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    Chapter One 
 
    It was a new day, and I felt on top of the world. With all of the aristocrats in my possession, I was the new leader of Edenhart. Of course, no one except for our small family knew, but soon, the rest of the world would know my name and fear my power. I had a few tasks to take care of on this brand-new day, and I felt invigorated.  
 
    Life was wonderful.  
 
    We’d caged all of the aristocrats and kept them on a steady stream of tranquilizers with a few breaks to keep them fed and watered. We’d spent the last few days transforming the women with the leftover creatures that Josephine, Rian, and the trappers had brought to the manor. Now, we only had a handful of aristocrats leftover to experiment on. Our army of monster-women was steadily growing into the double digits, and before long, we’d have enough for a full battalion.  
 
    We didn’t have much time left before I knew we’d have to leave Edenhart and move on to the next city. I’d dispatched soldiers and some of my other monster-women to the two entrances into the town, and they’d stop anyone from entering. If the aristocrats coming in lived here, the guards would capture and drug them before bringing them back to the manor. Once we finished with that and used all of the creatures that Rian and Josephine captured, we’d journey to where Edony’s trappers had cornered the drake. I needed the beast’s core for future transformations, but for now, the crates full of mundane creatures would do fine. 
 
    “Charles?” Daisy peeked her head into the laboratory’s doorway. “Are we ready to get started?” 
 
    The bear-girl stepped through the threshold and swung her arms lazily at her sides. Since it was colder outside from the quickly approaching fall, the brunette wore a red and black plaid overcoat, a crème-colored dress underneath, and long white, thigh-high socks with elegant velvet bows at the back of each. Her short brown hair shifted slightly as she tucked a strand behind her ear, and when the bear-girl’s honey-colored eyes reached mine, they twinkled happily. Her small, fluffy ears poked out of her straight hair, and the right one twitched ever so slightly. 
 
    “I’m ready whenever,” I breathed and stood from my crouched position beside my machine. “I was making a last-minute adjustment to one of the larger electrical components. I want everything to be perfect when we find the core.” 
 
    “All of the soldiers are ready!” a clear, excited voice sang from the stairwell. “They’ve lined up outside of the door with all of the leftover aristocrats. Once we finish a transformation, they’ll bring down the next one as they escort the new monster-girl out.” 
 
    Valerie skipped into the room with her hands held behind her back. The feline-woman’s oceanic blue eyes glittered excitedly, and when she bounded over to me, the ash-blonde pressed a tender kiss to my cheek. The cat-girl wore her usual leotard with a light blue, knee-length coat with fur trim on top. When I glanced down at her feet, Valerie gestured toward the pair of shoes that Edony had given her the day before. 
 
    “Very nice,” I complimented. “They look lovely.” 
 
    “Thank you, thank you,” the feline-woman giggled and took a little bow. “Edony said that before we leave for the next city, I can raid her closet again and take all the shoes that I want, but… I think, for now, these heels are fine. They’re so pretty and very comfortable. I didn’t know that shoes could be so nice… I can’t stop thinking about getting more and more--” 
 
    “Charles,” a third voice boomed. “The guards dispatched into the city found more consorts and workers hidden inside a few larger manors. What should they do with them?” 
 
    “Take them to the duchy,” I shouted back. “They’ll need to be fitted with armor and trained for battle.” 
 
    Rian repeated what I’d told her to the soldier waiting above, and his curt reply told me that he’d understood. Within seconds, the imp-woman appeared in the doorway and stomped inside with her head held high. The red-skinned imp’s long, oil-black hair cascaded down her back, and when her yellow eyes met mine, a sly smile spread over her plump lips. Her long legs tensed and flexed as she sprinted across the room and wrapped her arms around me in a tight embrace. The black-haired beauty pressed soft kisses to my cheeks, and when she pulled away, she nuzzled her head into the crook of my neck. 
 
    “Charles,” an alluring voice purred. “Are we ready to start the experiments?” 
 
    Edony, Kleeia, and Josephine bursted into the room and joined their sisters in a tight circle around me. I rested my eyes on the wolf-woman and took in all of her exquisite features for a moment. The Duchess’ white and blue-tipped hair shifted around her sloping shoulders, and her sharp violet eyes cut into mine with a sly smile. Her slightly pointed chin angled up to meet her smooth jawline, and her prominent cheekbones caught the overhead light perfectly. Her pointed wolf ears stuck out of her sleek, straight hair, and her long, luxurious tail brushed at the stone beneath her feet. 
 
    I remembered a time where I was so afraid of her, but… I still found it within myself to think that she was beautiful. Terrifying, but stunning beyond belief. She was mine now, and I would never let her go no matter what stood in my way. The same went for the rest of my monster-women, the army included. All of them belonged to me. I was their creator, and they loved me with every fiber of their beings. No man would ever lay their hands upon them and feel their supple flesh against their own. I owned each of them, and I fully intended to keep it that way for the rest of my life. 
 
    “Charles?” a soft voice to my left asked, and I turned my eyes toward the speaker. “What’s the matter? You looked pensive for a moment.” 
 
    Josephine stared up at me with her large, innocent orange cat-like eyes and gripped onto my shirtsleeve for dear life. The heiress’ face was round, and her nose small and upturned. If I hadn’t known her, I would’ve thought that she had a sweet and kindhearted disposition simply based on her looks. The blonde’s face tilted back, and her eyes continued to probe me for any answers, but I simply smiled down at her. 
 
    “Nothing’s the matter,” I replied. “I was just thinking… In the future, when I finally passed, our children will inherit the throne and rule this country for the rest of the time. My descendants… It’s a strange thing to think about. Not long ago, I was nothing more than a ‘brute’ to the women of Edenhart, and now, I’m the only thing they need in their lives. I’ve come so far… I’ve built so much. I know I have a lot more work to do before we get to that point, but… I’m the controller of Edenhart, and before long, I will have two or three more cities under my belt.” 
 
    “We’ll build much more,” Kleeia commented. “Every city we come into contact with will fall to your power, Charles, I just know it. I’ve seen many warriors and leaders in Kelara’s life, but none of them have the determination and perseverance that you do. When I look at you, Charles… I see the future of the kingdom unfolding right in front of us. You may not be sitting on the throne right now, Charles, but you are the king already.” 
 
    The nix-woman stared up at me with her bright sage-colored eyes and a serene smile spread over her plump lips. Her long, loosely curled aquamarine hair shifted down her back, and as she stepped closer, she tucked a stray strand behind one of her pointed ears. Her skin was milky white, and when I brushed against it with the tips of my fingers, it felt silky smooth like velvet. 
 
    All of my women were unique but equally beautiful in their own ways. Some of them were softer and sweeter while others were fiery and boisterous, but that didn’t mean I didn’t love them all the same. 
 
    “The world is at our fingertips,” Edony breathed. “Soon, all of it will be ours, and no one will be able to stand in our way. Though, we have to understand, Charles… If you take the capital and announce yourself as king… there will be trouble.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Edony?” Kleeia asked. “I thought once we took the capital and named Charles the ruler, all of our problems would go away?” 
 
    “Sure,” the Duchess shrugged. “On this continent… but there are other countries that won’t be so willing to take up our beliefs. There will be uprisings and more fighting after we take this country.” 
 
    “Oh, no…” Valerie gasped. “You mean even after we fight all of these cities and kill the Queen, there will be more fighting?” 
 
    “Even if there is more fighting,” I grunted. “We will stand and fight to protect our beliefs. I don’t care how long it takes us, but the world’s men will be free. Even if we have to fight leader after leader, we’ll do it to end the ‘brute’ slavery. I’m fully prepared to keep fighting, even if it means that I’ll be fighting until the end of my life. We will bring peace, or we will kill those standing in our way until we reach it.” 
 
    “Chaaaarles,” Valerie giggled. “When you talk like that, I get all goose-pimply all over.” 
 
    “Sire?” a man’s voice asked from above. “Are we ready to begin? The soldiers are getting antsy since we cut off the aristocrats’ tranquilizer supply. They don’t want them to wake while we’re experimenting.” 
 
    “Yes,” I shouted back. “We’re ready to begin. Bring down the first woman, and we’ll prepare the machine.” 
 
    A guard stomped down the stairs with a sleeping aristocrat in his arms. The woman’s head lolled back, and her right hand dragged against the ground limply. The soldier waited for my instruction a little farther into the room, and I pointed him toward the open door of Compartment B. The older man nodded once and then stepped inside of the small room, where he rested the aristocrat against the cold, metal floor. 
 
    Valerie broke away from our small group, skipped to the wall where the leftover crates rested, and picked one from the top. The feline-woman glanced inside and giggled before racing back to us. 
 
    “What’s inside?” Daisy asked, took the box from Valerie, and stepped toward the open door of Compartment A. 
 
    “Looks like some sort of delicious snack to me,” the feline-woman chuckled. “But I’m sure that none of you would agree. I think it’s some sort of rabbit. It doesn’t look like a mythical creature though, but I doubt that’d make a difference.” 
 
    The bear-girl flipped open the box and stared down inside of the darkened space. The brunette scrutinized the small beast for a second and then reached into the crate. 
 
    “It’s an ordinary rabbit,” Daisy explained. “Maybe a dwarf rabbit or something like that but certainly not a mythical beast. It’ll do well for the experiment, though.” 
 
    Daisy lifted out the small rabbit, glanced over it for a second with a faraway smile, and then dropped it into Compartment A before shutting the door with a soft click. 
 
    “We’re ready, Charles,” the bear-girl assured. “Now, it’s your turn.” 
 
    I nodded once and then crossed the room toward one of my small tool tables. I grabbed up a glass vial of my blood and then moved toward the open door of Compartment C. Every time I created a new monster-woman, I used my blood in the experiment, specifically from an old wound in between my thumb and pointer finger. I’d broken the skin so often that it would never fully heal past a scar and had to use one of my alchemy potions to heal the injury but decided that it would be better if I drew blood and used that, instead of hurting myself each time. 
 
    I pulled out the cork in the container and held out the vial over the corrugated copper flooring. I tilted it and let the scarlet liquid dribble out onto the floor in thick droplets. 
 
    “One, two,” I counted off and then pulled the vial back. “Three.” I was curious to test whether different amounts of blood would have different effects, but unfortunately we didn’t have time to experiment. 
 
    Before any of my women could move, I crossed the room toward the enormous panel of bulbs, buttons, and switches. I gripped the largest one in my hand and then scanned the room for a second. Each of my women looked to me with excited and impatient expressions. They always loved it when I created a new sister for them, and pretty soon, we’d have droves and droves of them. Each new monster-woman I created would be their sister, and they’d acclimate them into our growing family. 
 
    So far, the monster-women we’d already created got along well with the family, and I’d worked with them individually to show them how our family dynamic performed. They may have been my soldiers, but I was still their creator and master. Once the capital was mine, all of the women in the army would bear my children and repopulate the earth with monster-human hybrids. 
 
    I took a deep breath and swung the switch down into its cradle with the crackle of electricity. My machine began to hum softly in the background as electricity flowed through the thick cables and surged toward the components inside the copper shell. The pistons at the top of my machine pumped in time with the low humming and pure white steam escaped the valves. I’d worked on my machine until it was perfect, and as I watched each part work seamlessly in tandem, I felt proud. My machine was the only one in existence, and I doubted that anyone else had ever attempted something like this ever before. 
 
    “Close your eyes,” I commanded right as the light pouring out of the compartments reached a pinnacle. 
 
    My women responded immediately, hunkered down closer to the floor, and either placed their hands over their eyes or tightly closed them. I clamped my right hand tightly over the upper half of my face and waited for the humming sounds to calm for a moment. The sounds all around me loudened to a crescendo, and then slowly died out. When I removed my hand from my eyes, I half expected the room to be filled with acrid smoke like all of the other times before, but the air was as fresh and clean as it was a few moments ago. My machine was perfect, every part of it streamlined and refined to perfection. 
 
