the ash-blonde giggled. “Then we won’t--” 
 
    “And done!” Daisy cried, wiped the sweat away from her brow, and grabbed the last few pieces of chicken. “Now, it needs to simmer for a little bit, and then we’ll be ready to serve it to the soldiers.”  
 
    “You said ten minutes?” I asked.  
 
    “It’ll be probably less since the chicken is all the way cooked,” the bear-girl shrugged. “But we could ladle out our bowls now and eat while it’s simmering.”  
 
    “I’ll get the bowls!” Rian smiled as she stepped into the room. “It smells so good! I could smell it from the conservatory!”  
 
    The imp-woman opened up one of the cabinets, grabbed five bowls, and then five spoons. The black-haired beauty handed them over to Valerie. The ash-blonde ladled out equal amounts of the soup for us and then set them aside with the spoons.  
 
    I stood in front of the stove and stepped closer with the cooled container in my hands. In one swift movement, I pulled out the cork, supported the bottom of the heavy bottle, and poured in all of the liquid. Valerie stirred slowly at first and then a bit faster as more steam rose from the soup. The feline-woman leaned in close, but I grabbed her by the shoulder and stopped her.  
 
    “Don’t breathe it in,” I ordered. “If you do, you’ll get drowsy.”  
 
    “O-Oh, I won’t,” the cat-girl shook her head. “It’s just a shame that all of this tasty food is wasted on Edony’s soldiers, though…”  
 
    “I know,” I nodded. “But we have no other choice if we want to sneak out tonight.”  
 
    “That’s true,” the ash-blonde murmured. “But despite all those things, let’s enjoy our dinner!”  
 
    All of us sat down at the table and dug in wolfishly. The soup was delicious, and all of my women gasped at the rich flavors of the broth. The chicken was tender with a slight smoky flavor from Rian’s flames, and the chopped vegetables Daisy put in were still a little bit crunchy. I wished we’d put a little bit away for us, but… the extra went to a good cause. We put our dirty dishes into the sink, and then I crossed over to the stove. I picked up the pot’s handles with both hands and lugged it toward the door. Daisy opened it for me, stepped out, and clapped her hands for all to hear. The soldiers turned at the noise and waited for the petite brunette to speak.  
 
    “Good evening,” the bear-girl started. “It seems I made too much for dinner, and I would like to graciously share what we have leftover with all of you. We don’t have a lot of bowls, but if you have the bowls, from your meal kits, we will fill it for you. All men are welcome to take as much as they’d like.”  
 
    An explosion erupted out of the tents as the men rummaged through their packs and grabbed their bowls and utensils. They formed single-file lines down the stairs and out into the drive. They seemed to go on for miles, but I was sure we’d made enough to knock all of them out once they finished their first bowls. Josephine grabbed a second ladle from the kitchen and stood on the other side of the steaming pot.  
 
    The two of them worked tirelessly filling each of the bowls until no men were left. I stood behind my two women and watched as all of the soldiers scarfed down the hot soup. Within minutes, they’d be nothing more than a pile of unconscious bodies, snoring away on the grass of my lawn, and we’d be off hot on Kelara’s trail.  
 
    “And so,” I chuckled darkly. “It begins.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    That feeling had returned to me… The feeling that I was all-powerful and unstoppable. I felt like a king, no, a god with the power to take and give life in my palm. I’d killed so many prisoners with the experiments, and then I’d executed Martin, Delphine, and Ortensia with my bare hands. Even Lucien could be considered part of my body count. After all, he’d been killed because of me. I’d spent most of my life as a sniveling little grub, crawling across the ground underneath the aristocrats’ feet and now… I felt above them.  
 
    None of them knew what I did to their comrades, and yet, they still respected me and saw me as a ‘good brute.’ I was more than that, more than just vermin that would go along with everything they did and said. All of them would learn, and when I took the capital for myself, they would bow down to me.  
 
    “When do you think it’ll start kicking in?” Josephine whispered.  
 
    The soldiers below us on the drive slurped up the soup Daisy made, and a few of them came back for more. They lifted their empty bowls and grinned up at the beautiful brunette with their lips wet with broth remnants. The bear-girl nodded to them graciously, dipped her ladle back into the pot, and served them more.  
 
    “It should already be working,” I uttered. “Look, over there.”  
 
    I pointed toward one of the first men who’d come up to the porch for a serving, and as he spooned the food into his mouth, his eyes lazily shut, snapped open, and lowered for a second time. His head lolled to the side and rested against his shoulder but snapped back to attention.  
 
    “Give it a few more minutes,” I chuckled. “Then all of them will be sleeping soundly. Daisy, go inside and prepare Valerie and Rian. We’re all going out tonight, and I want to make sure everyone is ready to go once the last soldier is asleep.”  
 
    “Of course, Charles,” the brunette nodded, placed the ladle into the pot, and went inside. 
 
    Josephine stepped up beside me, pressed her hand into the fabric of her skirt, and held my hand where none of the soldiers would see. The heiress gazed over them with emotionless eyes, and I left her alone with her thoughts for a moment, but it seemed the honey-blonde had other ideas.  
 
    “Do you ever feel sorry for them?” Josephine asked.  
 
    “The soldiers?” I chuckled. “Sort of, but… there’s nothing they can do. I assume that they were forced to join Edony’s arm--” 
 
    “No,” the heiress shook her head. “The aristocrats.”  
 
    I realized that Josephine’s eyes weren’t aimed down at the soldiers on the drive but down at the city of Edenhart below. The hand that held mine shook desperately, and I stroked it softly with my thumb. 
 
    “I… I don’t know how to answer that,” I breathed. “Maybe? There are a lot of things in this world that they don’t understand… Take Edony for example. She says that she loves me, but she doesn’t understand what that word means. She fully believes that she’ll live out the rest of her life with me by her side. Not even by her side, but behind her because we’re still unequal. When she refers to the future where she is queen, I’m not king. Every time she refers to it, she says, ‘queen and her husband’. She will never believe in equality, and neither will all of the other aristocrats. That’s why we have to change their minds by force. It’s been hundreds of years, and men are still treated worse than garbage… something has to change.”  
 
    “The aristocrats are miserable,” Josephine stated. “They’re power-hungry, greedy, and selfish. While studying the history books my mother collected before she fell ill, I realized something… The aristocrats may not know it, but without men in their society, they will never be happy. Men and women used to be units, wives and husbands, and they used to work together. Life and society flourished when they worked together… but no one wants to talk about that. I tried to bring it up to Adelia and Lilliana, but they immediately glared at me, and I stopped talking. I feared if I elaborated, they’d paint me as a brute sympathizer and throw me at the Duchess’ feet. More than ever, we need men and women together to create balance… The world cannot remain like this, let alone survive without the help of our male brothers.”  
 
    “Do you think you’re happier with a brute in your life?” I chuckled. “Have I brought balance into your life?”  
 
    Josephine threw her head back and laughed with a hand pressed to her lower stomach. Her honey-blonde curled shifted around her pink cheeks for a second, and I thought she’d never looked prettier. This was Josephine’s first mission with us, and I knew she was afraid, but she still managed to laugh, so it was a good sign.  
 
    “You’ve made me happier in the past few days than I have ever been in my life,” the heiress giggled. “And I’m so thankful for that… If I hadn’t met you by chance that day, I’d probably still be drinking tea with Adelia and Lilliana and listening to their disgusting beliefs. You’re fighting the good fight, Charles, and I will stand by you until the men worldwide get justice. Too many men have died pointless deaths, and it ends here with all of us.”  
 
    “Are you afraid?” I asked. “Your hand is shaking…”  
 
    “Of course, I’m afraid,” Josephine murmured. “The most violence I’ve seen is aristocrats disciplining their consorts, and I can barely stomach that. I can only assume that the next few months… even years, all of us will see a lot of violence, but if I’m with you… I think I can stomach it. We’re doing this for the right reasons, Charles, and sometimes violence is the only answer. If someone won’t listen to reason, you have to make them listen, and I fully believe that’s what we have to do in this situation.”  
 
    I was grateful we’d found Josephine, and it’s been an utter surprise that she believed in the same things we did. When we first met her, we all thought she was nothing more than an aristocrat who kindly treated her servants and workers, but we later found out it was more than that. Josephine was essentially a harlot from birth, and her mother taught her the ways of her secret society. I felt sorry that Josephine’s mother fell ill with such a horrible, debilitating disease, and I wished I could meet the woman who sparked a secret revolution.  
 
    “Charles, look,” the blonde heiress whispered. “I think it’s finally working.”  
 
    I turned my eyes away from the gorgeous blonde and watched as all of the soldiers wavered back and forth. A few of them had fallen asleep, one of them laid with his feet halfway out of the tent, and loud snores exploded out of the canvas fabric. More men laid down with their packed packs, nestled them underneath their heads, and fell straight to sleep. One man slept straight up on a tree stump with his bowl still in his hands and his head resting on his shoulders.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I grunted. “We’ll take the wagon to South Bend, tie off the horses, and trudge through the forest. I might send Valerie ahead of us as a scout to make sure Kelara is there, and once we’re in position, we’ll attack.”  
 
    I turned toward the door, but it slowly crept open, and the feline-woman peeked out with a single oceanic eye. The ash-blonde glanced around at the sleeping soldiers, giggled, and then opened the door a bit wider.  
 
    “Are we ready to go?” the cat-girl asked. “We have everything we need, and we’ve cleaned up the kitchen.”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “I’ll go hitch the horses, and we’ll be ready to leave. Have everyone meet me outside by the carriage house.”  
 
    Valerie nodded and then shut the door with a soft click. Josephine and I hurried down the stairs, stepped over a few sleeping bodies, and then headed for the carriage house. Daisy, Rian, and Valerie appeared out of the kitchen’s side door and then waited for me. The black-haired imp-woman stepped forward and guided the horses out of their stalls, toward the wagon, and then strapped them into place. Rian softly stroked their sides and whispered comforting words into their twitching ears as she placed their bits into place.  
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured when we finished.  
 
    “No problem, my love,” the red-skinned imp smiled. “Now, let’s get out of here and catch us a new sister!”  
 
    “Yes, yes, yes!” Valerie squealed. “I’ve been waiting for this the second that Rian stepped out of the machine! This is so exciting! I wonder what she’ll look like… It doesn’t matter! She’ll be beautiful no matter what! Oh! Josephine! This is the first time you’ll get to see the experiment in action! It’s so beautiful!” 
 
    “I’m very excited to see it,” the heiress giggled. “I’ve heard so much about it from all of you.”  
 
    “Let’s worry about the experiment later,” I uttered. “We have to find Kelara and capture her before Edony does. I doubt the Duchess had any idea where she might be and is tearing the whole city apart, but as long as she’s distracted, we’ll be fine. We’ll stick to back roads where she has no chance of running into us. Her guards will be out, so I want everyone to be on high alert, and don’t hesitate to tell me if you see one.”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” my women nodded in unison. 
 
    Valerie, Rian, and Josephine clambered into the back of the wagon while I helped Daisy up into the front seat. I gripped the reins in my hands, smacked them against the horses’ backs, and guided them toward the front of the house. Leaving the house proved to be more difficult than I expected since the drive and the hill were a sea of green canvas tents with unconscious men lying around them. I managed to guide the horses and wagon through the small spaces of the tents, and Valerie jumped out every few minutes and dragged men out of our path. The process was painstakingly long, and I feared that by the time we drove down the hill toward the city, Kelara would be long gone.  
 
    “Move him there,” I pointed down to the feline-woman. 
 
    “Thank science, he’s the last one,” the cat-girl grumbled, dropped the sleeping man’s arms, and hopped into the back of the wagon.  
 
    “Do you think Kelara will still be there?” Josephine asked. “It’s been a few hours.”  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I shrugged. “But we have to try. There’s no way she went back to her house, especially if Edony is out with all of her soldiers. We also don’t know what she’s doing at this ‘Crying Tree’, or how she’ll get into contact with the Queen. I said earlier that she might have a messenger sending their conversations back and forth, but I’m not sure if I believe that anymore.”  
 
    “What do you mean, Charles?” Daisy asked. “What else would she be doing there?”  
 
    “From the story Josephine told us,” I explained. “The Crying Tree is a spiritual and haunted place. A lot of black magic rituals require spiritual beings involved. She may be attempting to harness the natural energy leftover from the killed lovers to communicate with the Queen.”  
 
    “Wait,” Rian cried. “You can use black magic to speak to people far away? I thought it was just like… cursing people and other stuff.”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I don’t know much, but the dark arts have many more uses than just cursing people and cheating to get your way.”  
 
    Our wagon rolled down the hill a little faster, and in the distance, I made out the streetlamps of Edenhart. It was early evening after everything that happened today, and I could make out shapes moving around from street to street. Somewhere down there, Edony searched for Kelara with all of her soldiers, and though she was determined, I doubted she would find her. 
 
    I felt like we were on the right trail, I couldn’t be sure why I felt this way, but something within me knew we’d find Kelara at the Crying Tree. Edony didn’t have the same information as us, and I assumed that the Duchess had only heard of the Crying Tree once or twice in her lifetime. I’d never heard of it before, but everyone else in the city fully believed in the legend.  
 
    I licked my lips, sighed softly, and gazed over the darkening streets of the city I called home. Would I even consider it a home? No, and all of the other men who lived here too probably wouldn’t. Before Edony hired me, the streets and the forest were home, and the only other place I’d ever felt comfortable was the manor. The place where my monster-women came into existence and brought me more joy than I ever thought I would know.  
 
    Kelara was a threat to that, and we had to snuff her out before the Duchess reached her. Sure, Edony was a threat to us, too, but even though she was in power, she was easily controllable.  
 
    “What is it, Charles?” Daisy asked. “You look pained.”  
 
    “I was just thinking…” I grunted. “Having Edony on our side isn’t so bad if you really think about it.”  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at all of my women, and their faces were all different stages of confusion and disgust. From beside me, Daisy’s lip curled up and exposed her teeth. Valerie’s blue eyes narrowed on my face, and her fluffy, chocolate brown ears laid flat against her head. Josephine’s orange, cat-like eyes were wide, and her lips parted in a loud gasp. Rian tilted her head at me, crossed her arms over her chest, and huffed angrily.  
 
    “Excuse me?” Daisy chuckled. “You’re going to have to repeat that again.”  
 
    “Did you say what I think you said…” Valerie gasped.  
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled. “You’re hearing me right. I don’t mind working with the Duchess. I mean, she may have taken away our freedom and threatened to kill me on multiple occasions, but… think of all the power she has at her fingertips. We can use that for the betterment of the city.”  
 
    “You do realize that eventually we’re going to have to transform Edony,” the bear-girl uttered. “And she will lose all of that power.”  
 
    “Not entirely,” I grinned. “When Edony’s mother fell ill, she still ruled over the city despite being deathly ill. She never went out into public or gave any audiences to other aristocrats but wrote out her decrees and had appointed officials read them for all to hear.”  
 
    “So, are you suggesting…” Josephine murmured. “We somehow convince Edony to appoint one of us to be her delegate, transform her, and then evoke changes without the Duchess’ approval.”  
 
    “Oh, she’ll approve them,” I snickered. “Because she’ll be a monster-girl and will believe in all the same things that we do.”  
 
    “But you do realize that there’s no way we’ll be able to convince Edony to appoint one of us to that position.” Rian interjected. “You’re the only person she trusts, Charles, but you’re still a man. You know she would never give you that amount of power.”  
 
    “It’s a good plan, Charles,” Daisy nodded. “But… why didn’t you try to convince her earlier when you first brought her down into the laboratory?” 
 
    “Edony trusts us,” I stated. “Specifically, trusts me as the man who loves her. When I took her down into the laboratory, she’d just learned that I’d betrayed her, created monster-women, and kept them all from her. She was in a state of elation but she was extremely wary of me and the laboratory. If I’d tried to convince her to sign over all of her estate to me then, she would’ve said no and killed me where I stood. If I were to do it now, I’m sure she’d be convinced. At this point, I’ve proven myself to her and she knows that she has my total allegiance.”  
 
    “So, you think it would work if you tried it here and now?” Josephine asked.  
 
    “Maybe after we transform her,” I nodded, turned the reins in my hands, and guided the horses off onto a back road. “But I’m sure if I tried it now, she would agree under great caution. I’m just saying hypothetically, if Edony were to fall ill… who’d know if her words and decrees read to the citizens were hers or not? No one would know especially if it’s signed and dated by the Duchess herself.”  
 
    “So, you’re saying…” Daisy murmured. “A forgery?”  
 
    “It’s not a forgery if the person signing it once was the Duchess,” I chuckled. “She’ll just look a little and act a little different than she did before.”  
 
    “I mean… it could work,” the bear-girl breathed. “Kind of like a proxy leader… Everyone would think it’s Edony, but it’s really us… Do you think if we tried to make changes, the other aristocrats would listen?”  
 
    “We’d start slowly,” I muttered. “Small things at first and then over time, we’d implement more serious rules, but… I doubt by this time next year we will be living in Edenhart at all.”  
 
    “What…” the heiress gasped. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “If we take Edony out, and she’s under our control,” I explained. “The Queen will know and come to take Edenhart. We can’t let the city fall into her hands, so we start transforming every aristocrat we can get our hands on. Before long, Edenhart’s citizens will be entirely made out of monster-girls. A whole army, if you will, and they’ll be powerful enough to fight, but that’s… that’s thinking small. There are other Duchess’… other rulers that think exactly like Edony and…”  
 
    “We’re going to transform them?” Daisy asked. “Is that what you mean to say?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “I know I sound like a madman, but we can do it… We can change the world for the better with my machine, and once we’ve transformed enough aristocrats… we’ll converge on the capital and kill the Queen.” 
 
    “But what about the machine?” Rian asked. “Isn’t it… stationary?”  
 
    “I can make improvements to it,” I assured her. “Remove all of the extra panels and components. There is a lot of wasted space inside because all of the inner workings aren’t used. Edony and I designed the machine to transform men into super-soldiers with crystals and other elements, but none of those mechanics are used when you create monster-women. I could make it lighter, too, and maybe put it on wheels, so we can drag it around behind us wherever we go.”  
 
    “I think it’s a brilliant idea, Charles,” Josephine smiled. “I am a little sad that eventually we’ll leave Edenhart, but… we’ll be making the world a better place.”  
 
    We drove on one of the backroads that surrounded the entire backend of Edenhart, and I could barely make out the streetlamps between buildings. A few people passed between the houses, but they hardly seemed to notice us. The drive to South Bend wouldn’t take long, but we’d have to walk for a few hours to get back to the Crying Tree. We didn’t know the exact location, but as we neared South Bend, I felt a strange sensation within guiding me to where I needed to go.  
 
    South Bend was just outside of town and the only road that led out of Edenhart. If you wanted to go anywhere, you had to go around South Bend, though I doubted anyone would be coming down this road with Edony tearing the city apart. Once we got close to the location, I slowed the horses to a stop, pulled them off to the side, and tied them off to a tree. I helped all of my women out of the wagon’s bed, brushed off my hands, and felt the strange tug in the middle of my chest again.  
 
    I’d never dabbled in black magic, only alchemy, and while they were very different, I felt an eerie familiarity in the air that I hadn’t sensed before. I stepped forward out into the road, turned my head in each direction, and listened. We should’ve been too far away from the location of the Crying Tree, but I could’ve sworn I heard a distant voice chanting. I glanced over my shoulder at my women, and none of them seemed to hear it. Could it be Kelara? From this far away? I had no way to be sure but stepped forward into the woods anyway.  
 
    “Charles?” Daisy asked. “Are you alright?”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” I muttered. “I just… have this strange feeling… I don’t know how to describe it. It’s like I’m being pulled and guided into the forest by some unseen force. Do any of you feel it, too?”  
 
    The corners of Rian’s lips pulled down into a grimace, and Valerie squinted her eyes to concentrate. Josephine tilted her head, and Daisy peeked deeper into the darkening woods, but none of them seemed to hear it. Maybe it was my connection to alchemy that allowed me to understand and feel all of these things, but… how and why?  
 
    “No?” the bear-girl shook her head. “I can’t hear anything.”  
 
    “I can’t, either,” Valerie murmured.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I grunted. “Let’s go this way… The feeling is pulling me in this direction.”  
 
    I tramped through the bushes, ducked underneath a low hanging branch, and pushed on deeper into the forest. My women seemed confused by my reaction but followed after me anyway. Before long, I noticed something strange about this forest, and I wondered if there was more to it than a legendary haunting. Out of the corner of my eye, blue lights flickered, but every time I’d turn to face them, they’d disappear. The singing was louder now, but it would stop entirely on an odd note every few minutes.  
 
    My women seemed to notice all of this and stepped closer to crowd around me in a tight formation. I’d heard stories of nymphs and fairies leading travelers deep into forests, but never here in Edenhart. I wondered if this was the work of a mythical creature or something different and darker. Was it something that Kelara did? Was she casting some sort of spell to deter anyone who stepped foot through the forest on this night? 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Rian barked and pointed ahead of us.  
 
    This wasn’t just a flickering blue light in the darkness… it was a full-blown figure shrouded in a royal blue aura. I could clearly tell that the figure was a woman, but her face was devoid of all features when she turned toward us. The song and voice weren’t coming from her, but the figure turned toward the path of weeds ahead of us and pointed with a single, bony finger.  
 
    “Is… Is that a g-g-ghost?” Valerie whimpered, held her tail between two hands, and scuttled behind me.  
 
    “I-I didn’t know they existed,” Josephine cried and clamped onto my shoulders. “C-Charles? Wh-what do we d-do?”  
 
    “I think she wants us to follow her…” I breathed.  
 
    “T-T-That sounds like a v-very bad i-idea, Charles,” the feline-woman shivered.  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I don’t think she wants to hurt us… I think she wants to lead us to Kelara…”  
 
    The figure floated forward a few feet, turned back, and pointed even more feverishly down the weedy path. Its movements were more urgent this time as if it were afraid, and I took a tentative step forward. The specter didn’t move or acknowledge my presence at all, only floated a bit deeper into the woods.  
 
    “Valerie…” I grunted. “I need you to follow after her and find out where Kelara is.”  
 
    “What?” the cat-girl cried. “Why? Why me?”  
 
    “One, your invisibility,” I explained. “You’ll be able to sneak up on her without her seeing. Two, you’re part cat. You’re quieter than the rest of us. Just follow her, find out where Kelara is, and come back to us.”  
 
    “But… but…” the ash-blonde protested and then whispered. “I’m scared.”  
 
    “Valerie, think of it like this,” Daisy soothed. “I read you scary stories every night before bed, don’t I? This is like… living in a scary story, but the ghost in this one doesn’t want to hurt you; it wants to help you.”  
 
    “Yeah, well,” Valerie grumbled. “The ghost stories in those books don’t come to life and make you follow after a creepy faceless woman in the middle of the night!”  
 
    “True,” the brunette nodded. “But… if you do this, you’ll be a hero. What you’re doing is brave… You’re leaving the group behind to help us.”  
 
    “It’ll only be for a little bit,” I promised. “Once you find Kelara, find out what she’s doing and come right back to us. Do you understand? There’s no reason to be afraid. She won’t hurt you. Look at her… She’s harmless.”  
 
    Valerie breathed a heavy sigh, shook out her arms, and then pointed directly into my chest.  
 
    “I’ll only do this because you asked me to,” the feline-woman giggled. “Also… because Daisy said I’m a hero. You better promise to me that we’re never doing anything spooky or scary after this.”  
 
    “Well, I had no idea this would happen, but sure,” I chuckled. “We’ll never go anywhere else scary or spooky if I can help it.”  
 
    “Alrighty, then,” the feline-woman gasped. “Let’s go, creepy-lady. Lead me to wherever you want to take me…”  
 
    The cat-girl lowered herself closer to the ground, stretched out her legs behind her, and then pounced forward silently. The ash-blonde moved so lithely it reminded me of panthers or tigers stalking their unsuspecting prey. She made absolutely no sound as she followed after the floating woman, no crunching leaves or breaking limbs could be heard in the forest.  
 
    “How long do you think it’ll take her to reach Kelara?” Rian asked.  
 
    “I wanted to ask that, too…” Josephine murmured. “Charles, there’s no way that we walked for two hours. We’ve barely been in the forest for… maybe fifteen minutes?”  
 
    “I thought so, too,” I uttered. “There’s no way we could be that close to Kelara yet.”  
 
    “Do you think it was the lovers?” the imp-woman asked. “This is their forest… Where they used to meet in secret. Do you think they… somehow transported us deeper into the forest?”  
 
    “Something like… a wrinkle in time…” Daisy murmured. “But with the layout of land? I swear we just entered the forest only a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “Maybe the spirits killed here are protecting the forest,” Rian offered. “They felt safe here and came for refuge. They could know that our intentions and hearts are pure…” 
 
    “Stranger things have happened,” I grunted. “I wouldn’t be surprised since we just saw a ghost.”  
 
    “If that happened,” the bear-girl muttered. “I wonder how long it’ll take Valerie to come back to us?” 
 