    “Go ahead, Charles,” Valerie urged. “Bring her out!” 
 
    I crossed the room toward the smoke-filled third compartment and paused for a moment outside the glass window. My hand hovered over the handle as I glanced in, but my view was obscured by the steam covering the glass. I gripped the handle tightly in my hand and opened the door as the roiling steam billowed out on either side. 
 
    “Hello?” I called into the brightly lit room. “Hello?” 
 
    “He-Hello?” a soft voice answered, and I chuckled softly under my breath at her sweet, slightly accented voice. 
 
    I wafted the steam away from my face and peered around the small room for the woman. I finally found her crouched in a corner, at the back of the room, and when her eyes fell on me, a broad smile spread over her lips. 
 
    “My name is Charles Rayburn,” I uttered and offered her my hand. “I’m your creator, and I love you. Welcome to the new world.” 
 
    The woman sitting on the floor’s short golden-brown hair reached her chin, and long, fluffy gray ears hung down to her shoulders. Her large gray eyes sparkled in the bright light, and when she reached out for me, her hands were small and delicate like paws. Her round nose twitched, and she scratched at it with a single finger as she continued to stare up at me.  
 
    “Charles Rayburn,” the bunny-girl repeated. “That sounds so familiar… Do I know you?” 
 
    “You may have,” I nodded and helped her to her feet. “But you’ll know me much better now, I promise.” 
 
    “Chaaaarles,” Valerie whined. “Bring her out! Bring her out!” 
 
    “You know, Val,” Josephine giggled. “We have a lot of experiments to do over the next few hours. We can’t be introduced to every single one of them like we normally do.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” I chuckled and urged the bunny-girl forward. “We can take as much time getting to know them as we want. Now, let me introduce you to your newest sister.” 
 
    I brought the petite bunny out into the open, and all of my monster-women gasped before rushing forward to greet her. 
 
    “Can we name her?” the feline-woman squealed. “Charles, please, please! Can we name her right now?” 
 
    “Sure,” I tittered and then turned toward the brunette rabbit-girl. “Would you like us to pick out a name, or do you have one in mind?” 
 
    “Charles picked out most of our names!” the cat-girl cried. “I was the first, and he helped me pick out Valerie, and it’s the best name in existence! Well, except for all of my sisters’ names. They have the best names, too.” 
 
    “I want Charles to name me,” the small bunny-girl breathed. “You can help, but I want the name to come from him.” 
 
    “Yaaaay!” the cat-girl cried. “This is the best part!” 
 
    “Val, my dear, dear sister,” the red-skinned imp chuckled. “You think every part is the best part.” 
 
    “Alright,” I breathed. “Give me a moment to think.” 
 
    I stared down at the beautiful petite brunette and tapped my chin as I thought. All of my women had unique names, some of them from books I’d read or names that I'd admired for a long time. 
 
    “Leanora, Elenora, Eleanor,” Valerie spouted off. “Lenora, Leela--” 
 
    “Helsea,” I uttered, and the bunny-girl tilted her head curiously. “You like that one?” 
 
    “Hey!” the cat-girl gasped and then laughed with her eyes tightly squeezed shut. “I was on a roll over here!” 
 
    “Oh!” Josephine gasped. “Like Hel-see? Did I get that right?” 
 
    “I like that one,” the brunette rabbit nodded. “That sounds really pretty, and I think it suits me.” 
 
    “It does,” I breathed and then opened my arms to her. “Welcome to the family, Helsea. I’m so glad to meet you finally.” 
 
    “Master Rayburn,” the soldier called down to me. “Shall I bring in the next one?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered. “When you do, please bring our newest family member upstairs and unite her with the other monster-women.” 
 
    “Yes, sire,” the soldier barked back and heavily tramped down the stairs with another sleeping aristocrat in his arms. “Milady, if you wait a moment, I’ll be right with you.” 
 
    We worked diligently until late in the afternoon, transforming our captured aristocrats into loving monster-girls and giving each of them new names. Each time the older guard brought down another noble, we grabbed one of the crates from along the walls, placed the beast within my machine along with the aristocrat, and then I placed my blood within the third compartment. After each transformation, the corpses of the former aristocrats were hauled away, and in the end, I wasn’t sure how long it took, but time seemed to fly by with each beautiful creature that stepped out of my machine. It was almost like my dream from so long ago… but instead of my drawing-room, it was set down in my laboratory. 
 
    I never dreamed that I would create an army entirely composed of monster-women, but here we were making it a reality. I’d known since I was a child that I was destined for greatness, but… in the world that we lived in, I thought something like this would never happen. I fully believed that I was destined to be nothing more than a lowly consort or worker in an aristocrat’s shop, but… I’d taken my fate into my own hands and formed it into something entirely different. I’d fought hard to become a scientist and doctor while maintaining my level as an alchemist, and then… the Duchess found me. 
 
    I had to thank Edony for a lot, even in the beginning, when she was terrible to me and threatened my life constantly. The Duchess was a different woman now, and I’d made her that way, but before all of this, she taught me more about myself than I'd originally realized. Her constant torment and terrorizing made me a stronger man, and after I’d transformed her, I felt a strange sense of respect for her. Sure, the things she’d put me through were horrific, but I wouldn’t be the man I was today if it weren’t for her. 
 
    For the longest time, I’d told myself that I would kill the Duchess, and then that’d be the end of it. I never thought I could look at her face after the transformation and love her, but… I did. After the experiment, Edony was the same woman she was before, strong-willed, assertive, and decisive, but a lot of the bad traits I’d come to know so well had simply melted away. I’d made her into a new person with new beliefs and morals, and I loved her for it. 
 
    “Was that all of the aristocrats?” I asked as the guard escorted out the last monster-woman. 
 
    The guard turned, rolled his eyes toward the ceiling, and thought for a few seconds. 
 
    “Yes, sire,” the soldier answered. “The soldiers at the entrance of the city are on the lookout for any women coming in from out of town, and we will arrest them as soon as they step foot on Edenhart’s soil.” 
 
    “Good,” I nodded. “Thank you for everything you’ve done.” 
 
    “Charles,” Daisy smiled.  
 
    “Yes?” I asked. “What do we do now?” the bear-girl probed. “Now that we’ve transformed all of the aristocrats, what do we do now?”  
 
    “Ah,” I grunted. “I have a solution for that. Guard, I have a job for you.” 
 
    The older man turned toward me and raised his bushy eyebrows out of curiosity. He looked to be in his mid-thirties with a long, jagged scar down the left side of his face. Behind the lifted visor of his helmet, his wide-set brown eyes looked kind but astute. He dropped the unconscious aristocrat he lifted, snapped to attention, and hustled over.  
 
    “Yes, Master?” he boomed. “What can I do for you, Sir?”  
 
    “What is your name?” I prompted.  
 
    “Aschere Paige,” the soldier answered in his deep, oaky voice.  
 
    “There’s something that I need you, specifically you, to do.” I stated. “The new monster-women will need to be trained and fitted with armor. Do you think that you and your men can handle that? My women and I will be away for the next few days and won’t be able to do it ourselves. My trappers have found a drake, and we need to kill it for its elemental core.”  
 
    “Yes, sire,” Aschere grumbled warily. “I will take care of everything while you and the mistresses are away.” 
 
    “Actually,” Kleeia interjected. “Charles, since my power hasn’t activated yet, why don’t I stay back at the manor with the soldiers and keep watch on the new monster-women? I don’t want to admit it, but I fear that if I went with you to hunt down the drake, I’d only get in the way since my power hasn’t manifested yet.”  
 
    “Sure,” I grunted. “You can stay back at the manor. I know you’re worried about your power, so you have full permission to go there if you wish.”  
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” the nix-woman breathed.  
 
    “Private Paige,” I addressed him formally. “Please take Kleeia upstairs with you and show her where the other monster-women are. She will show you where all the things you’ll need are. I want you to remember, I’m putting all of my trust in you, and I expect results. If I see that you’re working hard and making improvements with the troops, you’ll be heavily rewarded.” 
 
    “Thank you, sire,” the older man bowed his head. “We’ll get going now.”  
 
    The dark-eyed man nodded to me, gestured to Kleeia, and then led the nix-woman out of the laboratory.  
 
    “Alrighty!” Valerie squealed. “Are we heading out on the road? Oh, this is so exciting. Edony, didn’t you say it’s a three-day journey to where the trappers found the drake?”  
 
    “Yes,” the Duchess nodded. “They found it high in the mountains in an underground cave. It’d built its nest down there, and they found it right as it was coming out at nightfall to feed. It killed off most of the hunting party, but two or three of the men managed to flee.”  
 
    “We should leave immediately,” I grunted. “We’ll be riding to the location on horseback, not in a carriage.”  
 
    “What?” the feline-woman gasped.  
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled. “We’ll take roads most of the way there, but once we get to the mountains, we’ll have to follow a map to the exact location. Edony, I’m sure our guards have already brought us the horses?”  
 
    “Indeed, my love,” the Duchess grinned. “They should be waiting outside of the manor right now. 
 
    “Now,” I grinned. “Let’s get to the horses and go find us a drake.”  
 
    “I’m so excited to fight again!” Valerie giggled. “I feel mighty now! Especially seeing Edony’s power at work! Oh man, I want that kind of power, too!” 
 
    “And you will,” I chuckled darkly. “All we have to do now is get our hands on the drake’s core, and you will have all the power you want in the world. I don’t care how hard the battle against the drake will be, we’ll get the core… even if I have to tear it out with my bare hands.” 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    We found our horses outside the manor and hastily tied off all of our bags to their saddles. Then I helped each of my women up into their seats and climbed up onto my own steed. None of my women except Edony and Josephine had much if any experience riding a horse, but they competently managed and held the reins tightly in their hands. Edony kicked her heeled shoes against the horse’s side and circled us once with a serene smile. Her violet eyes swiveled from the horse’s reins to the gravel in front of her with a practiced ease I only associated with skilled horsewomen.  
 
    “You look so comfortable up there,” I chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve seen you make that type of expression before.”  
 
    “Yes, you have,” the she-wolf scolded with a lighthearted tone. “I make this expression all the time when I’m next to you, Charles. You may not understand what I’m about to say because it’s a phenomenon closely associated with women with abilities, but I feel so connected with this horse… It’s like this with all animals, though, but there are a few that I don’t particularly enjoy. Like the yapping terriers that my great aunt used to keep. They’d run along by my ankles and nip at them. What nasty little creatures. It makes me curious, though… Do any of you feel that way, too?”  
 
    “Well,” Josephine started and then chuckled. “I’m not a monster-girl yet, but yes, and I’m sure I’ll feel the same after my transformation process is finished.”  
 
    “Hm,” Daisy clicked her tongue. “Yes and no. There are times when I feel more connected with an animal, like if I’m out in the forest and can sense them around me, but this particular horse? Not really, but that might just be my fear of being bucked off talking.”  
 
    “I love this hooooorse!” the feline-woman sang. “It’s so pretty! Charles, isn’t this horse pretty? She has the most beautiful coat I’ve ever seen! No offense to our horses back home, but they’re just a plain… brown color.”  
 
    “They’re so beautiful because each of them is of a different pedigree,” Edony explained. “My mother used to breed them in her free time.”  
 
    “What kind of pedigree is mine?” the ash-blonde squealed. “She’s so pretty, and I love her so, so muuuuuch! I just wanna give her a big squeeeeeze!” 
 
    “Valerie, you have a Malfozian Pony,” Edony smiled. “Their temperament reminds me a lot of yours. It’s easily excitable but also anxious when it comes to danger. I wanted horses that you could easily control, and that’s why the Malfozian was the best choice for you, my lovely. The Malfozian’s are generally known for their short, gray spotted coat, white manes, and dark, chocolate brown eyes.”  
 