    All four of us stood huddled together for a long time in the falling darkness. I wasn’t sure how long we waited, but the minutes seemed to stretch on for hours. The forest was utterly silent, no birds cawing, no creatures moving around in the underbrush, and certainly no Valerie returning to us. I couldn’t tell if hours had passed or if it’d only been a few minutes, but I held Daisy, Rian, and Josephine close to me in the strange woods.  
 
    I wondered if what we said was true… if the forest had somehow folded beneath our feet and allowed us to pass through it more quickly. I glanced over my shoulder toward where we came from, but it gave me no clue as to what happened. A soft, almost warm breeze brushed my face, and for a second, it felt like a woman’s hand turning my head back to where Valerie disappeared.  
 
    I listened for any sound in the distance, but deafening silence rang through my ears. I glanced down at Rian, Josephine, and Daisy, and all of their eyes were trained on the spot where Valerie had disappeared.  
 
    “How much longer?” Daisy worried. “She must’ve found her by now…”  
 
    “Be patient,” I soothed. “It’s alright. I’m sure she found her way and is just watching what Kelara is doing.”  
 
    “I’m worried about her…” Rian murmured.  
 
    “Why are you worried?” a familiar voice asked.  
 
    A loud thump came from behind us, and we turned to see Valerie crouching on the forest floor. The feline-woman slowly stood, brushed off her hands, and pressed her closed fists to her hips.  
 
    “Thank science,” Daisy gasped, raced forward, and threw her arms around her sister. “We were scared something happened to you.”  
 
    “Nope,” Valerie shook her head. “The ghost lady led me through the forest, and I found Kelara…”  
 
    “What was she doing?” I asked.  
 
    “Uh, well,” the ash-blonde murmured. “I’m not entirely sure… some sort of ritual? She has a bunch of runes painted on the ground, and she’s kneeling in front of it with a bunch of crystals and bowls filled with powders.”  
 
    “What could she be doing?” I breathed. “A summoning spell of some sort?”  
 
    “Well, uh, if that’s what she’s doing,” Valerie forced out. “She was talking to someone the whole time. Someone I couldn’t see or hear, but… I’m sure it was the Queen.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    “The Queen?” I grunted. 
 
    “Well, it’s kind of hard to say since I couldn’t hear the other person,” Valerie stated. “But Kelara kept saying, ‘my love,’ ‘your Highness,’ and ‘my unearthly moon-goddess.’ So, it was pretty easy to guess she’s speaking to the Queen.”  
 
    “But why the summoning circle?” Josephine whispered. “Do you think that Kelara is trying to bring the Queen here? Can she even do that? Is it possible?”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “Summoning circles are only used to evoke spirits of the undead. There’s no way that a mortal could pass through the gates of the unknown and return into the mortal would without dying.”  
 
    “How do you know so much about this?” Valerie murmured.  
 
    “As I said before,” I muttered. “Alchemy and black magic aren’t the same thing, but their processes are similar. You learn a lot of things while traveling and selling wares. You meet a lot of… questionable people who say they’re selling charms and runes when in reality they’re procured through darker means.”  
 
    “I also think that Kelara’s power isn’t a combative one,” the feline-woman explained. “I couldn’t hear the Queen, of course, but Kelara kept confirming things to her as if the Queen is worried. She said things like, ‘I know my power isn’t strong, my love,’ and ‘as soon as I see any sign of trouble, I will return to you.’“  
 
    “Was the summoning circle activated?” I asked, and from the way Valerie’s lips twisted, I knew she didn’t understand what I meant.  
 
    “Huh?” the feline-woman asked. “Activated?”  
 
    “Sorry,” I shook my head. “Was there any light coming out of the sigils painted across the ground? Usually, the light will flow through the cracks of the lines.”  
 
    “No,” the ash-blonde shook her head. “She had a few lamps but nothing like that. Also, she told the Queen it took her hours to get to the Crying Tree. She said she came here as soon as she left Edony’s manor, but it shouldn’t have taken her all day… It only took us a few minutes, didn’t it? What does that mean?” 
 
    I glanced over at Daisy, Josephine, and Rian, and they’re faces told me everything I needed to know.  
 
    “We think it’s something to do with the spirits that reside here,” Daisy explained. “I told Charles earlier that we should’ve been walking for much longer than we were… but we got here in less than fifteen minutes. That’s not normal or natural, and now you’re saying that it took Kelara hours?”  
 
    “The spirits knew that our intentions were pure,” Rian barked. “And they sensed that Kelara’s weren’t. They tried everything they could to keep her out, but she persisted until she found it.”  
 
    “Then we have no other choice,” I grumbled. “We have to go in there and attack. Not only for us but for the spirits who live here. They are on our side, and all they want is to be left in peace.” 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Rian asked. “We bust in, knock her out, and drag her back to the horses?”  
 
    “No, we have to be more organized than that,” I chuckled. “You can throw a few fireballs, but we can’t kill her or injure her. If she’s speaking the Queen right now, she’ll tell her what’s happening, and then we’ll have the whole capital after us. I say we sneak up on her and confront her directly… Josephine, maybe control her body, so she can’t run away.”  
 
    “Oh, oh, oh!” Valerie giggled, raised a hand into the air, and jumped from foot to foot. “I’ve been working on something preeetty special. Do you think I can use it? I’ll go in first, confuse the hell out of her, and then all of you can move in.”  
 
    “What have you been practicing?” I asked. “I want to make sure that there’s no possible way that this can backfire.”  
 
    “Well, I haven’t come up with an official name for it yet,” the feline-woman explained. “But let’s call it ‘mirroring.’ Remember when I turned all of you invisible back in Ortensia’s dorm? It’s kiiiind of like that, but… the exact opposite. I can duplicate my body multiple times like a bunch of mirrors. The most copies I’ve created of myself at one time was… ten? But after a while, it’s exhausting, and I can only do three or four. If I did that, maybe raced around the outer perimeter of the Crying Tree, Kelara would have to get up and investigate. Then all of you jump out and knock her around a bit.” 
 
    “That sounds perfect,” I chuckled. “Lead us to where she is, and then the rest of us will hang back.”  
 
    “Sure,” the feline-woman nodded, turned, and silently stepped through the brush. “It’s this way.”  
 
    We followed after her and tried not to make too much noise, but I wasn’t entirely sure how the feline-woman stayed utterly silent the entire time. Her ears laid flat against her head, and one of them occasionally lifted, twitched, and then dropped. The strange sensation washed over me again, and I felt the tug in the middle of my chest, but this time, it felt more desperate. I saw the blue flickering lights in the corners of my eyes again, and I wondered if this was the work of the spirits shortening our trek toward the Crying Tree.  
 
    We had to move slowly, but the same eerie aura hung around our shoulders as if we were passing through time and space. I couldn’t explain it or understand it but silently thanked the lovers’ spirits for allowing us to pass through the forest safely. The two specters knew why we were here, and I fully believed that they understood we fought for the same reasons they had.  
 
    “She’s over here,” Valerie mouthed, lowered herself closer to the ground, and crept forward. “Just beyond those trees.”  
 
    I kept my eyes glued to the ground to make sure I made no noise until I stood beside the feline-woman. I bent my knees and lowered myself closer to the ash-blonde. The stunning cat-girl reached forward, grabbed a branch, and lowered it so I could see into the small clearing beyond. I saw the fated trees, the mighty oak, and the smaller linden knotted together, and Kelara knelt in front of them.  
 
    The turban-wearing woman whispered soft words to herself all the while mixing a small potion in a wooden bowl. She held the bowl with both hands and then poured the scarlet mixture over the summoning circle in front of her. It was some sort of ritual that I didn’t recognize or understand, but Kelara clearly spoke to someone we couldn’t see. I was almost sure that her power was some sort of telepathy, and we couldn’t stop her from speaking directly to the Queen… but we could force her to shut her mouth. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder toward Josephine, and the heiress seemed to understand what I meant. The honey-blonde stalked forward, knelt between Valerie and me, and then concentrated on Kelara’s face. The tattooed woman’s voice slowed for a second, and then her lips closed with a resounding snap. Kelara’s hands flew through the air, landed on her face, and attempted to pry her mouth open, but nothing happened. Low groans and grunts muffled through her tight lips, but no audible words slipped out. With Kelara’s connection to the Queen severed, I nodded toward Valerie, and the feline-woman immediately faded out of view.  
 
    “Hide behind the trees,” the cat-girl whispered. “I’m going to draw her out of the clearing.”  
 
    I nodded, positioned myself behind the nearest largest tree, and then signaled for the others to do the same. Josephine kept her eyes glued to Kelara and stepped behind a tree to the right all the while maintaining the same level of concentration. If the heiress wavered for a second, the connection would be broken, and Kelara would scream to the Queen for help.  
 
    I watched for Valerie, but the feline-woman didn’t appear for a long time, and Kelara sat on the ground, clutching her throat and tearing at her lips. Then I felt it… the dried ferns to my left shifted, and a humanoid shape skipped past with a light giggle. Kelara’s hands dropped from her throat and slammed down onto the ground in front of her. The tattooed woman observed the forest, spotted Valerie’s blurred shape, but right as she caught it, another Valerie appeared and skipped in the opposite direction.  
 
    “Akerla,” Valerie whispered. “Akerrrrla.”  
 
    The turban-wearing woman’s eyes widened, and a muffled shriek escaped her lips, but she couldn’t fight against the hold Josephine had over her. The tattooed woman shakily stood and whipped around as she tried to search out the feline-woman for a second time.  
 
    “I knoooow your name,” the ash-blonde whooped. “I know who you arrre, Akerla Outebane! Consort to the Queeeen!”  
 
    Three more Valeries appeared on the outskirts of the tree-line, and Kelara stumbled toward them with rage in her scarlet eyes. The turban-wearing woman reached one of the copies and swung an arm toward it, but her hand passed right through it. The cat-girl’s delighted laughter vibrated through the forest, and all of her copies hopped backward, skipped through the ferns, and led the spy out of the clearing.  
 
    I pressed myself against the back of the tree and held my breath as Kelara followed after Valerie’s copies. The tattooed woman didn’t even notice me or any of my other women; she followed all of the versions of the feline-woman as they skipped through the tall, yellowing grass. Kelara mumbled something through her lips, but it was so jumbled that none could make out what she was saying.  
 
    Valerie turned back with a loud cackle of laughter, leaned in close, and asked in unison with her clones.  
 
    “Sorry,” the ash-blonde sneered. “I can’t understand you. Can you repeat that?”  
 
    I took a step forward away from the tree right as Kelara reached around her back. The tattooed woman fumbled with the strange, knotted ropes that clothed her and produced a small, silver dagger. We already guessed that the spy’s abilities were useful in a fight, and it didn’t surprise me that she’d brought a weapon just in case.  
 
    Valerie didn’t know that Kelara had a weapon, though I couldn’t totally be sure the feline woman in front of the spy was the real Valerie. Kelara would either slash through the copy of the cat-girl like before, or she’d injure my monster-woman, but… I wasn’t going to allow that to happen either way.  
 
    Valerie’s blue eyes landed on me over Kelara’s shoulder, and I felt an unfamiliar sensation washed over me. I felt as if my cells divided, and I was being pulled into two different directions. I blinked my eyes out of reflex, and when I peeked out of the corners of my eyes, two people stood beside me… then I realized they were two copies of me. I had no time to stand there and marvel at what happened, I had to act.  
 
    I stepped forward and made sure that my boots made a lot of noise. Kelara tentatively turned but kept her body facing both of us in case either of us attacked.  
 
    “Marles Mayburn,” Kelara mumbled through her closed lips.  
 
    I knew exactly what she said that time since it was a garbled version of my name. Kelara jabbed forward with the knife but couldn’t figure out which version of me to attack. Her eyes swiveled between me and the clone of me to the right for a second. The tattooed woman lunged forward, but before I could step back, a wall of flames separated the two of us. For a second, the heat beat at my face, and I thought to myself that the flames were incredibly loud, but then I realized it was the sound of Kelara screaming in pain.  
 
    The fire disappeared immediately, and when Kelara came into view, she hunched over and held the burned arm to her chest. The dagger in her hands clattered to the forest floor, and Rian raced forward, kicked it out of the way, and held up both of her tensed hands in front of her. Josephine and Daisy stepped out of the shadows and fell into formation to create a tight circle around the tattooed woman.  
 
    Kelara’s eyes fell on Josephine, and finally, the turban-wearing woman understood why she was unable to speak. With her injured arm held tightly to her chest, Kelara took a staggering step toward the heiress, but Josephine didn’t waver. Instead, the honey-blonde paced forward, her features hardened, and she lifted her right hand into the air.  
 
    “Not a step closer, Kelara,” Josephine barked. “You know what my power is, don’t you? I am in control of your body. Every muscle, and every organ… they obey my command, not yours.”  
 
    Josephine’s orange, cat-like eyes burned with a heat I’d never seen before, and the honey-blonde gritted her teeth as she went on.  
 
    “Did you know that your throat is almost entirely comprised of muscles?” Josephine asked. “There are about fifty different ones spanning from the back of your neck to the front. Did you know that your larynx is only about four to five centimeters wide as it is long? Such a small space for the number of muscles surrounding it… Now… Imagine if all of those muscles contracted at once… How small do you think the larynx would become? Let me ask you another question, Kelara. If I flexed all of the muscles in your neck, do you think you could breathe? Do you want to find out? Come closer… Let’s find out…”  
 
    I’d never seen Josephine like this before, and I wondered for half a second if this was the same person who’d been afraid back at the manor. The heiress was utterly fearless, and it finally seemed that all of the pent-up anger at the other aristocrats finally started to pour out. Kelara took a step away from the heiress, but another wall of fire blazed directly behind her, and the tattooed woman jumped away.  
 
    “You came into this thinking that Charles was an ordinary brute,” Josephine barked. “A brute that you could snuff out of existence with little to no uproar. Is that anything like you imagined, Kelara? You think the Queen protects you, don’t you? Then where is she? She sent you out here with no protection and still expected you to face Charles head-on. Did you think we wouldn’t put up a fight? Where is your Queen, Kelara? She’s certainly not here. I’ll tell you since you can’t exactly answer me right now. Your Queen is hiding away in her castle. She doesn’t care about you. If she had, she would’ve sent someone along with you for protection. Do you think she loves you? You wouldn’t do that to someone you love.”  
 
    “Give up now,” Daisy boomed. “We have you surrounded, and there’s no escape. You can’t even call out to your precious Queen in your time of need… How sad is that…”  
 
    “Don’t worry, Kelara,” I chuckled, stepped forward with my clones, and spread my arms wide. “Everything is alright… Everything will be fine. Once we’re finished, you won’t remember that this happened, and you’ll get to live a life full of bliss and happiness.”  
 
    Kelara whipped around and faced me, but it didn’t seem like the spy would back down any time soon. Daisy stared at me over the turban-wearing woman’s shoulders, silently stepped closer, and knit her fingers over Kelara’s head. I prayed that the bear-girl wouldn’t put too much force behind the strike… I’d seen the damage that those two hands could bring, and our objective here wasn’t to kill the tattooed-woman. Daisy brought her hands down in a slow swing, and Kelara felt the change in the air but didn’t have time to move out of the way.  
 
    The brunette’s hands slowed inches away from the crown of Kelara’s head, and a loud crack exploded through the forest. The forced air hit the turban-wearing woman, and instantly her eyes rolled back in her head. The spy fell to the side in a pile of limbs, and all of us standing in the circle took a collective sigh.  
 
    “That was surprisingly easier than I thought,” Valerie murmured. “I thought she was going to try to kill us all, but… I had no idea she would go down that easily. Daisy, what kind of move was that? You only hit her with air? What happened?”  
 
    “Changed the pressure around her head,” Daisy chuckled. “Kind of like… an altitude change? It was so fast that she couldn’t breathe, and no oxygen reached her brain, so she passed out.” 
 
    “How long do you think it’ll last?” I asked. “Long enough to get back to the manor?”  
 
    “No idea,” Daisy replied. 
 
    “Well, if it doesn’t,” I chuckled. “Daisy could always do it again. Now… let’s get her out of here before she does wake up.”  
 
    I stepped forward, rolled Kelara over onto her side, and threw her over my shoulder after we searched her for weapons. The spy was dead weight and didn’t move at all as I trudged forward through the forest. All of my women followed after me in the darkness, and again, I felt as if the ground beneath our feet shrunk and folded in on itself. When we arrived, we’d only spent fifteen minutes walking, and I wondered how long it would take us to get back out.  
 
    I didn’t have to ponder for long because within a few minutes of walking, I spied the tree-line right where we’d entered. I swiveled my eyes back toward the forest and spied the ghostly silhouette who’d guided us to Kelara, but this time, there was another shape with her; a man’s. The two spirits stood between two trees and stayed absolutely still for a moment, but as I stepped out onto the gravel of the road, both of them bowed their heads. Suddenly, the forest floor seemed to reel and then rolled backward, and the two shapes were lost between tree trunks that hadn’t been there a second ago.  
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured to the two spirits. “Thank you for helping us.”  
 
    I breathed a heavy sigh and then crossed toward the wagon across the road. My women raced toward it, and Rian, Valerie, and Josephine hopped into the back while Daisy climbed up into the front seat. I lowered the hatch of the cart, laid Kelara’s unconscious body down, and then slid her in with a soft shuffle. I hurried to the front and climbed in beside the bear-girl before grabbing the reins in my hands. I smacked them gently across the horses’ backs and guided them around in the direction of home.  
 
    “We’ll take the back roads home again,” I uttered. “I don’t want to get caught by Edony or her guards. It’ll be longer than going straight through, but if she wakes up… Daisy, do your thing.”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” the brunette nodded and turned to stare down at the body in the back.  
 
    “I can’t believe those ghosts helped us…” Valerie breathed. “I thought that all spirits were evil and out to hurt people.”  
 
    “Not all of them, I guess,” I chuckled. “I fully believe that those two would’ve tried to hurt us if we were any other people. They somehow knew what we stand for, and they allowed us to pass. You heard what Valerie said… it took hours for Kelara to finally reach the Crying Tree, and I’m sure she battled their attacks the entire way there.”  
 
    “They knew what we stand for,” Rian nodded. “They understood that we were fighting exactly what they died for… the freedom to love each other without persecution. They understood us better than anyone in this city… I’m glad they allowed us to pass, and I wish there were something we could do for them.”  
 
    “They’re together now,” I soothed. “For all of eternity. That’s the one good thing that came out of both of them dying. They were separated for so long… I don’t think they mind being tied to the earth like this as long as they’re allowed to be together.”  
 
    “I honestly believe that we wouldn’t have made it through without their help,” Josephine smiled. “I wish we’d gotten to stay longer and look at the Crying Tree. It was so beautiful, and people rarely find it out here without being attacked.”  
 
    We reached the end of a big bend, and I pulled off onto the side road we’d taken on our way here. The streetlamps in between buildings burned a little brighter this time, and I could make out more aristocrats moving to and from different taverns while they drank their fill when I suddenly saw it… Four lines of soldiers marching in time down the middle of the street and in front of them… Edony rode on the back of a white stallion.  
 
    The Duchess held her cane in the crook of her arm and lifted it into the air to scream something to her guards. The men broke formation, bolted forward, and raced inside different buildings. I assumed they were performing raids in case Kelara shacked up with any of the aristocrats who lived or owned businesses in town. They wouldn’t find her there… she laid unconscious in the back of my wagon at this very moment.  
 
    Edony kicked her horse’s sides with her heels, and the beast took over down the brick-paved road. I wondered where she was headed and if she had a specific location in mind, but it didn’t matter anyway. By the end of the night, Kelara or Akerla Outebane would cease to exist, and a brand new monster-girl would be born.  
 
    I sighed softly under my breath and hoped that once the new monster-girl came into existence, all of our problems would disappear… or would for at least a little bit. I was so tired, and I felt as if I hadn’t slept in ages, but I had no other choice than to keep going.  
 
    “Did you see Edony?” Valerie murmured. “Through the buildings?”  
 
    “Yes,” Rian grunted. “On the white horse? Who does she think she is? Some sort of knightess in shining armor? It’s not like she’s out to save Edenhart anyway…”  
 
    “What Charles said earlier made me think,” the feline-woman mused. “Having Edony on our side isn’t all bad. She promised to train us and hone our skills, and that’s nice? I mean, she can be a little overbearing and downright annoying, but she has a lot of skills that we can use in the future. Not only that… and I hate to admit this, but she’s gorgeous. That’s what I was going to say when I saw her on the horse… She looks like a fairytale.”  
 
    “Yes, she is pretty,” I agreed. “But she’s conniving, cunning, sly, and malicious. All of her bad traits outweigh the good ones, and until she’s one of us, we can’t let our guard slip for even a second. Edony is too smart for her own good… that’s why I’m so cautious and apologetic with everything we do.”  
 
    “It kind of makes me mad how stunning she is,” Daisy laughed. “Every time I think of villainous people, I think of those from stories. Hunched over crones with hook noses in all black robes.” 
 
    “With warts!” Valerie giggled. “And biiig bellies!”  
 
    “Sounds more like Delphine than Edony,” I chuckled. “Now that woman was a villain out of a storybook. She was… grotesque.”  
 
    “Yes, she was,” the feline-woman nodded. “I felt so sorry that you had to go into her house and attempt to seduce her… She was so ugly. Her poor consorts had to have sex with her, blech! Gross!”  
 
    “Ortensia was pretty,” Daisy offered. “In a way… a dominating way. She looked like she knew how to kill you in thirty different ways and would do them without hesitation.”  
 
    “She probably could,” I chortled. “I’m so surprised that we managed to pull that one off… Maybe that’s where Rian gets her fiery personality.”  
 
    “Maybe,” the imp-woman shrugged. “Or it was from my past life as an imp… Who knows?”  
 
    “The only person we never got to know was the prisoner we used for you, Valerie,” I stated. “But we know that she was a harlot… but she did shout some pretty disgusting things right before I threw the switch.”  
 
    “People say a lot of things when they’re afraid,” Daisy nodded. “Ortensia promised not to tell anyone but… she once worked for the Queen. Hell, she might have been a spy just like Kelara for all we know.”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I believe that Ortensia was nothing more than a soldier that served in her army, lost her eye from a tragic accident, and then was given a job here out of pity from the Queen.”  
 
    “Wait,” the brunette murmured. “Did Ortensia say when she lost her eye, it was a rogue brute? But like… an augmented brute?”  
 
    “I believe so,” I nodded. “Why?”  
 
    “Does that mean… there could be others out there like us? It couldn’t have been Edony or your super-soldiers. Someone had to create them and attack the Queen…”  
 
    “You know, I thought about that,” I grunted. “But I never came up with a solution. It couldn’t have been Edony since we were working together at that time… but it easily could’ve been someone else. Though I bet it was nothing more than an assassination attempt and not a group of people who believe the same things as us.”  
 
    “Well…” Josephine interjected. “That might not be true…”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “You already know that I’m part of a secret society of Harlots…” the heiress explained. “But a lot of them are accomplished women… some of them are doctors and renowned scientists… It could’ve easily been one of my ranks, and I would’ve never known. A lot of the missions that they go on are so secret and only known as codenames. I could ask around? Send out a few letters to some of my comrades?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Do that and see if it was one of them. I’d really like to know if someone had the same idea as Edony but for other reasons.”  
 
    “Hey!” Valerie cried. “We’re almost home!”  
 
    I lifted my head and gazed up the hill toward the manor. All the candles we’d left in the window still burned, and from this distance away, I could make out the silhouettes of the soldier’s tents. We’d given them large doses to keep them asleep until morning, and I highly doubted that any of them had woken up yet.  
 
    Once we reached the top of the hill, we maneuvered through the path we’d created earlier and made it back to the carriage house. Rian and I worked together to unhitch the horses and got them back into their respective stalls. When we finished, I moved toward the back of the wagon to grab Kelara, but she wasn’t there.  
 
    Oh, science…. Ooooooh science.  
 
    Panic immediately beat in my brain, and my heart pounded in my chest as I glanced toward Rian. The black-haired beauty tilted her head and hurried over but stopped in her tracks as she noticed the empty wagon bed.  
 
    “W-Where?” the imp-woman gasped. “S-She couldn’t have escaped… We… We were right here.” 
 
    “What?” Valerie appeared from the stairs and tilted her head. “What’s happening?”  
 
    “Kelara,” I grunted. “She’s missing…”  
 
    “What?” the cat-girl asked. “No, she’s not. Daisy carried her downstairs while you and Rian put the horses away. We’re all super excited about the experiment, so we took her down without telling you. Daisy put her into Compartment B, and Josephine is keeping an eye on her in case she wakes up.” 
 
    “Oh,” I cried. “Thank science! I didn’t want to spend the rest of the night chasing after her… again.”  
 
    “Nope,” the ash-blonde giggled. “She’s tucked away in the machine. I just came up to check if you were coming down.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “We’re coming.”  
 