    “Thank you for the gifts, Edony,” I inclined my head. “But what about yours? It’s a beautiful horse, but sadly, I don’t know much about these types of things.”  
 
    “Ah, yes,” Edony giggled. “This horse was a present from my mother on my sixteenth birthday. We rode through the city’s street on the eve of my debut into society in an enormous, over the top parade. This very horse pulled our carriage, and she’s been by my side ever since. I may have hated that stupid parade, but I was so happy to see my beautiful horse pulling our carriage. She’s a purebred ‘Percheron’ and the only one of her kind to be snow white. The others are an off-white with gray speckles, but she was born the color of snow.”  
 
    “Can we name them?” Valerie cried. “Oh, please, Edony, let us name them!”  
 
    “They’re your horses now,” the wolf-woman giggled. “Do as you wish with them.”  
 
    “Wait,” Josephine gasped. “You’re really giving them to us?” 
 
    “Why not?” Edony asked. “I have no use for them, and I never saw any joy in breeding horses as my mother did, so they were simply sitting in the stables. My servants would take them out to the fields and exercise them, but I never truly was their owner. Cellini is the only horse that ever felt like she was mine… so I have no use for the others, and I thought it would be best to give them to you, my sisters. I figured since we’ll be leaving Edenhart soon, all of us should have a horse.”  
 
    By this time, we’d reached the outskirts of the city, and I kicked the sides of my horse. I rode up to my place beside Edony, and the Duchess smiled tenderly in my direction. The rest of my women fanned out behind us with Valerie and Daisy on either side of our horses, and Rian and Josephine at the back. Together, we created something like an arrow shape, and if we encountered any returning aristocrats on the road, we’d block them from the path.  
 
    “I want to name mine Cleo!” the feline-woman crooned and then patted her steed. “Do you like that, Cleo? It’s a pretty name, isn’t it? A pretty name for a pretty girl just like you.”  
 
    “Well, I’m naming mine Ragogoak-Fragknamoak,” the imp-woman nodded. “After my beautiful and terrifying mother.”  
 
    “That’s…” Edony hummed. “That’s a nice name, Rian…”  
 
    “I will call him Frag for short,” the black-haired beauty grinned. “Frag means fire in the imp language.”  
 
    “Huh,” Daisy clicked her tongue. “So, your mother’s name is a bunch of different words, or does it include a title?”  
 
    “My mother’s name was Ragogoak,” Rian explained. “And the second part is her title, but the translation is a bit weird, so let me paraphrase. ‘Lady of the fire and ugly face’.”  
 
    “W-wait,” Josephine stammered and tried to hold back giggles. “Ugly face? Are you serious? People called her that?”  
 
    “Yes,” the imp-woman nodded. “As I said, the translation is a bit weird, so it could be ‘terrifying face’ or ‘horrifying presence’ but they all basically mean the same thing.”  
 
    “Weeeell…” the bear-girl started and then stopped herself. “Never mind. Sure, that’s a lovely title, Rian, and I’m sure it struck fear into the hearts of your imp-enemies.”  
 
    “It did!” the red-skinned woman boomed. “My mother was the fiercest warrior in the whole of our clan! With the ugliest face! That’s the reason she was my mother in the first place! She found my father, challenged him to battle, and beat him, so he had to marry her or go against clan laws.”  
 
    “The more I find out about the imp-dom,” Josephine started. “The more it sounds like a wild, terrifying, and interesting place to be.”  
 
    “Do you miss it?” I asked.  
 
    “No,” Rian shook her head and frowned. “I’d much rather be here with you, Charles. I may have been the crown-princess of the imp-dom, but my life here is so much better than it would’ve been there.” 
 
    “What was the crown princess of the imp-dom doing down there anyway?” I chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve ever asked you that.” 
 
    “Sabotaging and attacking the surface dwellers is a rite of passage,” Rian shrugged. “It was my test to become an adult and be respected in the imp community.” 
 
    “Well,” Daisy giggled. “In a sense, it was a success.” 
 
    “Our lives are better now,” Valerie commented. “And we’re so happy with you, Charles. You make living worth it, and do we wanna talk about your enormous, gigantic penis.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the feline-woman and smirked. The cat-girl’s light blues widened out of surprise. Any other time, I would’ve been a stuttering, sweaty mess, but I’d grown accustomed to this type of talk.  
 
    “I have to agree,” Daisy nodded. “My life is so much better now that I’m a monster-girl and have Charles to take care of all of my needs.”  
 
    “He may be a gentleman outwardly,” Edony commented. “But once you get him in the sheets, he has the savagery of a wild animal. I thirst for our intimate moments constantly. He satisfies me and yet, I can’t help but be hungry for more.” 
 
    “Charles is the best lover,” Rian stated. “He takes charge immediately and knows how to move and work my body like magic. It’s astounding what he can do to me…” 
 
    It made me happy to know that my women were satisfied with our sex lives. I’d heard from many aristocrats that I was more than competent in that department but hearing it from the women that I loved made it even more special. I’d come a long way when I thought about it… I’d been a shy and modest man when I first created Valerie and now, their conversation didn’t bother me in the slightest. For the longest time, I thought my women had progressed, but in reality, it was me who’d taken a step forward. 
 
    And with that, our journey to the mountains started in the late afternoon. I half-expected the journey to be long and dreary, but my women kept the conversation light despite where we were going and what we would do. The landscape began to change slowly, and our horses climbed steep hills toward the mountainside, but even then, we were only through the first half of our journey. We stopped to rest for the night deep in the woods and camped out in a large tent that Edony provided. We slept together as we usually would back home, in a giant pile of warm limbs.  
 
    When we woke the next morning, we packed all of the supplies onto our horses’ saddlebags, climbed on, and rode deeper into the mountains. A few times, we rode past small towns, and I dropped to the back of the party and kept my head low. The citizens of the cities looked much poorer than Edenhart, and as we passed, they merely glanced in our direction with glossy, exhausted eyes.  
 
    “What’s wrong with them?” Valerie whispered over to the Duchess.  
 
    “They live in the mountains,” Edony murmured. “They don’t receive a lot of supplies or food from the capital, especially during the fall and winter. The roads are impassable after the first snowfalls, so… they are sickly. We’ll pass more towns on the road, farther into the mountains, and I suggest that you don’t look… They’re much worse.”  
 
    “Why doesn’t the Queen do anything?” Daisy asked.  
 
    “Because the Queen doesn’t care,” I grunted. “She doesn’t care about anything but the capital and herself. I’m sure that these smaller, more desolate towns have begged for her aid, but their pleas have fallen on deaf ears.”  
 
    “When you’re the leader, Charles,” Rian urged. “We must do everything in our power to help them… They can’t waste away like this…”  
 
    “This is what the Queen intended for Edenhart,” Edony breathed. “Technically, these hamlets are part of my duchy, and I try to take care of them the best that I can, but… they’re feeling the pinch worse than any other city under my control. The Queen is displeased with me… and all of the towns under my rule are suffering...”  
 
    “How utterly disgusting,” Josephine spat. “I can’t believe that she’d do something like that.”  
 
    “You have to believe it,” I shook my head. “This is what she does and what she’s done to hundreds of other, smaller towns.” 
 
    “This is actually the first town that we’ll attack,” Edony explained. “We’ll take their women and make them part of our army. I’m sure that once they know the truth about the Queen and the state of the world, they’ll be clamoring to join our side.”  
 
    We passed by the town, and my women looked over their shoulders with forlorn expressions. I understood their pain and frustration, and once I was King, I would aid these small cities. The journey to the mountains was long, and as we entered deeper into the mountains on the third and final day, a cold chill overcame us. I’d known it would be colder here, so I’d urged my monster-women to bring along heavier clothing with us just in case. We stopped midway to change and now wore light coats and gloves.  
 
    Right as we were about to reach the end of our journey, Edony pulled a map out of her saddlebag, glanced at the road ahead of us, and peeked down at the worn parchment in her hands. The Duchess clicked her tongue and rummaged through the bag again, then brought out a folded letter.  
 
    “The trappers said the road would curve to the right up ahead,” the she-wolf read off. “But we won’t be taking the road. We need to veer off to the left through the forest. They said that they cleared a path for us through the trees and are patiently waiting for our arrival.”  
 
    “Should we have brought some soldiers with us?” Rian asked. 
 
     “No, that’d be too suspicious,” I explained. “We wouldn’t want anyone to see us and a massive group of soldiers moving down the road… Word might get back to the Queen that Edony and a bunch of other women are traveling around the mountains with a huge army of brutes.”  
 
    “How’d you get so goddamn smart,” the imp-woman purred. “Sometimes, I can’t believe how clever you are.”  
 
    “I was born this way, I guess,” I chuckled. “Given a gift from birth.”  
 
    “I know you say that jokingly,” Edony bubbled. “But it’s true, Charles. I’ve never met someone as intelligent as you. Half of the ‘smart’ aristocrats I’ve known pale in comparison to your genius. Sometimes, I wonder who your mother was… Who she could’ve been and where you originally came from.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “I was born in Edenhart… or at least, I thought I was.”  
 
    “Well, you may not know this since you’ve never given birth or spent a lot of time with pregnant aristocrats,” the Duchess went on. “But most male babies born within the city of Edenhart don’t remain there for long, and it’s the same for all other towns. The ‘brutes’ are sent off to the nearest boarding schools, but they are few and far between, especially in the capital for example. It may be the largest city in the whole country, but there are no boarding schools within. Most of the boys born there are shipped off to different parts of the country.” 
 
    “That’s…” I grunted. “That’s terrible. I’ve always wondered who my mother was… and I always assumed that it was one of the aristocrats in the city.”  
 
    “It could be anyone,” the Duchess shrugged. “It’s sad to say but the boarding schools don’t have much of a filing system, so I’m not sure if we could look into it or not. Well, that’s if you’re interested. It might be difficult, and it might take a long time, but it might lead somewhere, who knows?”  
 
    “You know… I think I might be interested,” I smiled. “Thank you. It’s so strange to hear those words, especially coming from your mouth, Edony.”  
 
    “I know it is,” the she-wolf whispered. “And I’m sorry I mistreated you before. O-Oh, Charles, there’s the turn!”  
 
    I nodded and adjusted the reins in my hand toward the path cut between the mountain’s rocky walls and the thick cedar trees. We were pretty high up in the mountains by now, and the cold air stung my lungs, but it was nothing that I couldn’t bear.  
 
    The ground we trod on was fresh earth from where the woodsmen before us cut down the enormous trees and ripped out the trunks. I wasn’t sure how far the cave was from the road, but we traveled along the steep mountainside for about an hour before we heard noises off in the distance. The sound reminded me of the Raiju in a way, but this was more guttural and vicious in comparison. Then another sound came ripping out from in between the rocky cliffs. It was much quieter, and I concentrated on it while trying to figure out what it was. 
 
    “Charles?” Valerie asked. “W-What is that?” 
 
    “I hear--” Rian began.  
 
    “It sounds like… men screaming,” I grunted.  
 
    “But what was that louder sound…” Josephine whispered.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I breathed. “But I think we’re about to find out.” 
 
    The sounds came even louder now as we came around a big bend in the trees, and I knew within seconds, we’d see what was making the awful noise. I breathed in deeply, snapped the reins against my horse’s back, and urged it toward the sound. I could tell that my horse was apprehensive, but I urged it on with soft, soothing sounds and managed to force it forward.  
 
    The wall of stone to the right of us broke open into a large clearing surrounded by massive cliff-faces. Men in dark uniforms raced around the soft dirt with their weapons raised, and I noticed too late that some of them were entirely ablaze with orange and blue flames. A few bodies laid on the ground with their limbs wholly torn off and blood oozing into the rubble. Body parts were scattered around the circular clearing, and the trappers’ screamed so loudly that something like a warbling harmony lifted into the air. My heart hammered in my chest and sweat beaded on my forehead from the visceral carnage laid out in front of me. I’d seen fights before, even watched as Daisy ripped five guards apart, but… this was the work of an animal that wanted nothing more than to destroy and consume for the thrill of it. It didn’t matter if the beast was afraid or cornered, it wanted to kill.  
 