    The three of us moved down the stairs and entered the lit laboratory. Daisy spoke to A.B. while Josephine stood at the door to Compartment B and stared through the glass window. All we needed to do now was load the nix into compartment A, add my blood to the third compartment, and throw the switch. 
 
    I moved toward the tank where we held the tiny creature, grabbed the glass we’d used earlier in the day, and rolled my right sleeve. I dipped my hand into the cold water and caught the nix within the glass. Before the tiny beast could escape, I pulled the cup out of the water and held it aloft. The nix raced through the water and beat at the glass for any means of escape. A soft song reached my ears, but it was so soft that it was barely audible.  
 
    I opened the door to Compartment A, placed the glass containing the nix on the corrugated floor, and then closed it with a soft click. I glanced over at Josephine, but the heiress kept her eyes glued inside of the small room. I opened the doors to Compartment C and glared down at the space for a second. I brought my right hand to my face and then paused before I bit down on the webbing between my pointer finger and thumb. Blood flowed into my mouth, and I spit it out onto the floor before I held my hand into the third compartment. Large, scarlet droplets fell from the cut and landed on the copper paneling in small pools.  
 
    “One… Two… Three…” I counted down. “Alright, that’s enough. Josephine, is Kelara still unconscious?”  
 
    “Yes,” the honey-blonde nodded. “She doesn’t seem close to waking up.”  
 
    “Let us proceed,” I grinned, crossed the room, and stood next to the paneling. “Over here, everyone.”  
 
    Daisy, Valerie, Rian, and Josephine came to stand beside me, and I reached above my head toward the switch. I breathed in deeply and then turned to the four women beside me.  
 
    “Ready?” I asked.  
 
    “Ready!” Valerie sang. 
 
    “Ready.” Rian nodded.  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” Daisy grinned.  
 
    “Oh, I’m so excited,” Josephine giggled. “Go on, Charles! We’re waiting!”  
 
    I swung the giant lever down into its cradle, and electricity crackled to life. All of the bulbs above our heads flickered on with a low hum, the sound rose in our ears as blinding white light poured out of all three of the compartments, and all of us squinted against it. I physically felt the electricity pass from the panel of lights and switches, passed through the thick, snaking wires across the floor, and finally reached my machine. 
 
    “Oh, my heavens,” Josephine gasped. “It’s so… it’s so beautiful… I’ve never seen anything like it.”  
 
    “See?” Valerie giggled. “Isn’t it everything we said and more? This is why we get so excited about our new sisters!”  
 
    The pistons at the top of the machine moved so quickly that they were blurs through the air, and greyish smoke billowed out of the valves. The noise coming from my machine heightened to a single pitch and almost sounded like an opera singer’s warbling voice. If I’d been a weaker man, the transformation process would’ve brought me to tears because of how beautiful it was. The blinding white light intensified to such a pinnacle that I squinted against it in pain and then bent down closer to the ground.  
 
    “Close your eyes!” I shouted above the noise. “If you look now, it’ll burn your retinas, and you’ll never be able to see again!” 
 
    Loud clangs and the whirring of the slowing pistons reached my ears as I slowly reopened my eyes. Like all the other times before, the entire laboratory was filled with choking smoke, and I hurried to open one of the windows above our heads.  
 
    “Is… Is it finished?” Josephine coughed. “Oh my, it’s so smoky in here.”  
 
    “Yes,” I grunted. “It’s finished.”  
 
    “Now, we hang back while Charles goes to check the last compartment,” the feline-woman explained. “It’s essential because the new monster-girl has to imprint on him or something like that.”  
 
    I crept toward the third compartment with light feet, stared into the foggy window for any sign of life, and then reached out for the door handle. My hand gripped onto the metal handle, swiveled down, swung the door open, and then I stared inside as the smoke billowed out. A soft sound came from inside, almost like singing but in a language that I couldn’t understand. I wafted the smoke away from my face, focused my eyes, and then grunted at the beautiful sight in front of me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Just like my other monster-girls, the woman sitting on the floor before me was one of the most gorgeous women I'd ever seen. Her long, pin-straight hair was turquoise and came all the way down to the middle of her back. Her large, almond-shaped eyes were icy blue and so light that they were almost the color of ice. Her long lashes brushed at her cheeks, and the ears sticking out of her hair were long and pointed at the tip just like the nix before her.  
 
    The nix-woman's breasts were enormous, larger than any of my other women's, her waist was tiny, but the skin sloped down to large, round hips. Her skin, which I would've expected to be a light milky color, was tanned and looked buttery-smooth to the touch.  
 
    The turquoise-haired woman lifted her head, blinked once, and then her lips spread into a wide smile as if she'd known me her entire life.  
 
    "You…" the nix-woman murmured. "I know you, don't I? I feel… warm and wet when I look at you. Love? Do I love you?"  
 
    Her voice was higher pitched though a little raspy, and she reached out to me with a perfectly formed hand. I took it, and her hand was cooler to the touch than I'd expected.  
 
    "Yes," I murmured. "You do know me. I'm Charles Rayburn."  
 
    "Charles," the nix-woman repeated. "Rayburn."  
 
    "Quite dawdling," A.B. cried. "Bring her out!"  
 
    "Bring her out!" Valerie chanted. "Bring her out!"  
 
    "Are you ready to meet your new family?" I asked. "They're dying to meet you."  
 
    "Family?" the nix-woman tilted her head.  
 
    "Yes," I grinned. "We're a family. Me, you, and the rest of the people waiting out there."  
 
    "As long as I'm with you, Charles Rayburn," the turquoise-haired woman purred. "I will always have a family."  
 
    I led the nix woman out of the compartment, and a collective gasp exploded out of all of my women. Valerie was the first to race forward and took the nix’s hands in her own. The feline-woman leaned her head back to stare into the turquoise-haired woman’s face and then grinned excitedly.”  
 
    “This is Valerie,” I gestured toward the ash-blonde. “She’s your oldest sister. She’s the first monster-girl that came into existence.”  
 
    “Monster-girl?” the nix-woman asked. “Is that what I am?”  
 
    The tanned woman pressed a hand to her enormous chest, glanced at each of her sisters, and then turned her head toward me.  
 
    “Yes,” I smiled. “A monster-girl. You were created through an experimental process from a nix and an aristocratic woman.”  
 
    “You are nature defying itself,” the bear-girl breathed. “A feat that no other man has accomplished and that very man stands beside you… Charles Rayburn.”  
 
    The nix-woman’s icy blue eyes swiveled over to me, and she regarded me for a second. Her lips pressed into a firm line, and she crossed her arms over her chest but nodded approvingly.  
 
    “Yes,” the nix-woman nodded. “I can tell he’s a very astute man, and I will love him until the end of time. We will join together as a unit and produce many offspring that will one day rule the world.”  
 
    “That’s my kind of girl!” Rian cackled. “We all shall bear Charles’ children and overrun this town with human/animal hybrids!”  
 
    “That’s Rian,” I chuckled. “She’s the closest in age to you.”  
 
    “I’m Daisy,” the bear-girl smiled, stepped forward, and offered her sister a hand. “I’m the second oldest monster-girl.”  
 
    “And that’s it for the monster-girls,” I grunted.  
 
    “What about the other woman?” the nix-woman asked. “The pretty blonde with the sorrowful eyes?”  
 
    I turned, and Josephine sat up straight, blinked out of confusion, and pressed a hand to the middle of her chest.  
 
    “Me?” the heiress asked. “Sorrowful eyes?”  
 
    “Yes,” the turquoise-haired woman nodded. “You are so stunning, but half of it is the sad, forlorn look in your eyes. Are you sad to see me? I have this strange feeling in the middle of my chest… As if you are upset at me.”  
 
    “No,” Josephine sighed and smiled. “I’m thrilled that you are here. I’m a little sad because I wish to have the same things as you… I want so badly to become a monster-girl, too, but I’ve accepted the fact that I can’t do that for a little while longer.”  
 
    “I am very sorry for you,” the nix-woman murmured. “But I treasure getting to know you before you go through the transformation process.”  
 
    “My name’s Josephine,” the honey-blonde smiled, crossed the room, and opened her arms to the nix. “It’s wonderful to meet my newest and youngest sister.”  
 
    “Technically,” I chuckled. “You’ll be the youngest sister by the time we transform you.”  
 
    “But I’m clearly the oldest female here,” the heiress giggled. “They all look as if they are in their early twenties.”  
 
    “If we’re being technical here,” Daisy interrupted. “I’m the oldest one here. Delphine was at least in… her early sixties while Valerie and Rian’s hosts were in their mid-twenties.”  
 
    “Hey, hey, hey,” a familiar voice whined. “Enough about who’s the oldest here, I have yet to receive a proper introduction.”  
 
    “Ah, of course,” I snorted. “And this is Abraham Benjamin, or as we like to call him, A.B..”  
 
    “Good ol’ A.B. Norman,” the brain crooned. “Oh, you can hear me, too! I’m so sad that Josephine can’t hear me, but you can! Soooo, what’s your name, pretty lady?”  
 
    “Name?” the nix-woman asked. “What is a name?”  
 
    “Oh,” I chuckled. “A name is what we call you as. Like all of my women, I have Valerie, Daisy, and Rian. All of them either picked out their names, or I did.”  
 
    “Do I have a name?” the turquoise-haired woman asked. “I haven’t heard you refer to me as anything.”  
 
    “No,” I smiled. “You don’t have a name yet, but we can try to figure one out now, or we can give you a few days.” 
 
    “No,” the nix shook her head. “I want to do it now. This body is my own, and I’d like to bond it with a brand new name. I don’t remember what my name was before, and I’d like something to make this vessel wholly mine.”  
 
    “Alright!” Valerie cheered. “I think it should be a feminine name! Something pretty and flowery!”  
 
    “Are you trying to say that some of our names aren’t girly?” Rian cackled.  
 
    “I’m literally named after a flower,” Daisy chuckled. “Is that flowery enough for you!” 
 
    “No, that’s not what I meant!” The feline-woman shook her head. “Not at all! I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings! It’s just when I look at our new sister, I get these feminine feelings from her.”  
 
    “No, I’m just messing with ya,” the imp-woman cackled. “I get the same feelings off of her, too.” 
 
    “I think she should be named something uncommon,” Josephine offered. “Something rare…”  
 
    “Polphymino,” Rian blurted out.  
 
    “No,” Valerie frowned. “Too long and a little weird…”  
 
    “Understandable,” the imp-woman nodded. “It means, ‘Blood-lust’ in imp language.”  
 
    “Not really feminine and flowery,” the cat-girl laughed.  
 
    “Hey now,” Rian pouted. “Most of the women in the impdom are those who fight battles and bring back the heads of our enemies. Polphymino is a beautiful and rich name full of history.”  
 
    “I’m sure it is,” Daisy chuckled. “But I don’t think it’s a proper fit for our new sister. What do you think?”  
 
    The bear-girl turned toward the nix, and the turquoise haired-woman shook her head. 
 
    “See?” Valerie gestured vaguely toward her new sister.  
 
    “Fine,” Rian shrugged. “We will agree to disagree.”  
 
    “Kelise,” Daisy mumbled, tapped her chin, and then turned toward the nix-woman with a raised eyebrow. “Or Kelisa.” 
 
    The nix-woman’s eyebrows raised, and a smile twinged at the corners of her lips, but ultimately, she shook her head.  
 
    “We’re getting close,” I mused. “Keilani… Katelaya… Kimora… Kleeia.”  
 
    The nix’s eyes widened, and she jabbed toward my chest with a pointed finger excitedly.  
 
    “That one!” the turquoise-haired woman shouted. “That one!”  
 
    “Kleeia?” I repeated. “You like that one?”  
 
    “Yes!” the nix-woman nodded. “That’s the one! It’s pretty, it’s flowery, and it’s rare… isn’t it?”  
 
    “I’ve never heard of it before,” Daisy chuckled. “But it is pretty, and it suits you.”  
 
    “Oooooh, Clee-eye-ah!” Valerie grinned. “Where did that name come from, Charles? Did you pick it off the top of your head?”  
 
    “I think I read it in a book somewhere,” I chuckled. “It was an ancient book, probably similar to those that Josephine reads, and I liked it. The name stuck in my brain for a long time, and here she is, Kleeia come to life.”  
 
    “I love it,” Keelia sighed. “And I love it even more because it’s you who picked it out, Charles… It’s such a beautiful name, and I’m so glad you gave it to me.”  
 
    “So,” Daisy smiled. “Time for the examination now?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “A.B., will you take notes?”  
 
    “As always, Doctor Rayburn,” the brain shouted. “I am ready and waiting for your instructions.”  
 