    “Duchess!” A man screamed once he noticed us. “It started attacking our encampment! It already wiped out most of our numbers! What do we do? Help us!”  
 
    Edony’s stunning face paled at the horrifying scene in front of us, and her bottom lip quivered. I didn’t think she’d ever seen anything like this before… Sure, the aristocrats put on mock wars with each other, but I already knew that the Duchess didn’t partake in such things, even before I'd transformed her. Her violet eyes wavered in their sockets, and her delicate, gloved hands shook with fear and anxiety.  
 
    I knew it was my time to take charge.  
 
    “This is what we’ve been waiting for,” I growled. “Let’s draw the drake out and kill it. I want that core in my hands before sundown. Do all of you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Valerie cackled, snapped the reins against her horse’s back, and raced forward as she immediately phased out of view.  
 
    “You there!” I shouted to the trapper sprinting toward us, and he skidded to a stop in front of my horse. 
 
    “Y-Y-Yes?” the young boy squeaked.  
 
    “Hand over your sword,” I demanded. “And stand back and watch your new leader slay a mighty beast before your very eyes.”  
 
    “W-Who a-a-are y-you?” the young man stammered as he scrambled to hand over his broadsword.  
 
    “I’m Charles Rayburn,” I barked, took the weapon from his hands, and held it aloft. “The future King of this land and leader of the Total Order.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    I’d never held a sword or used it to attack another person or beast. Lucien had assaulted me with one not long ago, but I couldn’t remember how he’d used it or if he’d had any skilled movements, but by the time he arrived at the manor, he was a drunken mess anyway.  
 
    But I could figure this out.  
 
    I gripped the broadsword’s hilt tightly in my hand and felt an immense power rush through me. Daisy was right when she said I needed a weapon, but even though I felt capable with this sword in my hand, I knew it wasn’t the right one for me.   
 
    My women waited for my next instructions, and I shifted the mighty, heavy sword in my hands. I lifted the blade high toward the swirling gray clouds above our heads, and my women took it as a sign. All of them galloped forward on their horses, and I felt their powers immediately heat the air as they activated. I gripped the reins tightly in my hands and raced ahead toward the darkened cave. The drake wasn’t entirely out of the cavern but stuck out its enormous, scaled head and roared with all its might.  
 
    Even from just seeing its head, I knew the beast was colossal in size. Its skull was almost the size of one horse’s entire body and jagged, spiraling horns stuck out of its skull in a broad, scarlet crest. I’d never seen a dragon before, and it was fabled that all of them had died off, but it was clear that drakes at least were very much alive and thriving in the mountains.  
 
    “Maaaaybe it’s trying to protect some type of treasure deep in its lair!” Valerie giggled as she blasted past me. “First one to find it gets to keep it!”  
 
    “This isn’t some sort of fairytale, Val!” Daisy cackled. “Hidden treasure doesn’t exist in the real world!” 
 
    “Real world?” the cat-girl shouted and phased out of view along with her horse. “We live in a reality where monster-women now exist, Daisy, you gotta beeeelieve!” 
 
    “I have to agree with D-D-Daisy here,” Josephine stammered. “T-T-The prospect of finding a treasure in this beast’s cave is v-v-very l-l-loooooow!”  
 
    Even though the heiress was a skilled horsewoman, her erratic movements on the horse told me that she was terrified of the wild beast hiding inside the cavern. Her wide, orange cat-like eyes stayed on the dark 
 
    hole where the drake’s head disappeared for half of a second and then reappeared with an enormous blast of blue flames.  
 
    “The treasure is miiiiine!” Rian roared. “No one gets to touch it, and I’ll lay atop my golden nugget bed for the rest of my liiiiife!”  
 
    “We have to do what we did with the Raiju,” I commanded. “We have to lure it out into the open and then hit it hard, but this time, you’re allowed to use as much force as possible. We must kill the drake to retrieve the core. That’s the reason why we’re here. We can’t disable this thing and bring it back to the manor. I may have enlarged compartment A, but there’s no way that this thing will fit inside of it.”  
 
    “You got it, Charles!” the ash-blonde shouted from wherever she was.  
 
    “Oh-ho-ho,” the imp-woman guffawed. “I’ve been waiting for this! I held back my fire against the aristocrats, but I won’t do it this time! Now it’s getting really interesting.”  
 
    “Josephine,” I barked over the roars. “Can you use your powers on it? Force it out of the cave?”  
 
    The heiress’ panicked orange eyes met mine, and she pressed her plump lips into a firm, determined line with a single nod. She’d gotten control over her horse, and she’d seemed to calm down a bit, but I knew that in order to force the drake out, she’d need to use all of her concentration.  
 
    “I can bring it out,” the honey-blonde shouted. “But I won’t be able to control it once it’s out. It’s far too big and strong for me to get a steady hold on it.”  
 
    “Alright,” I grunted. “Just get it out of there, and we’ll do the rest. If you can do… something like controlled bursts of your power that’d be extremely helpful in bringing this thing down.” 
 
    “I can do that,” the heiress nodded. “But it’s going to take all of my strength…”  
 
    “Do what you can,” I boomed, gripped the reins in my left hand, and lifted the broadsword with my left.  
 
    I kicked my horse, and the enormous creature reared back with a braying neigh. We shot forward, and everything around us was a blur of color and masses, but as we moved, I finally focused my eyes. The drake’s head popped out of the hole again and opened its mouth to send a flurry of fire in Daisy’s direction, but the beast paused for a slight moment. Josephine’s face showed the signs of her ability working, and I swiveled my attention back toward the drake.  
 
    With slow, sluggish movements, the enormous scaled lizard climbed out of the cave, and we finally got a good look at it. The beast was so huge that it nearly blotted out the cloud-covered sun above us, and as it threw back its giant head, its horns scraped at the rock walls of the mountain. The scarlet scales around it’s angular face were pointed and jagged while the bright hue of red deepened to a dark wine color down its back and underbelly. Bright yellow streaked its horns, legs, and whipping tail and directly at the tip was a single, deadly-looking spike. The drake looked bigger than some of the shops in downtown Edenhart. 
 
    We’d fought against the Raiju and managed to incapacitate it, but… I had no idea how we’d be able to do this. My women may have been strong, but this thing looked as if it could take out a whole town in a matter of seconds with little to no effort.  
 
    “Holy moly,” Valerie cried. “We got a big one here! Edony, we’re going to need some of those intense power ball things!”  
 
    The Duchess glanced down at her delicate, gloved hands, and her expression looked more than apprehensive, but she nodded and grimaced with determination. This wasn’t like the battle against the aristocrats, and she knew it. We didn’t have to hold back this time, and she could put all of her power into her attacks.  
 
    The she-wolf let go of the reins, guided the horse with her knees around the frozen beast, and raised both of her hands above her head. Her palms slapped together, and her violet eyes fluttered closed as she breathed in deeply among the chaos. The Duchess slowly drew her hands apart, and a giant orb formed in between her clutches. The sphere undulated and wobbled for a second then held steady as she fought to control it. The ball of energy was mostly see-through, but it looked as if it were streaked with bright golds and neon yellows as the electricity flashed through it wildly.  
 
    “You… need… to… do… it… soon…” Josephine forced out through 
 
    clenched teeth. “It’s… getting… difficult… to… hold…”  
 
    Edony’s hands brought the orb down to her chest for a moment, breathed deeply, and then she snapped her eyes open. Blinding white light poured out of the she-wolf’s eye sockets as if some sort of unearthly being possessed her. Then the wolf-woman brought the orb even closer to her body and right as it was about to brush against her chest, her mouth dropped open. A rageful scream rose up her throat, and she exploded the electrical sphere toward the drake.  
 
    “That’s it!” Josephine winced. “I’m sorry!”  
 
    I felt the strange sensation of Josephine’s power as it retracted, and the heiress slumped forward in her saddle with labored huffs. She’d done her best, and as soon as she recovered from that attack, she’d try to control the drake again. It would take a lot out of her, but over the next few days, I’d concoct a few potions to speed up her healing process and renew her vitality. 
 
    The orb of electricity shot through the air like a bullet and slammed into the drake’s side with a hail of orange sparks. Smoke blasted into the air and obscured the enormous beast from view for a few seconds. When it finally cleared, the place where Edony’s attack hit was torn to shreds, and I could’ve sworn I saw the peeking of white bone from deep within the bloody meat.  
 
    The drake lifted its massive head, roared at the sky, and immediately ripped after Edony’s horse. The Duchess laughed lightly, guided her horse with her knees in the opposite direction, and brought up both of her hands in front of her. Spears of sizzling energy shot out of the she-wolf’s palms and slammed into the drake’s injured side. The huge beast bellowed in rage and opened its mouth to send out a blast of fire in the Duchess’ direction, but it’s mouth hung open and nothing came out except a pathetic puff of smoke. 
 
    “No, you don’t, you bastard,” Josephine growled through clenched teeth. “Edony! Get out of the way!”  
 
    “My tuuuuurn!” Valerie’s voice came from somewhere to the left, and I heard the pounding of her horse’s hooves on the broken earth.  
 
    I tried to locate her in the fray, but the only sign that she was there was a discarded sword on the ground that disappeared within an instant. As I kept a close eye on the drake, long, deep cuts ripped up its flank, and Valerie’s cackling laughter lifted into the air. She only reappeared once as she casually dropped from the horse’s saddle, leaped into the air, and landed on the drake’s broad back. The sword she held never stopped swinging for an instant, and bluish-purple blood poured down the beast’s flanks like rivers. 
 
    As soon as the blood dripped off the drake’s sides in rivulets, it hit the ground and began to sizzle and smoke as if it were highly acidic.  
 
    “No way,” Rian boomed. “You’re not going to have all the fun! Now it’s my turn!”  
 
    The imp-woman raced forward on her horse, threw her head back, and jabbed her hands out in front of her. Her arms crossed, and walls of flames burst up, surrounding the drake in all directions. The fire crackled in orange and yellow hues, but as the black-haired beauty raced circles around the drake, the heat intensified to neon and icy shades. Smoke billowed to the blackened sky, and when I glanced up at it, the clouds swirled around as if a tornado were about to touch down.  
 
    I immediately searched for Edony through the fray and found her on the edge of the forest. Her wholly white eyes were aimed above at the darkening, churning clouds, and suddenly, they broke up. The lightning bolt slashing down through the sky was more massive than I’d ever seen in my life, and it smashed into the drake with little mercy. The beast let out a low bellow and was obscured by smoke for a second time. I snelled its flesh burning from all of the combined attacks.  
 
    “Here we go again!” Josephine screamed above the rolling thunder. “Get ready!”  
 
    The heiress threw out her hands, and this time, she screamed enraged. Her orange, cat-like eyes showed a determination and unadulterated hatred that I’d never seen from the honey-blonde before. Her hands reached out for something, tensed, and then formed into tight, white-knuckled fists. The drake froze with its head thrown back, and I glanced over my shoulder toward Daisy. My eyes shifted toward the beast’s head, then its neck, and then back to the brunette. The bear-girl understood what I meant and nodded once. Both of us knew that now was our time, and if we hesitated for even a second, we’d lose our only chance.  
 
    The two of us snapped the reins against our horses’ backs, and we raced forward together. The drake grew nearer and nearer in its frozen state, and its hateful yellow eyes stared down at us with a vile, human intelligence that even the Raiju didn’t have. Out of the corner of my eye, Daisy lowered herself closer to the horn of her saddle, kept her golden-eyes glued on the statuesque creature in front of us, and dropped the reins from her hands.  
 
    Daisy kicked out of the stirrups, lifted both of her legs, pressed her heavy boots against the saddle, and stood free in the whipping wind. The brunette steadied herself and right as her horse seemed to collide with the drake, the bear-girl leaped from the saddle. Daisy flipped through the air once, bent her knees, and raced up the creature’s curved, scaly neck. The 
 
    bear-girl fought her way in between the drake’s enormous horns, stood on the crest of its massive head, and then searched for me.  
 
    I reached the drake shortly after, and Daisy’s gaze collided with mine. We were a unit, and we’d work together in perfect tandem. The bear-girl dropped to her knees and knitted her fingers together over her head right as I lifted the broadsword, and her fists came down right as I slashed toward the drake’s thick meaty neck. The crack that came after sent shockwaves through the ground my horse stood on, but I pushed against it, brought the broadsword back, and slashed deep into the drake’s neck.  
 
    Purplish blue blood poured out onto the ground and sizzled with intense heat as the drake’s skull cracked and caved in. The splintering of the beast’s bones sounded like the felling of massive oaks.  
 
    “Now!” I roared to my other women.  
 
    Rian, Valerie, and Edony moved in from all sides with their powers activated, and even though it was only a few feet away, the drake disappeared in a haze of smoke and the stench of blazing fire. The gigantic beast let out one last bellow, but this time it came out forced and garbled from the jagged cut across its throat.  
 
    “I… can’t!” Josephine screamed at the top of her lungs and let her hands drop.  
 
    I snatched my horse’s reins and pulled the creature backward right as the smoke began to clear. The drake stood tall for a second, but the crown of its head was nearly caved in, and one of its hateful yellow eyes hung limply from its meaty optic nerve. The appendage swung limply against the creature’s angled cheek, and for a second, I thought we’d have to keep fighting. I already knew that my women were exhausted from the looks on their faces, but they’d willingly battle on if they had to.  
 
    The drake wobbled for a second as its single eye rolled in its cracked socket. The beast’s blood-streaked lips opened and closed with a few pathetic puffs of black smoke. 
 
    “Come on, come on,” Valerie chanted. “You know you just wanna lay down for a little naaaaap-eeee-pooo!”  
 
    The beast groaned and fell forward with a thunderous crash. Beyond the cleared area, trees shook, and a few fell from the enormous vibration. The drake’s yellow eye swiveled around for a second but suddenly rolled up toward the boiling sky and glossed over. I pulled back on the reins of my horse, slid out of the stirrups, and jumped to the soft ground below.  
 
    “Is… is it dead?” Josephine panted.  
 
    I crept forward and paused as I stood a few feet away from the drake’s colossal skull. I gripped the broadsword’s hilt a little tighter and used the blade’s tip to nudge the creature’s cheek. The sharp edge entered into the flesh in between two thick scales, and when I pulled back, blood trickled out and smoked the instant it contacted the air.  
 
    “It’s dead,” I confirmed. “Now… to get the core out.”  
 
    “Do you have any idea where it might be within the drake?” the feline-woman asked.  
 
    “Let’s start hacking at it,” Rian chuckled. “And find out where it is.”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “The core serves as the beast’s heart. It should be within its ribcage. Daisy, can you flip it over onto its back for me?” 
 
    “I can try,” the bear-girl nodded, stepped forward, and cracked her knuckles.  
 
    “Good,” I grunted. “I just don’t want any of you to touch the blood… It didn’t harm my sword when I stabbed into it, but it could be acidic to flesh. We don’t know, so we won’t try.”  
 
    “Good thinking, Charles,” Edony nodded and dismounted her horse.  
 
    The brunette glanced over the drake’s scaly flesh, found a spot that wasn’t coated in the purplish-blue blood, and pressed her hands there. The bear-girl grunted and gritted her teeth as she pushed and before long, the enormous beast tilted. The drake rolled over onto its back, and the brunette brushed off her hands with a satisfied smirk. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate, gripped the hilt of the broadsword, and stabbed into the beast’s soft underbelly. The tender skin parted like a hot knife through butter, and more of the acidic blood poured out onto the dirt near my feet. I sawed away at the dense muscle for a few minutes and finally broke through to the bone of the drake’s ribs. Using the tip of the sword, I widened the hole in its chest, and with Josephine’s help, the creature’s cage-like ribs vibrated for a second, and then cracked open. My broadsword slashed through the layers of crepe-like lungs, and finally, after minutes of searching, the tip of my weapon clanged against something solid.  
 
    “W-What was that?” Valerie squeaked. “That certainly didn’t sound like something that's supposed to be inside of something’s body…”  
 
    “I think it’s the core,” I grunted. “Give me a minute. I need to get all of this tissue out of the way before I can wedge it out.”  
 
    Using the sword’s blade, I cut through excess lung tissue and used the tip to fling it out onto the dirt. I worked feverishly as I cleared the lungs out, but the core didn’t reveal itself yet. I dug through and felt the vibration in my arm as the broadsword connected with whatever was hidden deep inside the drake’s chest cavity.  
 
    “I think I can get it now,” I muttered. “Do any of you have a spare piece of cloth? We’ll probably have to clean it off, but I don’t want any of you to touch it with your bare hands.” 
 
    “I do,” Daisy breathed and reached into one of her horse’s saddlebags. “Here, take this.”  
 
    Josephine grabbed the swatch of cloth and hurried over to my side. I gripped the hilt even harder, dug into the thick tissue, and searched for the object again. Once my broadsword clanged against it, I wedged the blade underneath it and pulled the hilt toward my chest. I struggled for a moment, and sweat beaded on my forehead from exertion, but right as I was about to pause to take a break, a muffled crack rose from inside the ribcage. The object lodged inside the drake came out with a moist plop, landed on the dirt, and rolled a few feet away.  
 
    “Oh, my goodness,” Josephine gasped. “It’s so… it’s so beautiful.”  
 
    “Look at all the colors!” Valerie exclaimed. “It looks like a little galaxy!”  
 
    “I wouldn’t exactly call it little,” Daisy chuckled. “That thing is… huge.”  
 
    I dropped the broadsword and took the swatch of fabric from the heiress’ hands. The core rested against the fresh earth, and I gazed down at it with wide, mystified eyes. The orb was roughly twelve inches around, and just as Valerie said, it looked like a miniature galaxy trapped inside a glass sphere. I reached out toward it with the cloth covering both of my hands, and soon as my finger brushed its surface, I felt a sudden, overwhelming surge of power and energy. One second, I felt exhausted and fatigued from the days of travel and the battle, and the next, I felt as if I’d woken up from a good night’s rest on a bright, sunny morning.  
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it,” I breathed. “This is… magnificent.”  
 
    I hastily wiped the drake’s blood off the core, discarded the fabric’s swatch, and lifted the sphere in my hands. The same sensation from before washed over me, but this time, it was so intense that I almost wanted to let go. I held it out to my women, and they stared down at it with awe-struck 
 
    expressions.  
 
    “This is it,” I chuckled softly. “This is the key to our future… We’ll use this core in the heart of our machine and never have to find another beast for an experiment ever again. This will create entire armies of monster-women for us… hundreds… even thousands of them. It will never break down or wear out… This is it!”  
 
    I held the orb aloft for a moment and laughed heartily. This was the solution to all of our problems, or at least, for now. I’d waited so long to find it, and we finally had it in our hands.  
 
    “That thing’s pretty solid,” Rian commented. “How are we going to break it? Tools?”  
 
    “No, no, no,” I shook my head, brought the core back down, and held it close to my chest. “You can’t break this with tools or any human-made contraption.”  
 
    “Then what do we use?” Josephine asked.  
 
    “There are a lot of things in this world that can’t be broken by mortal tools,” I explained. “But there is a way that we can do it…”  
 
    “How?” Edony probed.  
 
    “Alchemy,” I chuckled. “I’ll use my skills to break this thing into pieces. I’ve done things similar to this but never on this large of a scale. It’ll take a little bit of work, and I’ll have to dive back into my handwritten notes, but I’m sure that it can be done.”  
 
    I moved toward my horse then slipped the core inside my saddlebag for safekeeping.  
 
    “Should we head home?” the imp-woman asked.  
 
    “Waaaait,” Valerie whined. “Just wait a second!”  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “What’s the matter?”  
 
    “Uhhhh, could I… maybe… possibly…” the ash-blonde pouted and then spewed everything out in a rush. “Go explore that cave for a second? I want to check for treasure!”  
 
    “Val,” Daisy chuckled. “I highly doubt that there’s anything down there except for dry animal bones and drake dung.”  
 
    “You know what,” I chuckled. “Go ahead. Do you want us to come down with you?”  
 
    “Nope!” Valerie squealed. “I’ll only be a second. I’m just gonna hop down there, look around, and bring back any of the treasure that I find! Also, it looks like a straight drop, so anyone without cat-like reflexes might get hurt trying to climb down.”  
 
    “Fine,” I nodded. “Go ahead, but make it quick. We need to get the core back home as soon as possible.”  
 
    “Okay!” Valerie shouted and skipped away. “I’ll be back in two swishes of a cat’s tail!” 
 
    The feline-woman stood at the edge of the cavern, lowered herself to her knees, and then deftly climbed down into the darkness. My other women glanced around at each other for a second and suddenly, Rian shook her head and giggled.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Josephine asked.  
 
    “She didn’t even win the fight!” the imp-woman laughed. “If we’re going off of who won the treasure, it should be Daisy going down there.”  
 
    “Me?” the bear-girl asked. “Go down there? Noooo waaaay. May I remind you that I am part bear. The only thing I’ve ever climbed is a tree to get to some delicious honey.”  
 
    “I won fair and square!” Valerie’s voice echoed up to us. “And if I find anything, I’ll be sure to give it to Daisy since she won!”  
 
    “I doubt that you’ll find anything,” the brunette chuckled. “But thank you! I appreciate the sentiment!”  
 
    “It’s really dark down here,” the feline-woman called up to us. “But I can see pretty well. There are a lot of bones just like you said, Daisy, but there’s no dung… whatever the hell that is. Hmm… there doesn’t seem to be anything-- Oooooo, what are you, my preeeetty?”  
 
    “What did you find?” I called down to her from the edge.  
 
    “I’ll… bring… it… to… you…” the cat-girl growled. “But… I’ve… got… to… wrench… it… free… out… of… this… lady’s… hands! Ah! There we go! Thank you, sir! I’m sure you don’t need this anymore!”  
 
    The five of us waited patiently at the entrance of the hole while Valerie climbed back up. The cat-girl made soft grunting noises as she climbed and hopped ledge to ledge and before long, one of her hands reached the edge of the cavern. I immediately bent and grabbed her by the forearm before lifting her up and out.  
 
    “What did you find?” I asked.  
 
    “This!” the ash-blonde thrust out the object firmly held in her hands. “Isn’t it pretty? I don’t know what it is, but look at it!” 
 
    Valerie held a medium-sized staff that looked as if it were made from gnarled, twisted wood, but when I reached out to take it, it felt cold to the touch like metal. At the tip of the weapon, the swirling veins of wood came to three points and a broken, amethyst crystal rested between the three spokes. The jewel looked as if it’d been smashed against a rock or something like that, but an idea instantly passed through my brain.  
 
    “Who were you talking to down there?” Edony asked.  
 
    “Oh,” the cat-girl gasped. “Just a skeleton. She was holding the staff, and I had to take it from it. It’s not like she was using it! She’s dead, after all!”  
 
    “So, you stole it…” Daisy repeated bluntly. “From a corpse?”  
 
    “Good job, Val!” Rian boomed. “I’ve never been more proud of you!”  
 
    The imp-woman clapped the cat-girl on the back and nearly sent the blonde flying, but the feline-woman chuckled lightly.  
 