    “Alright, Keelia,” I murmured, guided the nix-woman over to the porcelain table, and gestured for her to climb on top of it. “We’re going to do a couple of tests. Just to see how you compare to my other women and your average human aristocrat. Do you understand?”  
 
    “Yes,” the nix-woman nodded. “What kind of tests? Will you require me to stretch out? Like thiiiiis?”  
 
    Kleeia arched her back, lifted her enormous breasts into the air, and then moaned airly with her eyes glued to my face. The nix-woman ran a hand down between her breasts, snaked down to her taut belly, and then rested right above her bare pubic mound.  
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled. “I hoped we wouldn’t have to put a lab coat on you, but… I guess we do.”  
 
    “Do you not like me like this?” Kleeia pouted. “I can show you more… if you’d like, Charles. Maybe that’ll make you more comfortable.”  
 
    Kleeia laid back onto the cold tabletop, pressed both hands to her womanhood, and then hooked a leg over my shoulder. I gulped loudly at the sight of her lovely pink lips and the wispy blue hair that grew right above her core, but I made myself look away.  
 
    “I assure you,” I breathed. “I like it… very, very much, but right now might not be the appropriate time. I’m sure that later… in a more private setting, we could do anything you like, but now, I have to walk you through the tests that all of my monster-women go through.”  
 
    “Alright, Charlie,” the nix purred. “As long as you keep your promise, and we’re allowed alone time together.”  
 
    “Of course,” I smiled. “All of my women are allowed to… uhm, speak to me privately whenever they want. Now, moving on to the examination.” 
 
    “The examination was our favorite part!” the feline-woman giggled. “Charles puts his hands all over you, and they’re soooo soooooft and waaaarm. Just wait until he touches you in other places! It’s like that sensation but fifty times better!” 
 
    “Enough, Val,” I chuckled. “She’s already persistent enough.”  
 
    Rian crossed the room, snatched up a lab coat from one of the hangers, and brought it over. The red-skinned imp helped Kleeia sit up and slip into the jacket and showed the nix-woman how to button it closed. The lab coat barely helped to cover her up because where the buttons hooked into the fabric, they splayed out and left enormous holes to see through. I grunted under my breath, suppressed the urge to ravage the nix-woman here on the examination table, and scooted the metal table with my instruments on top closer.  
 
    “We’ll start with the eyes,” I smiled. “Is that alright with you, Kleeia?”  
 
    “Do whatever you want to me, Charles,” the nix purred. “I’ll just lay back and enjoy it.”  
 
    If this had been my first experiment, I would’ve been reduced to a stammering, blushing mess, but I was used to comments like that by now. The monster-girls were all born with an overwhelming desire to become my lovers, and as strange as that seemed initially, I had grown more accustomed to it. 
 
    “Do you see that chart on the wall?” I pointed over my shoulder.  
 
    “Yes,” the turquoise-haired woman nodded. “The one with what looks like bodies on it?”  
 
    “Perfect,” I chuckled. “Can you read any line off of the chart? Anything possible?”  
 
    “Which part?” Kleeia asked. “Any part of it?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I shrugged. “Your choice.”  
 
    “Male anatomy,” the nix-woman read. “Lymph nodes, spleen, lungs, pancreas… and there’s small writing down at the bottom. It clearly reads, defacto imbilis regency.”  
 
    “By science,” I chuckled. “Your eyesight is nearly perfect! Only Valerie was able to read that small writing.”  
 
    “I believe it has to with my past life,” Kleeia stated. “Not the woman I was before, but as the water-creature. I needed good eyesight to see through the murky water for prey, and it must’ve transferred over to this body, too.”  
 
    “That’s fantastic,” I grinned. “I had no idea that nixes had such good eyesight. A.B., Patient Four has above-average eyesight. Comparable with that of a feline like Valerie’s.”  
 
    “Got it!” the brain chuckled.  
 
    “Almost makes me feel bad for having all of you removed…” Josephine whispered. “Your kind were eating up all of the rare algae in my pond.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” Kleeia smiled. “I understand why you had to do such a thing, but I have to tell you… the pond where I came from, it’s more than infested with nixes. Thousands of others were just like me. You may have to have them completely removed or accept that now you have your own personal nix pond.”  
 
    “I may have to do that,” the heiress chuckled. “Your kind is very beautiful, and I didn’t realize it until I saw your natural form for the first time in that tank over there.”  
 
    “Kleeia,” I muttered. “I have to ask you this question because I ask every brand-new monster-girl, but do you remember anything from your past? Your human past?”  
 
    “I remember… a woman,” the nix-woman whispered. “She was stunning, with flowing locks of auburn hair and the most striking emerald eyes. Her skin was so buttery smooth and dewy every time I touched her. She was cruel to me, but for some reason, I was fixated on her… She sent me out to this awful desert camp where they beat me, forced me to do things I didn’t want to do, and taught me these horrible tactics for killing other humans. I never picked up another dagger because it frightened me too much… but this woman, she demanded that I serve her in the best way possible… By killing her enemies. I loved her, heart and soul, so I did. I did unspeakable things even though it made me sick. I did all of it for her love and affection, but the more it went on, the worse it got.”  
 
    “Red hair, emerald eyes,” I repeated. “Josephine, does that sound like the Queen?” 
 
    “In her younger days, yes,” the heiress pondered. “But… the Queen is centuries old… Shouldn’t she be a wrinkly old crone by now? No one’s seen her in public for hundreds of years, and the last time, newspapers blasted her for how old and worn out she looked.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kleeia uttered. “Then I should probably mention why she looks like that way… She’s doing something terrible to women… They’re called a strange name, it’s like a whole group of them…” 
 
    “Harlots?” Josephine gasped. “Are they called Harlots?”  
 
    “Yes,” Kleeia murmured. “That’s the word she used to refer to them.”  
 
    “What is she doing with them?” the honey-blonde demanded. “Is she torturing them? What is she doing?”  
 
    “She has another aristocrat with her,” Kleeia explained. “The Queen refers to her as the ‘soul sucker’.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Josephine cried. “Kleeia, what does that mean?”  
 
    “The Queen brings in the Harlots,” the nix-woman explained. “And The Soul Sucker… removes their powers from their bodies and ultimately kills them… And then the Soul Sucker gifts the powers to the Queen…”  
 
    “What…” Josephine gasped, wavered on her feet, and then fell forward. “She’s doing what?”  
 
    Rian, Valerie, and Daisy rushed forward to support their sister, but tears flowed down Josephine’s cheeks freely.  
 
    “The Soul Sucker’s power is essentially that of elimination,” Kleeia explained. “She forcibly takes away their power, and it kills them from the inside out.”  
 
    “My… My colleagues…” the honey-blonde screamed. “No! They weren’t my colleagues! They were my friends! She killed my friends simply because of what they believed in!”  
 
    I moved away from the examination table as Josephine fell to the floor in a sobbing mess. I knelt beside her and took the heiress into my arms. I rubbed her shoulders and calmed her crying for a moment until the blonde leaned away from me. Josephine’s orange eyes burned with a rage I’d never seen before, and the aristocrat hastily wiped the tears away from her face.  
 
    “We have to kill her, Charles,” the heiress barked. “We have to kill her now… I wasn’t sure in the beginning, but she must die for what she’s done. I’ll do it myself if I have to… I don’t care.”  
 
    “I promise you,” I whispered. “We’ll kill her, and her reign of terror will end. Once she’s gone, we will live on together as the rulers of this world. No men will ever have to face persecution for crimes they didn’t commit.” 
 
    “Will we really?” the honey-blonde murmured. “Promise me, Charles, promise me that it will end.”  
 
    “It will,” I nodded. “None of your friends will have to needlessly die for the cause. I promise you that, and I will keep it.”  
 
    Josephine nodded, wiped away the last of her tears, and then shakily stood to her feet. I embraced her for a long moment until a familiar voice cleared its throat awkwardly. 
 
    “So, are we continuing with the examination?” A.B. asked.  
 
    “Josephine,” Kleeia forced out. “I’m so sorry for what happened to your friends… I wish there were something I could’ve done, but… I wasn’t the person I am now, and I was powerless…”  
 
    “I want to say it’s fine,” Josephine forced a smile. “But it’s not… but thank you, I appreciate your kindness. I knew if it were you in place of Kelara, you would’ve spoken out against it, but… that would’ve led to your death, too.”  
 
    “I’m so very sorry,” the nix-woman whimpered. “Is there anything I can do? I know I can’t make it better… but is there anything I can do to make you feel better.”  
 
    “Promise to fight alongside us,” Josephine stated. “Fight for your sisters… Not just us, but all of the Harlot sisters that are losing their lives all over the country. Fight for the men who are persecuted every day just because they were born male… That’s all I ask of you.”  
 
    “Already done,” Kleeia smiled. “I will stand by you and everything you believe in. Charles is my mate, but I belong to my sisters, too.”  
 
    “Why don’t we leave the rest of the examination for another day?” I asked. “I don’t want to continue if tensions are high.”  
 
    “No, not at all,” Josephine shook her head. “I’m fine now, Charles. Proceed with the examination.”  
 
    “Alright,” I smiled and crossed over to the table again. “Sit up straight, I’m going to test your ears now.”  
 
    “Okay, Charles,” Kleeia simpered and pursed her lips. “Whenever you’re ready, my darling.”  
 
    I chuckled under my breath, lifted my right hand behind her left ear, and snapped my fingers. I noticed no change in her slim, pointed ears, but they did wobble ever so slightly. I tested it again with the other ear, and the same thing repeated itself. I clicked my tongue and then moved my hand in front of her. When I snapped my fingers again, her ears wavered even faster, and the nix-woman tilted her head at me curiously. It looked as if the turquoise haired woman listened to the sound as it vibrated forward and then bounced off objects in its path.  
 
    “Is that… some sort of echolocation?” I muttered.  
 
    “Echolocation?” Kleeia asked. “I have absolutely no idea what that is.”  
 
    “It’s a type of hearing,” I explained. “Commonly found in eastern wolf bats and the elusive Valtratic dolphins of the north. They use sound waves to locate objects in their way or prey trying to elude them. It’s primarily used by making some sort of vocal sound and listening afterward, but the movement of your ears just now… it looked exactly how bat-ears do when they’re trying to pinpoint an object. Interesting, so very interesting. Patient Four has echolocation, which means her hearing level is far beyond average. Maybe even surpassing Daisy’s level of hearing. Let’s test your reflexes, shall we?” 
 
    “What do I have to do?” Kleeia asked. “Anything special?”  
 
    “No,” I chortled. “Just scoot forward on the table until your legs hang off… Good, very good. Now, I’m going to tap your knee with this small hammer lightly. Do you see it? See? Nothing too scary.”  
 
    Kleeia’s lips parted, and the nix-woman grinned up at me with a soft giggle. I felt as if I could fall into her eyes if I looked for too long, and I tore myself away. I held the reflex hammer loosely in my hands and then lightly tapped it against her knee. The turquoise-haired woman’s leg was a blur through the air as it shot up and met her shoulder. The lab coat she wore flew open, and her perfectly shaped womanhood flashed before my eyes.  
 
    “Oh… Oh, science,” I gasped and hastily covered my eyes. “Alright… Patient Four’s reaction time is beyond average… Beyond fantastic if I do say so myself.”  
 
    I couldn’t get the image of those legs hooked over my shoulders as I pounded into her out of my mind, and I felt my flaccid penis in my trousers spring to life. I had to hold back… I knew that I couldn’t do anything with my monster-women until they were ready… but, oh, science, Kleeia tempted me more than ever. I kept my hand over my eyes for a few seconds, and the nix-woman’s raspy laughter reached my ears.  
 
    “There’s no reason to be shy, Charles,” Kleeia giggled. “I want you to see all of me… from every angle possible.”  
 
    “I want that, too,” I grinned behind my hand. “But certainly not right now.”  
 
    “Fiiiine,” the nix pouted. “Continue.”  
 
    “Moving on to eyes and mouth,” I uttered, snatched up my small flashlight, and clicked it on. “Open your mouth for me. Yep, exactly like that. Real wiiiiide, there we go… By science!”  
 
    I cupped Kleeia’s chin tenderly in my fingers, shined the light over her perfectly white teeth, and noticed that behind the first row on top and bottom were another set of razor-sharp teeth.  
 
    “What are those?” I asked then reached into her mouth and poked one with my index finger. “They’re like… shark teeth…”  
 
    “What?” Rian asked.  
 
    “Patient Four has a second row of teeth,” I called out. “But these are much sharper and resemble those of sharks. When pulled away from the Patient, the second set is invisible from the outside… That looks like a killer bite, Kleeia. You could do some serious damage with those things.”  
 
    “What are they for?” Daisy asked. “Another nix defense mechanism?”  
 