    “I didn’t steal it!” Valerie assured. “As I said before, she’s dead, and I doubt she needs it now. It looked like she’d been down there for a long time anyway, it wasn’t like I stole something from one of Edony’s freshly dead trappers! She was wearing dusty armor and covered in spiderwebs! It’s treasure! I had to take it!”  
 
    I held the weapon in my fist and it felt a lot lighter than it looked. My eyes moved over the broken crystal, and I used my fingernail to loosen it out of its holder. The stone broke free from its bindings and laid uselessly in the dirt at our feet.  
 
    “What is it, Charles?” Daisy asked.  
 
    “I have an idea,” I smirked. “I need a weapon, don’t I?”  
 
    “Yes…” the bear-girl nodded. “But… it’s just a staff, right?”  
 
    “No, I think it’s more than that,” I shook my head. “Val, what did this woman’s armor look like?”  
 
    “Well, it wasn’t anything fancy,” the feline-woman recalled. “And it had a bunch of weird symbols and runes carved into the metal. Kind of like the ones we saw back at the black market.... At the magic stall.”  
 
    “She was a mage,” I confirmed. “That means that this staff… when it has the right stone placed within it, would have magical properties to it.”  
 
    “Really?” Daisy breathed. “That makes it… so much more 
 
    interesting.”  
 
    “Indeed,” I chuckled. “And I believe that if I manage to break the core into pieces, I can take one of the shards, place it within the spokes, and bring this weapon back to life.”  
 
    “Do you really think so?” the bear-girl gushed. “Oh, Charles, this is so exciting!” 
 
    “Hey, now,” Valerie broke in. “You were just mad at me because I stole it!”  
 
    “Well, that’s before I learned it was a mage’s staff,” the brunette giggled. “And I wasn’t mad at you. I was teasing, my love.”  
 
    “Let’s head back home,” I barked. “I’m even more excited to break the core now than I ever was. We have a lot of work to do, though, so I want all of you to stay strong. Soon, we’ll have hundreds of monster-women who will fight alongside us against the Queen and her marchionesses! We’re so close… the world is almost ours, and before long, I will be your King!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    With the core and staff in our possession, we headed back down the mountain. Somehow, the trip back home seemed to go much faster than the journey there, and I assumed it was because we finally had the core in our possession. We pushed our horses harder than ever because we’d grown to know them over the journey, and they’d begun to trust us as their riders. We hadn’t spent much time at the trapper’s encampment, just enough to discharge them and send them back to the duchy.  
 
    It was vitally important to get home as soon as possible since every moment that passed was time the Queen would have to discover our plans and try to thwart them. 
 
    We rode our horses hard back to Edenhart, barely stopping for a few hours of rest before we pushed on to our destination. We flew through the mountains, grassy plains, and finally reached the rising hills that led to the curving mountains surrounding our small city. On the morning of the second day, we arrived back in our town, and the soldiers standing guard nodded to us as we galloped past. We took the main streets back to the manor since they were the fastest, and Edenhart looked like nothing more than a ghost town. All of the shops were closed and locked up tight, and all the curtains were drawn from the fateful morning when we attacked the aristocrats.  
 
    My monster-women took in all of it with serene and pleased expressions. We’d worked hard to make all of this happen and the newly created monster-women would join us in our fight against the Queen and her faithful subjects. After the battle against the drake, I was confident that we’d be able to win… but I also had no idea what the Queen and her marchesses would throw at us in the coming months. Once all the nobles of the duchy were transformed, I would work on augmenting my women’s powers with the drake’s elemental core, but… before all of that, I had a promise to keep.  
 
    As we climbed the hill toward home, I glanced over my shoulder toward Josephine, and the heiress tilted her head curiously. Her orange, cat-like eyes held so much love for me within them, and it was finally my turn to give her what she wanted. She’d waited a long time and never complained that she wasn’t the next in line. I felt sorry that we’d had to postpone her transformation for so long, but… it was here and now. We would do it today no matter what.  
 
    “What’s the matter, Charles?” the honey-blonde asked. 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong,” I smiled. “In fact, everything is falling into place… Do you know what today is, my dear?”  
 
    “Tuesday?” Valerie piped up.  
 
    “Uh, laundry day?” Daisy offered. “We do laundry on Tuesday, don’t we? Or is it… Thursday… I always get those two mixed up.” 
 
    “Daisy…” the feline-woman giggled. “You’re the one who does the laundry, how could you forget?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the bear-girl shrugged. “Sometimes I like to switch it up between Tuesdays and Thursdays, then I get all mixed up and forget what day I need to do it in the first place.” 
 
    “It’s Tuesday?” Rian gasped. “Goodness gracious! I need to water all of my plants! Hurry, Charles! Their soil is probably bone dry by now! I should’ve told Kleeia to water them while I was gone, but I forgot!”  
 
    “It’s none of those things.” I shook my head, eyed Edony out of the corner of my eye, and then grinned. “But something much more exciting… Today, we welcome our newest monster-sister into our family.”  
 
    Valerie’s light blue eyes glittered excitedly, and she wriggled in her saddle for a moment as she giggled. A knowing smile spread over the bear-girl’s plump lips, and she eyed Josephine slyly.  
 
    “C-Charles?” the honey-blonde gasped. “Do you mean it? Do you really mean it? I…I get to be a monster-girl now?”  
 
    “It’s finally your turn, my love,” I breathed. “We have the core, and you know what that means. We’ll prepare as soon as we get to the manor.”  
 
    “But what about the core?” the imp-woman asked. “Are we going to break it when we get there or…” 
 
    “No,” I stated. “I want to use the entire core for the experiment. Edony received the full power of the core when we used the Raiju, and I think that Josephine should, too. Before we shatter the core and use the individual pieces, I want to research ways to augment all of your pre-existing powers first. Then we’ll move onto the aristocrats afterward. I want all of you to be the most powerful out of all of them. It’ll be us who kills the Queen, with the help of our army of monster-women, so I’ll need to enhance all your powers to Edony’s level.”  
 
    “Charles…” Josephine whimpered and wiped away a tear that threatened to trickle down her cheek. “I’m so happy… Thank you… I’ve waited for this for so long, and now it’s finally happening. Thank you so much.”  
 
    “Oh! Oh! Oh!” Valerie shouted. “There’s the manor, and there’s Kleeia!”  
 
    The feline-woman pointed up the hill, and I spied the blue-haired woman on the manor’s porch with Private Paige standing closely by. The two of them waved excitedly and rushed down the stairs to meet us in the drive. I let go of the reins, slid out of the saddle, and jumped to the ground with my arms open wide for the nix-woman.  
 
    Kleeia slammed into me and pressed her lips to mine feverishly. I held her close to my body in a tight embrace and sucked in all of her warmth. We’d only been gone a few days, but I’d missed her so much. The smell of her hair, the touch of her soft skin, and of course, her curvaceous body pressed into mine. The nix-woman’s tongue slipped into my mouth and played with mine while the rest of my women hooted excitedly from their horses’ backs. When we finally parted, Kleeia stared up at me with relief in her enormous ice blue-colored eyes.  
 
    “Charles,” the nix-woman panted. “You’re finally home! Oh, I missed you so much!”  
 
    “I missed you, too, my love,” I grunted and tucked a strand of hair behind her pointed ear.  
 
    “Lord Rayburn,” Private Paige boomed and then bowed low. “It’s wonderful to see you again, and may I congratulate you on your successful mission.”  
 
    “Did you get it, Charles?” Kleeia bubbled. “Did you get the core?”  
 
    “Come,” I instructed. “Let’s go down into the laboratory. I’ll show you, and… we’re going to transform Josephine.”  
 
    “Really?” the turquoise-haired woman squealed. “Yes! Finally!”  
 
    Kleeia raced across the gravel and grabbed onto Josephine as the heiress carefully climbed out of the horse’s saddle. The honey-blonde laughed softly and tightly embraced her sister. While my women were preoccupied with clambering off their horses and greeting their missed sister, I turned toward Private Paige with my arms folded behind my back.  
 
    “Any reports or news?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes, your grace,” the older man nodded. “Six aristocrats were apprehended, and your monster-women managed to wear them down and arrest them. We brought them back here, dosed them heavily, and placed them into the cages.”  
 
    “Anything else?” I probed. “Did the aristocrats you brought here give you any trouble?”  
 
    “No,” Private Paige shook his head. “No trouble at all. Ms. Kleeia was very helpful to us. She showed us where the tranquilizer was, gave us needles, and showed all the soldiers how to inject them properly. Most of the nobles are awake but we’ve kept them tranquilized in a daze. They’ve been too tired and out of it to activate their abilities. Those who’ve stayed asleep are being carefully watched for signs of dehydration, and we’ll stop administering the tranquilizer to keep them healthy.” 
 
    “Good, good,” I nodded. “Thank you for your service. You’re dismissed for now and can go back to whatever you were doing before.”  
 
    “Thank you, your grace,” the captain nodded, saluted me, and turned on his heels.  
 
    “Josephine?” I called her through the thick crowd of excited monster-women.  
 
    “Yes, Charles?” the heiress grinned through the mass of smiling faces around her.  
 
    “Shall we prepare?” I gestured toward the manor and my waiting laboratory.  
 
    “Yes!” Josephine gushed and raced forward to take my hand. “Oh, Charles, I’m so excited! Hurry! Let’s go down together!”  
 
    I tugged on her hand toward my horse, opened up the saddlebag, and took out the glowing core from inside. All seven of us stared down at it for a moment in utter awe. I had to admit, the sphere was one of the most beautiful things I had ever seen in my life. It had swirling colors of deep royal purple, dark and light blue with streaks of gold and yellow sparkles. I’d never seen anything like it in my life, and I felt so proud that I’d managed to find it.  
 
    The seven of us hurried toward the house, thumped down the stairs, and threw open the laboratory door with an echoing bang. The room was quiet and dark, and my stunning, colossal machine loomed off in the distance.  
 
    “Hey!” A.B.’s voice shrieked from the corner. “Warn a brain before you burst in here like that! I’m trying to sleep… or you know, float around and try to remember what it was like to dream… What was it like? Was it nothingness? Darkness with flashes of light and color? Or did I see things like people and places? I’ve been a brain for so long; I don’t remember much.”  
 
    “Sorry, A.B.,” I hastily apologized. “I’m just eager to be back in the laboratory.”  
 
    “Ohhhh,” the brain sang. “Are you going to make love to another one of your monster-women down here? You know, Charles, you have to take me out of here before you guys do that kind of stuff. I may not have eyes, but it’s challenging for a brain to stare at a blank wall for a while and pretend that nothing’s happening around him. Unless you’re into that, in which case--”  
 
    “I’m very sorry, A.B.,” I apologized again. “Next time… I’ll have one of the ladies take you upstairs.”  
 
    “Thank you very much,” A.B. clucked. “Now, what are all of you doing down here so early in the morning? Is it morning? Or evening? I can’t really tell because no one’s visited me down here for a while!”  
 
    “We’re very sorry we’ve neglected you,” Daisy soothed and rushed over to the tank. “Buuuut something thrilling will happen over the next few weeks.”  
 
    “And what is that?” the brain asked. “Did you finally find me a beautiful and bumpy brain bride? I’ve been waiting for this moment for years! How do I look? Am I pristine? Is my surface scrubbed clean of mold and mildew? There’s only so much I can do with my brainstem, but I try to keep it tidy.”  
 
    “Sadly, no,” I croaked. “We haven’t found you a bride… and I doubt that we ever will.” 
 
    “Don’t say that!” Valerie cried. “I’m sure that we can find one for A.B. There’s love out there for everyone, even brains floating in mysterious liquids!”  
 
    “Yeah!” A.B. chided. “What Valerie said! I think I’m a very eligible bachelor. I may not have a job, but I do like to put down roots and stay in the same place for hours on end, you know? That’s gotta mean something to a lady brain, right?”  
 
    “I’m sure it does,” I nodded. “And maybe we’ll find a lady brain for you… when we leave Edenhart.”  
 
    “L-L-Leave Edenhart?” the brain shouted. “What? How? When? Nevermind all that, I’m not a brain who stays in one place anymore. I’ll move wherever you want me to, Charles. So, where are we going?”  
 
    “Onto the next city with all of the newly made monster-women,” I explained. “Then once we’ve defeated them and transformed them, too, we’ll keep moving on until we finally reach the Queen.”  
 
    “And what are you going to do with the Queen?” A.B. innocently asked.  
 
    “Kill her!” the feline-woman sang.  
 
    “Oh, okay… wait, what did you just say?” the brain exclaimed. “Going to kill the Queen? The most powerful woman in the whole country?”  
 
    “Yes,” I breathed.  
 
    “I’m not coming,” A.B. shook in his liquid. “I’m not, and you can’t make me. I’ll hang onto this goddamn tank with my brainstem if I have to. You can’t make me.”  
 
    “Alright,” I shrugged and slipped on a lab coat. “Then you can stay here, in the empty house with no one to talk to and no one to clean off your surface or change your tank. It’s fine. I don’t mind leaving you here.”  
 
    “What?” the brain shrieked. “No, please take me with you! I want to go! I want to see the world and live, Charles! Please don’t leave me here to rot alone!”  
 
    “Alright, alright,” I chuckled. “We’ll bring you with us.”  
 
    I held the core in both my hands and stepped toward the open door of compartment A. I rested the colorful orb on the corrugated flooring and then snapped the door shut with a click. Then I turned, grabbed one of the vials of my blood from the last transformations, opened up compartment C, and dribbled a little bit of it out onto the floor. Once that was finished, I stared into the window for a moment and then turned toward the patiently waiting heiress.  
 
    “Josephine,” I breathed. “Would you come with me?”  
 
    “Y-Yes,” the honey-blonde nodded and held out her hand to me.  
 
    I slipped it into mine and took a step toward the second compartment. I opened the door for her and gestured her inside, but Josephine hesitated for a moment. I saw the apprehension in her wide orange eyes, and I placed a steady hand in the middle of her back to comfort her.  
 
    “Everything will be alright, my love,” I whispered. “We’re right here with you. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”  
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” Josephine tittered nervously. “I think… I think I’ll be alright.” 
 
    The heiress let go of my hand, squared her shoulders, and stepped inside the compartment. The honey-blonde slowly turned as I shut the door and locked it from the outside. We stared at each other through the window for a moment, and the heiress gave me a nervous smile but nodded for me to proceed. 
 
    “Are we ready?” I asked as a put my blood in the chamber, crossed the room, and held the lever tightly in my hands.  
 
    “Yes!” Valerie sang.  
 
    “Yup!” Rian boomed. “Let’s do this, Charles!”  
 
    “Proceed,” Edony chuckled.  
 
    Both Kleeia and Daisy nodded to me with gentle but excited smiles. I swung the giant lever down into its cradle, and electricity crackled to life. All of the bulbs above our heads snapped to life with a loud hum. The sound rose in our ears as blinding white light poured out of all three of the compartments. Josephine’s silhouette glowed against the window in Compartment B for a moment. I felt the electricity pass from the panel of lights and switches, traveled through the thick, snaking wires across the floor, and finally reached my machine. 
 
    The copper exterior of my machine glowed with heat, and steam poured through the bolts’ cracks. The pistons at the top of the machine moved so quickly that they were blurs through the air, but I was surprised to see that no smoke erupted out of my machine like all of the times before. The noise coming from my machine heightened to a single pitch and almost sounded like an opera singer’s warbling voice. The blinding white light intensified and then changed in tone to an icy blue.  
 
    “By science,” Edony breathed. “I never… It’s so beautiful… so absolutely stunning. This… this is unbelievable, Charles… You built this. You brought all of this to life…” 
 
    “See?” Valerie giggled. “Everyone loves this part! It never gets old! We love the transformation process so much and are always so excited when we get a new sister!”  
 
    We’d done this many times before, and the process still mystified all of us. The method seemed intensified with the core instead of the usual beast. The light was brighter, the sounds were purer, and something deep inside told me that when Josephine finally emerged, she’d be even more perfect than any other monster woman.  
 
    I’d worked so hard to streamline my machine, and now with the core in place, it functioned even more beautifully. I lowered myself closer to the ground and covered my eyes with my callused hands. I waited for a long time and listened to the labored breathing of my women.  
 
    “Was that it?” Edony gasped. “It ends so abruptly each time…”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I chuckled. “We’ll be doing a lot more transformations, and I’m sure that you’ll get tired of it eventually.”  
 
    “No,” the she-wolf shook her head. “No, never. That was one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever laid my eyes on.” 
 
    “Hold on!” Valerie cried. “This is the best part! Charles, do your thing! Bring Josephine out! Come on, guys! Bring Josie out! Bring Josie out!”  
 
    I breathed in deeply, shook my arms, and stepped toward the third compartment. During Edony’s transformation, inside the bay the smoke had light blues and purples, but this time, they were deep scarlet reds and yellows intermixed.  
 
    I wondered what she’d look like, and soon we would all find out.  
 
    My hand gripped onto the handle, twisted it, and then creaked the door open. My machine ticked softly in the background, but I ignored the noise and searched through the thick smog for any signs of life. I spied a crouched silhouette in the corner, and I instantly breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    “Josephine?” I called. “Josephine? Are you alright?”  
 
    “Charles?” a soft, feminine voice I immediately recognized replied. “Did… Did it work? I don’t… I don’t feel any different.”  
 
    The silhouette in the corner of the compartment stood, wobbled for a second, and then fell forward through the smoke. I rushed forward to catch her, and Josephine finally emerged from the haze a few inches from my face. She looked so beautiful with her wide, orange cat-like eyes aimed up at my face. Then my gaze shifted to the two sets of horns spiraling out of her honey-blonde hair. The first set sat slightly above her ears were large and curved back while the smaller set above came to about four or five inches in length.  
 
    The hands that clutched my forearms were taloned with long, black nails. Then… I felt something brush against my pant leg’s fabric, and I glanced down toward the metal flooring. Josephine had a tail, but it certainly wasn’t like any of my other monster-women’s. This was thick and covered in scarlet scales. The tip looked exactly like that of the drake’s, with a single long spike at the end.  
 
    “By science,” I breathed. “You’re… magnificent.”  
 
    “R-Really?” the drake-woman gasped. “You think so?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Let me bring you out to your sisters, so that they can see you.”  
 
    I took her hand into mine, pushed the door open a little more, and then stepped out. A collective gasp erupted out of my remaining five women, and Valerie clapped her hands over her mouth to stop herself from screaming out of joy.  
 
    “Josephine,” Daisy whispered. “You… You look so beautiful.”  
 
    “My dear sister,” Rian boomed. “You’ve finally become one of the clan! Not that you weren’t part of it, to begin with, but you know what I mean! How do you feel?”  
 
    “I don’t know... I don’t feel any different,” Josephine chuckled. “I feel… more powerful… but I can’t activate my power. Is that what this feels like?” 
 
    “Yes,” Edony nodded. “I couldn’t use mine, and it felt as if I was missing something, but… a lot of things changed for me, especially my world and societal views. Yours didn’t because you already felt that way from the beginning.”  
 
    “Your horns are so pretty!” the nix-woman bubbled. “They kind of remind me of Rian’s, but longer and with four instead of two!”  
 
    “M-my goodness, this is quite a change,” Josephine murmured and bowed her head shyly. “Charles?”  
 
    “Yes, my dear?” I grunted.  
 
    “Am I supposed to feel this tired afterwards?” the drake-woman probed. “I feel as if I’ve run twenty miles… Or maybe it’s the exhaustion from the past few days finally settling in. Do you mind if we postpone the examination? I… I think I need to rest.”  
 
    “Sure, my love,” I nodded. “Ladies, will you take your sister upstairs and let her rest for the night? We’ll do the examination first thing tomorrow morning, and then I’ll work on breaking the core.”  
 
    “Of course, Charles,” Daisy nodded. “Josephine, we’ll take you upstairs and help you get settled in. I know it’s all very overwhelming right now, but tomorrow, you’ll feel much better.”  
 
    The bear-girl took her sister by the arm and led her up the stairs toward the manor. Valerie, Rian, Kleeia, and Edony moved to go, too, but the Duchess paused in the doorway.  
 
    “Aren’t you coming, Charles?” the she-wolf asked.  
 
    “No,” I shook my head and smiled tiredly. “I’m going to stay down here and work for a little bit longer. I want to clean up a bit and prepare for the last few transformations tomorrow.”  
 
    “Alright,” Edony whispered. “Don’t stay up too late, okay? We need our rest, but so do you.”  
 
    “I will, don’t worry,” I chuckled and then snatched up a rag from the side table. “I’m just going to clean up a bit, and then I’ll come upstairs.”  
 
    The wolf-woman smiled and then tapped up the stairwell after her sisters. I sighed under my breath and tried to ignore the aching exhaustion in all of my limbs. I opened the door into compartment C, bent, and began to wipe up the dried blood on the floor with the rag. I’d done this experiment so many times now, and it always needed my blood. I’d always wondered about that… Why hadn’t the original experiments worked? Edony had wanted super-soldiers, but no matter what I did or tried, the experiment always failed… except for that one time with Valerie. 
 
    Was it my blood that made the experiment work? I’d never gotten a clear-cut answer despite how many times I’d repeated the transformation process… I sat back on my haunches and glanced around the interior of the third compartment. Would the experiment work without my blood? If I used an aristocrat and solely the core, would it work, or would it fail miserably?  
 
    “Could it be done?” I whispered. “Is it even possible?”  
 
    Or was all of it because of my blood? I never understood why the experiment worked, but I still placed my blood within my machine, and when I’d tested Valerie’s, there’d been a miniscule amount of mine within her blood… So, did that mean that my blood was the source of all of this? That I was the sole creator of these monster-women because of some type of source within my body? If I recreated the experiment with another man’s blood, would it work, or would it fail miserably? 
 
    “It can’t be,” I dismissed it and shook my head. “But… what if I were to test it out… Just to see what would happen.” 
 
    I couldn’t get the idea out of my head. As a man of science, I wanted, no, I needed to know if my theory was correct. If I tested it on a single female with another man’s blood, and the experiment didn’t work without it, then I’d have my answer. If it did… my whole process and theory were wrong, then I’d be able to move on from this.  
 
    I stood from my position, snapped the door closed, and hurried toward the stairwell. I climbed them two at a time until I reached the top and searched the yard for Private Paige. I searched for him among the aisles of empty cages and finally found him in the distance.  
 
    “Private Paige!” I shouted. “Private Paige, over here!” 
 
    The older man’s head snapped in my direction, and once he caught sight of me, he ran over.  
 
    “Yes, my lord?” the soldier asked. “What is it I can do for you?”  
 
    “I have two requests,” I grunted.  
 
    “Anything,” Private Paige chuckled. “I’ll provide you with anything you need.”  
 
    “Not necessary,” I tittered. “I need a single aristocrat. Just bring her down to me in the laboratory. It doesn’t matter which one, just bring her down.” 
 
    “And the second request?” Private Paige probed.  
 
    “This is going to sound strange,” I chuckled. “But I need blood, a healthy man’s blood.”  
 
    “Would my blood do, sire?” the guard asked.  
 
    “Would you be willing to give blood?” I asked. “I only need a few drops. I’m trying to test a theory with the creation of my monster-women.” 
 
    “Anything you need,” Aschere nodded. “I’ll grab one of the aristocrats while I’m at it.” 
 
    “Good,” I stated. “I’ll meet you down there.” 
 
    I turned on my heels right as Aschere opened the only cage with remaining aristocrats inside, grabbed one by the dress, and hauled her unconscious body out. It didn’t take long for Private Paige to enter into the laboratory with the unconscious noble, and he threw her to the concrete ground with a grunt then turned toward me.  
 