    “Oh, I believe so,” the nix nodded. “We used to chomp down on some fish when I was smaller, and whole chunks would come out! It was probably my second set of teeth!”  
 
    “Very impressive,” I chuckled. “Now for the eyes.”  
 
    I shifted the position of the flashlight and shined it over her right eye. The pupil immediately dilated, and then I moved the light quickly away. The pupil retracted instantly, and I swiveled my hand toward the other eye. The same reaction happened again, and I nodded to myself.  
 
    “Patient Four’s eyes constrict and retract at the same level as the average human’s does,” I uttered. “We don’t have to take blood, so that’s good. That’s a big relief for you, I guess.”  
 
    “I didn’t mind it anyway,” the feline-woman shrugged her shoulders. “We found out that there is a minuscule amount of your blood in mine, and that’s what makes us… us!”  
 
    “What do we do now?” Kleeia asked. “What’s the next step of the examination?”  
 
    “Oh, it’s over,” I grinned. “See? It wasn’t so bad, was it?” 
 
    “No!” the nix-woman giggled. “Your hands are soft and warm, just like Valerie said! Touch me more, Charles, touuuuuch me!”  
 
    “I will,” I laughed. “But not right now. You’re freshly out of my machine, and you need some time to adjust to the new world. But I promise as soon as you tell me you’re ready, I will do anything you want. Daisy, Valerie, why don’t you two take Kleeia upstairs and find her something to wear? I’m sure there is something in the boxes in the attic she’d like to wear.”  
 
    “I don’t wanna wear anything,” the nix-woman pouted. “Get this lab coat off of me! I’m a nix, I’m supposed to be free!”  
 
    “We all felt the same way,” Rian nodded. “But after you wear clothes for awhile, it feels so natural… Not only that, but it feels so much better having Charles take them off of you.”  
 
    “Oooh!” the turquoise-haired woman crooned. “I like that idea! Alright, take me upstairs and find me some clothes!”  
 
    “What about you, Rian?” I asked. “Any plans for the rest of the evening?”  
 
    “I might go back into the conservatory for a little bit,” the imp-woman smiled. “Then go to bed early. We never know what might hit us in the morning.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I laughed, sighed, and then rubbed at my face. “Thankfully we probably won’t hear from Edony for a few days since she’s out searching for Kelara. Let’s use this time to relax and unwind after these crazy last few days.”  
 
    Daisy and Valerie helped the nix-woman off of the table and then walked with her toward the door. Rian joined them, and all four of my monster-women exited the laboratory. I breathed heavily, sat down on the edge of the examination table, and rubbed my face with my hands.  
 
    “I’m sorry you’re going through this,” Josephine murmured. “It must be so taxing.”  
 
    “It is,” I nodded. “But it’s worth it… We’re working together to create a better future for all of us. I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of that, honestly. It doesn’t matter if I’m exhausted or in pain… As long as the men all over the world get justice for what’s been done to them…”  
 
    “You’re so very brave,” the heiress murmured. “I don’t think I’ve met someone as brave as you. Seeing you with your monster-women, how you treat them, and act around them makes me excited for the future when I’m finally able to join their forces. I can’t wait to be a monster-girl and know all the love that you have to give.”  
 
    “Don’t you feel that already?” I teased. “I love you very much, Josephine.”  
 
    “I know you do,” the honey-blonde chuckled. “But the love they have for you… as an outsider, it feels so… primal. As soon as they step out of your machine, they have an insatiable hunger for you. I would go as far as to say it’s like hungry wolves but in a different sense. They don’t want to taste your flesh; all they want is to be touched and loved by you. I feel the same sensation… but maybe it’s not as intense. I want to know what that feels like, Charles.”  
 
    “I’m sorry I can’t give that to you right now,” I murmured. “You know the predicament we’re in with the Duchess.”  
 
    “I’m not trying to make you feel bad,” Josephine smiled. “What I’m trying to say is… seeing you with them makes me… jealous? No, that’s not the right word for it… Maybe… aroused. When they look at you and see the same things that I do, I feel my body begin to coil like a spring ready to launch itself forward. They speak to you in purring tones, and your forest-green eyes watch them so intently… I see the way you react to me too, and… oh my, it feels electric.”  
 
    “You’re one of my women, too, Josephine,” I stood up from the chair and wrapped my arms around her. “I don’t want you ever to forget that.”  
 
    “Am I?” the heiress purred into my ear. “Then treat like one of your monster-girls, Charles. Ravage me… That’s all I ask.”  
 
    “As you wish,” I grunted.  
 
    I wrapped my arms around her waist, threw her onto the metal examination table, and stepped toward her with my hands around my belt. Josephine leaned back her head and lifted the skirt of her dress to reveal her naked womanhood underneath. The honey-blonde gasped, her rosebud nipples hardened underneath the fabric of her dress, and her orange eyes reached mine lustfully. Her large breasts rose and fell as her hands slipped between her thighs and began to pleasure herself right in front of me. Soft moans and cries rose from her pink lips, and I felt myself harden instantly to the sight of her dripping fingers as they slid in and out of herself.  
 
    “By science,” I grunted. “I want you… I need it…”  
 
    I crossed to her quickly as I undid the belt at my waist, and my underwear fell from my body in a trail to the examination table. Josephine wriggled up onto her knees on the hard porcelain and cupped her pale breasts in her hands. I reached out for her and tweaked one of her pert nipples through her dress, and the honey-blonde cried out softly as she grabbed for me, but I took a step back and made her wait for the pleasure that would be soon upon her. I held my erect penis in my hands, slid my hand over it, and waves of ecstasy washed over me. 
 
    “Charles, please,” the heiress gasped. “Please, ravage me.”  
 
    Josephine laid back and spread open her legs as she exposed her pink sex to me. She knew exactly what she was doing as her hot and sensual eyes rested upon me and the prize between my legs she wanted so much. I fell on her, my hands slammed down on her large breasts, and I attacked her neck with my mouth as I positioned myself above her entrance.  
 
    The honey-blonde cooed and cried out as I teasingly ran the head of my penis over her dripping entrance. She was wet and warm and everything I wanted at this moment, but as she lifted her hips eagerly to slip my cock inside her, I pulled away with a chuckle. She sighed loudly in protest, but I cut her off as I ripped open her dress, freed her large breasts, and took the nipple of her left breast into my mouth.  
 
    One of Josephine’s hands gripped my shoulders as the other slipped down between our bodies and began to move over my throbbing penis. I bit down on the nipple lightly, and she gasped. She gripped onto me harder, and finally, I slammed forward and forced myself into the hot, pulsing walls of her vagina.  
 
    She didn’t moan but instead screamed in pleasure as her legs wrapped around me. I pumped into her harder than I ever had, and her screams rose in height until they vibrated against the laboratory’s walls. Being inside of her was pure bliss, she was so tight and wet that even after a few minutes of pumping made me close to cumming, but I managed to fight it off for now. I leaned back and cradled her legs in the crooks of my elbows as I thrust deep inside her pulsing velvet walls.  
 
    When I gazed down at her, her stunning face was red with passion, and her honey-blonde hair stuck to the sides of her face. She was so beautiful at this moment, even in her frenzied movements, as she brought her hips up to meet mine in each thrust, and I stared down at her in awe. 
 
    “Ohhh, Charles!” Josephine screamed. “Harder! Harder!”  
 
    Her tunnel squeezed and devoured my member, and it felt as if I was made to be inside her. My hips moved slowly, eliciting wispy muffled coos from the heiress’ lips that were still pressed to mine. Her arms encircled my shoulders, her long fingernails digging into the flesh of my back as I moved even quicker within her. We parted from the kiss, and she clung to me, her hips swinging and moving in rhythm with me, quickening the pace.  
 
    She pressed against me and reared her hips in time with me, and I grunted as pleasure rocketed through my abdomen. Her mouth opened, her eyes tightly closed, and her pink tongue moved over the soft flesh of her lips.  
 
    Her pussy tightened and clenched around me, and I had to pause for a second, breathing hard, keeping the orgasm at bay. Everything she did, every move she made, pushed me even closer to climax like the woman bled sex from every pore. She widened her stance and fell back onto the examination table as I pushed my length harder into her. Sweat beaded on my face and shoulders as she screamed. Her free hand grabbed onto the sheets in desperation, and she bucked against me harder.  
 
    Her long, blonde hair fell around her shoulders, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her. The pleasure and ecstasy building in my lower belly in a bundled, tangled mess like the fuses of rockets, ready to be lit and set fire to the sky. I moved my hips faster, thrust into her as she slammed herself up into me. I felt it, the sudden clenching and pulling as she wrapped around me in orgasm.  
 
    Her mouth fell open, her hand slamming down into my shoulder as she feverishly rode it out, kicking and bucking against me. Obscenities fell from her beautiful mouth, and I leaned down on my elbows, pushed farther in her as I helped her orgasm continue up and skyward. I grabbed her by the neck and brought her close to my face and kept my eyes intent on hers in the hazy light of the laboratory.  
 
    She was mewling and howling, her face almost pained as I forced myself even farther inside her convulsing core. Our faces were within inches of each other, and she breathed hard, sweat beading on her hairline. I pressed his lips to hers, and the heiress grabbed me with both hands, pulled me even closer, and mashed our mouths together.  
 
    I pushed her down on her back in one swift motion, and the sharpness returned to the glinting orange of her eyes. I lifted the honey-blonde’s left leg, hooked it into the crook of my right arm, and pounded into her. As I moved, a sly smile passed over her lips, and she lifted both legs up and over my shoulders. I growled in pleasure at the sensation of her tightening even more around me than before. I grabbed her by the crook of the shoulder and slammed my cock deep in her. I was teetering on the edge, excited by the sounds of her soft cries and coos and the sight of her hands clutching her large, bouncing breasts. I leaned my head back, breathed hard, and relished the feeling of pulling out and slamming back inside her tight pussy. 
 
    I felt it as it rose and rushed to meet me, pulled and pushed, roared up inside me like an awakened beast, and I gripped tighter on her shoulder. I leaned down, my lips within inches of hers, and I made sure she was looking me directly in the eye.  
 
    “I love you, Josephine,” I grunted through the peak of my orgasm.  
 
    “I love you, Charles!” the heiress screamed as I sprayed all of my frothy seed deep into her eager womb.  
 
    The heiress gasped with each cupful of essence I released inside of her, and she held onto me tightly with clenched fingers.  
 
    “Myyyy… wowwww,” I gasped a minute or so later when I was empty and she was full. Then I leaned my head back and took a roaring breath as I exited her.  
 
    A trickle of my seed escaped her tunnel once my manhood no longer dammed the slick entrance, and she let out a sigh as I flopped down beside her on the small examination table.  
 
    “Thank you,” Josephine panted as I wrapped my arms around her. “Oh, science, thank you, Charles.”  
 
    “There’s no need to thank me,” I chuckled. “I enjoyed doing it, too.”  
 
    The honey-blonde nestled her face into the crook of my neck, and soon, her breathing evened out. I was surprised how fast she could fall asleep, especially on the uncomfortable examination table, but soon, I fell asleep, too. I dreamed of pleasant things about my life after we eradicated the aristocrats, and men lived peacefully alongside women. 
 
    A loud sound from upstairs woke me up, and when I sat up, the clock across the room said eight-thirty. Josephine laid fast asleep by my side, and I listened to the sounds coming from above. I glanced toward the ceiling and scooted toward the edge of the examination table as I realized it was the sound of running feet. The door into the laboratory slammed open, and a visibly winded Daisy stood in the doorway. Her short brown hair fell into her eyes, and she frantically glanced around the room for me.  
 
    “Charles,” the bear-girl gasped. “Thank the heavens you’re down here.”  
 
    “Daisy?” I muttered. “What’s the matter?”  
 
    “You need to come upstairs right now,” the brunette gasped. “Edony is here and… her soldiers are towing something up the drive…”  
 
    “Oh, science, we haven’t done anything with Kelara’s body!” I hissed. “What if Edony sees it? What are we going to do?”  
 
    “That’s… That’s not why she’s here,” the bear-girl gestured me over. “I think Kelara is the farthest thing from her mind right now.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “She’s supposed to be looking for her…”  
 
    “Just come upstairs,” the bear-girl begged. “Please.”  
 
    “What’s going on?” Josephine asked and sat up from the table. 
 
    “Both of you,” Daisy barked. “Come upstairs and see! Oh, Josephine… your dress! Here, take my shawl and cover-up so that Edony won’t see.”  
 
    “Now, come on,” the bear-girl cried. “You need to see!”  
 
    Josephine took the shawl from Daisy, hastily covered herself with it, and scooted off of the examination table. I hurriedly slipped back into my clothes and then turned toward the bear-girl but that’s when I heard it… The thumping of feet climbing down the stairs toward the laboratory.  
 
    “Oh, science,” I growled. “She’s coming down here?” 
 
    “She’s been acting so strangely,” Daisy gasped. “She’s… She’s…” 
 
    Josephine jumped away from me and held the shawl close to her body as a silhouette appeared in the doorway.  
 
    “Ah, there are you are, Charles,” Edony purred. “I’ve been waiting for you. What have you been doing?”  
 
    “Drawing up the new plans for my machine’s improvements,” I instantly lied. “I need to get all of the schematics right before I buy any of the materials.”  
 
    “Ah, wonderful,” the Duchess sighed. “I almost forgot how beautiful my machine is. Such a stunning shade of copper… I’m glad we picked it out.”  
 
    Edony stepped toward the machine, and I widened my eyes as I stepped out in front of her. I had to do anything to stop her from going near the second compartment where Kelara’s presumably charred body laid, so I slapped my hands down on her shoulders, gripped her hard, and then forced her toward me. Our lips came together hard but just as I suspected, the Duchess softened under my touch. I kept my eyes open and over the blonde aristocrat’s shoulder, Josephine covered her lips in shock.  
 
    Edony wrapped her arms around my neck and pressed herself to my chest. I deepened the kiss and finally, closed my eyes. I’d never imagined myself kissing the Duchess, but I had to admit… it wasn’t as bad as I expected it to be. The tingling sensation that was there whenever we touched heightened to a point where it sizzled through all of my pores.  
 
    When I finally pulled away, Edony’s eyes were still closed and her cheeks flushed a rosy pink. I glanced over at Josephine and Daisy but noticed something familiar in the doorway. The stone of the stairwell looked a bit blurry and shifted for a second as something unseen moved forward. With Edony facing away from her, Valerie shifted into view, lifted a single finger to her lips, and then pointed toward Compartment B of my machine.  
 
    All of us understood what she meant. The feline-woman would sneak Kelara’s body out of the compartment and dispose of it while invisible… but I already knew this would be a difficult task with Edony in the room.  
 
    The Duchess breathed in a heavy sigh, and her violet eyes fluttered open. The blonde aristocrat stared up at me for a second with flushed cheeks and her hands found mine.  
 
    “C-Charles,” Edony whispered. “W-Why did you do that?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I grinned. “I realized we’d never kissed, and I thought… this would be the best place to do it. This is where we’ll create your army of monster-women, so I figured why not here? Where our love started to grow and blossom?”  
 
    “Oh,” the Duchess asked. “How romantic…”  
 
    Daisy cleared her throat softly over Edony’s shoulder and pointed her narrowed eyes toward the compartment. I knew what I had to do next… 
 
    “Edony,” I boomed. “Come over here and look at what I’ve drawn up for the improvements.”  
 
    I grabbed the aristocrat’s hand, turned her toward the examination table, and guided her over to it. Hurriedly, I grabbed a sheet of paper from a side table and slapped it down on top of it.  
 
    “These,” I grunted. “Are the improvements.”  
 
    Edony blinked rapidly for a second, scrunched up her eyebrows, and then turned to me with an expression of confusion.  
 
    “Charles…” the Duchess squeaked. “This paper is blank.”  
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled and didn’t let the nervousness seep into my voice. “But imagine the possibilities. We could do anything we want with our machine! We could make it smaller or hell, make it ten times bigger. The components in it will be state of art and no matter how many times we repeat the experiment, they will never break down!”  
 
    I peeked out of the corner of my eye as I continued to speak and the door to compartment B slowly opened. Invisible Valerie slipped in and the door closed without a sound.  
 
    “This still isn’t making sense to me,” Edony barked. “Show me, Charles. Paint me a picture.”  
 
    The Duchess turned away from the examination table and the blank piece of paper. The blonde stepped toward the machine where Valerie and Kelara’s corpse hid from view.  
 
    “Uhhh,” I hissed as I reached for her hand, but it was too late. The aristocrat moved toward the second door, and I crossed the room in four massive steps to prevent her from looking inside. I pressed a hand to her left shoulder and turned her toward Compartment A.  
 
    “This is where I’ll make changes,” I explained as my heart hammered in my chest. “See how small the compartment is? It was barely large enough to fit the bear we used for Daisy. I’m sure whatever beast they find won’t fit inside.”  
 
    “I see that now,” Edony nodded, cupped her chin, and gazed into the window of the first compartment. “How much larger do you think it’ll need to be?”  
 
    “Like I said before,” I smiled. “At least ten times larger than it was. It needs to be massive… colossal even.”  
 
    “Can you imagine how expensive that will be?” the Duchess tutted.  
 
    “Don’t think of it in monetary terms, Edony,” I redirected. “Think of all the power you will have by the time I’m finished with the improvements. You will be all powerful… my Queen.”  
 
    “Your… Queen.” Edony’s whole body shook with shivers and a low gasp escaped her lips at that.  
 
    “Yes. Don’t you love the sound of that?” I glanced over her shoulder once more and watched as the door slowly opened, paused for a second, and then silently closed. A low grunt escaped the invisible feline, but Edony didn’t seem to notice as the Duchess turned back to me.  
 
    “How soon can you have it done?” the blonde aristocrat asked. 
 
    “As soon as you give me the funds,” I uttered as I tried to force my heart to stop hammering against my rib cage. “And can purchase the supplies. As I said, I could have it done in a manner of weeks… even days if I worked hard enough.” 
 
    “I’ll write you out a money order as soon as I have time,” Edony breathed. “Then I will go with you to purchase the supplies and supervise the improvements.” 
 
    “Whatever you wish,” I chuckled. “I am at your dispo--” 
 
    A loud thump and a cry came from behind us and Edony immediately whipped around.  
 
    “What was that?” The Duchess glared around the room and then narrowed her eyes on Josephine and Daisy.  
 
    In one swift movement, Daisy kicked out the small table with my instruments on it and clutched her right hand to her chest in pain. I scanned the room for any sign of Valerie and then… I saw it… Behind the sheets of spare paneling, a charred foot stuck out. If Edony noticed the charred leg sticking out of the paneling, it’d all be over for us. The Duchess couldn’t know the women who went into the machine died and were reborn into a new being.  
 
    “Ow!” Daisy cried. “Sorry, Charles. I accidentally leaned on the table with my hand and one of your scalpels stabbed me. It was all my fault, I should’ve been paying better attention.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I soothed. “It was a mistake, I’m sure. It looks like none of my instruments are broken, so why don’t you go upstairs with the others and get that fixed up?”  
 
    “Yes,” Daisy nodded. “Josephine, there’s gauze over by those panels, will you grab it for me?”  
 
    Josephine nodded and seemed to understand what the bear-girl meant. Before Edony could see, I grabbed her by the arm again and stepped closer to the evacuated Compartment B.  
 
    “This one will need to be expanded, too,” I explained as I held her in place. “I’m sure that somehow we’ll figure out how to transform multiple people at once, so the process will be much faster.”  
 
    When I peeked out of the corner of my eye, Valerie wiggled out from underneath the paneling in total view, grabbed Kelara’s charred legs, and slowly dragged her out from underneath the panels. My heart hammered in every part of my body and I was surprised that Edony didn’t feel it pounding through the skin of my hand on her shoulder. Sweat beaded on the back of my neck, and I held onto the Duchess so tightly, I thought she would squeal out in pain.  
 
    Josephine scurried over, kept her eyes low, and aided Valerie in lifting Kelara’s corpse. The cat-girl’s cheeks puffed out from the strain but held steady as she lifted the dead woman up onto her shoulder. Just as suddenly as she appeared, the feline-woman faded from view.  
 
    “I found it!” the heiress grinned. “I got the gauze. Come on, Daisy. Let’s get you upstairs and all patched up.”  
 
    Before Edony could turn back around, Josephine waved Daisy over and the two women supported the invisible Valerie toward the door. From where we stood, their movements were natural as if nothing had happened, but I could tell from their faces most of the weight of Kelara rested on Daisy and on Josephine’s left shoulder. All of my women stepped through the doorway out of the laboratory and disappeared from view. Edony turned to me one last time and gazed pointedly into my eyes. 
 
    “Before we get to the excitement of the day and I forget,” Edony purred. “I brought you something.”  
 
    “What is it?” I asked.  
 
    “The will,” the Duchess smiled, reached into her skirt pocket, and handed me a rolled up piece of parchment tied with a red bow. “I want you to have it for safekeeping if anything were to happen to me during my experiment.” 
 
    I took the scroll from her and gazed down at it for a second. All of Edony’s worldly possessions and wealth were signed over to me on this parchment… I could do anything I wanted with Edenhart once Edony was transformed… I had her entire life in my hands, composed into a single document, and I could do whatever I wished with it. I was well on my way to being the ruler of all of the lands and this was just the first big step.  
 
    “When will you be finished with the blueprints for the new improvements?” the stunning blonde asked.  
 
    “I could finish them today,” I chuckled. “All I have to do is get them down onto paper.”  
 
    “Then we’ll need you to do that today,” Edony grinned.  
 
    “Why?” I asked.  
 
    “Let’s just say…” the Duchess giggled. “My trappers found something… something you might find interesting.”  
 
    “What is it?” I pressed.  
 
    Edony reached into the pocket of her dress, retrieved a pocket watch, and glanced down at the ticking hands.  
 
    “It should be unloaded by now,” The blonde aristocrat purred. “Why don’t we go upstairs and check it out?”  
 
    “Is that what the soldiers were bringing up the hill?” I probed. “Daisy saw it before you came downstairs.”  
 
    “Yes,” Edony giggled. “Come, Charles. I want you to see my beast.”  
 
    The Duchess grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the door. The bright morning sunlight burned my eyes for a second and I lifted an arm to shield my squinting eyes. Soldiers lined up and down the drive, even at the entrance of the stairwell into the laboratory. Their expressions were severe and serious, and I wondered what could’ve possibly made them look this way. Edony threw her head back and laughed as she tugged me along toward the front of the house.  
 
    My feet dragged right as we came around the corner and I spied the massive, tarp-covered cage that stood at least ten feet tall, and explosive roars ripped through the air. I stopped in my tracks, and Edony whipped around in my direction with the widest smile on her face.  
 
    “What is this?” I grunted. “Edony?”  
 
    “Come closer, Charles,” The Duchess purred. “Let me show you my beast. Alright, boys, lower the tarp, and let’s show Charles Rayburn my magnificent creature you caught for me.”  
 
    Four soldiers rushed forward with small daggers in their fists and cut the ropes holding the tarp in place. An enormous bellow from inside shifted the fabric, and it flapped slowly to the ground.  
 
    “By science!” I stared in absolute horror at the enormous, towering beast held inside the cage.  
 
    The creature looked like a wolf but ten times larger than the average wild lupine. The beast almost looked like the specter we’d seen in the forest a few nights before because it was shrouded in a hazy, icy blue aura. It’s fur underneath the pulsing light was snow-white with streaks of light and royal blue throughout. It’s ears were huge and pointed at the tips with large tufts of fur, and it’s tucked tail looked large enough to knock a fully grown man down.  
 
    The beast barred it’s pointed yellow teeth at every solder and then pawed through the bars at them. The guards scurried back with screams of fear, but I kept my eyes glued to the colossal being in front of me.  
 
    “What is it?” I breathed, hung my head back, and took in every inch of it.  
 
    “It’s formal name is Raiju,” the Duchess grinned wickedly. “But people often call it ‘the lightning beast.’ It is a dire wolf attuned to my element of lightning. Don’t you think it will make me even more amazing? These monsters are incredibly rare and powerful.” 
 
    A sudden memory flooded my brain, no. Not a memory, but a dream I’d had long ago.  
 
    Flashes of a slumped woman with snow-white hair held between Daisy and Valerie flashed through my head.  
 
    Wholly white pointed ears like a wolf’s poked out of her hair, and neon blue stripes worked their way through the fur and a snowy white tail, thick at the middle and thinner at the tip.  
 
    I remembered the feeling of her power from the dream… so immense… so overpowering.  
 
    Edony lifted her arms and held out her hands on either side of her like a showman. The Duchess stepped forward and spoke, but my mind spun, and I couldn’t hear a word she spoke. 
 
    “Oh science,” I whispered as I clutched my head. “It’s just like my dream... just like my goddamn dream.” 
 
    How was it possible that I could have dreamed of the exact type of monster I would turn Edony into? 
 
    This wasn’t science. 
 
    This was magic.  
 
      
 
    End of book 4 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Making Monster Girls 4! 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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