    “Should I sit?” Private Paige asked.  
 
    “Yes,” I gestured toward the small chair. “Here. This will only take a moment. I won’t need very much.”  
 
    “Are you going to draw blood, sire?” the soldier asked nervously. “With… a needle?”  
 
    “Yes?” I grunted. “Is there a problem with that?”  
 
    “Well, yes,” Aschere chuckled. “I’ve always been afraid of needles, never really got used to them when the schoolmarms would jab us with them every few months for our shots.”  
 
    “I can understand that,” I breathed. “But… I need your blood.”  
 
    “How about this?” Aschere grunted, reached toward his belt, and unsheathed a small dagger.  
 
    The guard pressed the blade into the palm of his hand, nicked the skin, and then made a tight fist as it began to bleed. I intended to hold his blood in a container and drop it onto the compartment C’s floor, but… this seemed a bit easier.  
 
    “Come this way,” I waved and opened the door into compartment C. “Hold out your hand and let the blood drip onto the floor. Count down from five, alright?” 
 
    “One… Two… Three…” Aschere repeated as the drops of blood plinked against the metal flooring. “Is that good enough, Charles?”  
 
    “Yes, yes,” I chuckled. “That’s all I needed from you. Thank you.”  
 
    “You’re very welcome, sire,” the captain nodded. “I hope you have a good rest of your evening. Please get some rest. The little ladies were lookin’ quite concerned when they went inside earlier.”  
 
    “I will,” I tittered. “I promised them I would.”  
 
    I waited until Private Paige left the room before I closed Compartment C’s door. Then I made sure that the core remained inside of compartment A and then dragged the aristocrat into compartment B. I snapped the door shut and didn’t pause as I launched myself across the room toward the wall of buttons and bulbs. I was so close to knowing if it was really my blood that made the difference or if it could be done with any man’s blood. I was so excited that I could barely contain myself as I gripped the lever and ceremoniously swung it down into its cradle.  
 
    The lights snapped on above my head and flickered for a moment as the panel sent electricity through the snaking wires toward my machine. When it finally reached it, a blinding white poured through the window of compartment B, and an earthshattering shriek nearly burst my eardrums. I clapped my hands over my ears and tried to decipher if the sound came from my machine or the aristocrat inside.  
 
    Light poured out of all three of the compartments, and black smoke billowed out of the exhaust valves at the top. I smelt something burning, though I couldn’t tell if it was the smell of the inner components combusting or burning flesh from this distance away. I couldn’t let whatever was happening inside destroy my machine, so I scrambled for the lever and slammed it back into the off position.  
 
    I felt the immense heat coming off my machine when I stepped forward, and I immediately knew that something had gone wrong. When I reached for the doors of compartment C, I noticed that the windows were clear of smoke, and I could see inside.  
 
    “That can only mean…” I grunted.  
 
    My feet shifted toward the smoke-filled window of compartment B. I tentatively stepped toward it, reached for the handle, and opened it slowly. I wafted the haze away from my face and coughed heartily as the smoke cleared out from the small room. What I saw inside was nothing more than a burnt husk laying in a blackened, gooey mess. Her face was unrecognizable, but her badly charred hands reached up toward where her neck should be.  
 
    My eyes widened, my heart hammered in my chest, and the hair at the back of my neck raised. My clammy hand held tightly onto the door handle for a moment and then fell limply to my side. It was true… My blood was the entire reason that the experiment worked in the first place. What could this mean? I almost couldn’t fucking believe it… 
 
    “By science,” I hissed through my teeth.  
 
    My stomach dropped when I realized my theory was correct... this was sorcery, and I was the sorcerer!


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    How was any of this possible? I was a man… and men didn’t have powers or abilities. None of this made sense, but somehow, I had to believe it. My women existed entirely because of me and my blood. This wasn’t blood manipulation or hemokinesis… This was something ingrained in my genetics… But what could that mean?  
 
    My knees buckled, and I slumped into a stool by the examination table. My laboratory was eerily silent, even A.B. seemed to have fallen asleep during all of this, and I felt the absence of his usual banter like a physical weight on my shoulders. All of my women had gone to bed… Was I expected to do that too after I’d made such an astounding discovery? I paused for a moment and cupped my chin as I scrutinized the coppery exterior of my machine.  
 
    I’d always thought it was my machine or the animals that made my machine work smoothly along with the combined power of my human blood, but… I was wrong. The operation only worked because of my blood… solely because of my blood.  
 
    “How could this be?” I growled and glanced over toward A.B..  
 
    The brain floated lazily in the crystal blue liquid of his tank. He seemed so serene in his strange state of sleep… Did he sleep, or was it merely an unconscious state of nothingness? It didn’t matter how he slept, but thinking about it was a nice distraction from the state of chaos my mind was currently in. How did I move forward from this? Did I accept it and move on? What other choice did I have… but there were so many questions left.  
 
    How did I receive this type of power? Was it from my mother?  
 
    A few days ago, Edony had mentioned that my mother could be anyone since the male babies were shipped into the boarding schools from all over the country, but could we track her down? Who could my mother be? I didn’t even know if I might have received these powers from her. Could I even call it an ability? Yes… and that meant that I was the first man in the history of the world to receive powers… That fact rocked me back in my stool, and I grunted from the force of it.  
 
    I… had magic, and no other man did. The questions echoed and bounced off the walls of my skull for a long time. I had to find out, but… Edony already said it would be a difficult task. Though, she did say that it wasn’t impossible… only a tedious and challenging undertaking. Who could she be? I’d always assumed that she was someone from Edenhart, and I’d unknowingly passed by her at least once or twice in my life, but… I’d recently found out that wasn’t true. She could be anyone from any number of cities surrounding Edenhart or even someone from the capital. Whoever she was, she’d passed this power down to me through our blood.  
 
    I hadn’t cared who my mother was for a very long time. She’d given birth to me and then tossed me away like trash, but she’d given me an extraordinary gift. It was kind of funny… If I’d never met Edony or built my machine, I would’ve never found out. I would’ve lived my life as most men did and never discovered this amazing part of me. I wanted to laugh… throw my head back and guffaw at the ceiling madly. An aristocrat had given birth to me and ingrained her power into my genes, and I would use that very same power to destroy the matriarchy. How ironic.  
 
    “Charles?” a worried voice whispered from behind me. “Are you alright? I was waiting for you upstairs, but you never came, then I heard loud noises. Is everything alright? Oh dear, why are you sitting here all alone?”  
 
    “Edony,” I croaked without turning around to look at her. “Who do you think she is?”  
 
    “What?” the Duchess asked. “Whatever do you mean? She? Who are you talking about?”  
 
    “Who do you think my mother is?” I asked. “She has to be someone pretty powerful, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Charles,” the wolf-woman breathed. “I… I don’t understand.”  
 
    “Let me show you.” I hastily stood, turned toward her, and grasped her by the delicate wrist.  
 
    “Show me what?” Edony gasped. “Charles, why are you acting so strange?”  
 
    “Edony,” I grunted. “I discovered something, and… it’s going to blow your mind. I had a hunch… but it’d be best if I showed you.”  
 
    I pulled the Duchess toward the cracked door of compartment B and then slowly opened the door. The she-wolf started down at the blackened husk that once was an aristocrat, and her face paled immediately. Her hand slipped out of mine and clasped together at chest level. The Duchess tiptoed forward and stared down at the corpse for a moment before turning back to her.  
 
    “What happened?” the wolf-woman gasped. “What happened to her?” 
 
    “This is the result of using another man’s blood in my machine,” I explained. “You never saw it before, but this was what happened before we started using my blood and the animals. Every patient died within the walls of this compartment… I had the hunch that my machine wouldn’t work without my blood… I’d always thought it was the beast that made the experiment work, and my blood was only a small fraction of the components that went into it… So, I tried it out. I asked Private Paige for a few droplets of his blood and retested the experiment. It didn’t work. My blood is what makes the transformation happen, Edony…”  
 
    “Then you have… magic?” the she-wolf gasped.  
 
    “I believe so,” I nodded. “If it weren’t true, this experiment would’ve worked, and we’d have another monster-woman.”  
 
    “So, you want to find out who your mother was?” the wolf-woman asked, turned toward me, and crossed her arms over her chest.  
 
    “Yes,” I grunted. “Maybe if we find her… we can get some answers to how I received this power.”  
 
    “Charles…” Edony gasped and reached out for me. “I know it hasn’t hit you yet, but this is an amazing discovery… You are the first man in existence to receive powers… That’s why you’re special… That’s why I had such strange reactions to you in the beginning. I knew from the moment I laid eyes on you that there was something different about you. You weren’t like all of the other brutes… When I spoke to you and looked deeply into your eyes, it felt like I was in the presence of another aristocrat, and I think that’s why I treated you so poorly. I knew I couldn’t and shouldn’t feel that way in the presence of a ‘brute’… It must have been your blood… Your royal blood.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t call it royal blood,” I chuckled. “Maybe aristocratic, but definitely not royal.”  
 
    “You never know, Charles,” Edony shrugged. “You could easily be the son of someone from the royal court, a marchioness, or maybe even the Queen. We’ll never know until we start looking into it.”  
 
    “The Queen?” I scoffed. “I don’t think that’s possible. According to Kelara, the Queen didn’t… like men.”  
 
    “From what I’ve heard through gossip,” the Duchess went on. “Kelara was a fairly new addition to the court, so who knows what and… who the Queen was doing before then. I’m not saying it is the Queen, but looking at the possibilities, it could be especially if you were at the boarding school here in Edenhart.”  
 
    “What do you mean by that?” I asked and furrowed my eyebrows.  
 
    “Most of the children housed there are wards from the capital,” Edony explained.  
 
    “But what about the boys born in Edenhart?” I probed. “What happens to them? Are they not taken there?”  
 
    “Well,” the she-wolf murmured. “No, they aren’t. The brutes at those boarding schools are Edenhart’s next workforce and consorts. Do you think an aristocrat who births a boy wants to see the brute she gave up wandering through the streets eighteen years later? Not only that, but… after so many years, those ‘brutes’ are of the age to become consorts, and the aristocrats who gave birth to them probably don’t recognize them… No one likes inbreeding, Charles. They ship them out to other cities, so such a problem won’t arise in the future.”  
 
    “By science,” I growled. “That is so fucked up… They ship them out to other cities, so they can’t accidentally have sex with them?”  
 
    “It’s happened a few times before,” Edony admitted. “And the children that come from those sad unions, well, let’s just say they don’t do very well. They’re ill, and most of them end up in the sanitoriums. That’s why my mother handpicked her consorts from another country and bred with him exclusively. It’s sad to say but… I know I have a few brothers somewhere out there. She often told me of the mistakes that came out of her womb and how she cast them aside without barely looking at them.” 
 
    “We’ll look for them, too,” I grunted. “We’ll find them, and we’ll locate my mother, whoever she is.”  
 
    “What do we do, Charles?” the Duchess asked.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I chuckled. “About finding our lost families?”  
 
    “No,” the she-wolf shook her head. “About your power?”  
 
    “I don’t think there’s anything we can do about it right now,” I replied. “Maybe except tell your sisters in the morning. We could look into it, but… since I’m the first man ever to develop powers… I don’t know where we’d start.”  
 
    “There’s an encyclopedia in the town’s library,” Edony uttered and tapped her chin. “It cites every known power that’s come into existence so far. They update it every year, and we always have the newest copy. We could look into it if you like? It might give us hints.”  
 
    “Yes,” I grunted. “I’ll send one of the guards to retrieve it tomorrow, and we’ll go over it together.”  
 
    “Now, Charles,” the wolf-woman soothed. “Let’s put all of this away for now and go to bed. I know you must be tired after all of this, and if we’re going to finish the transformations tomorrow, I want you to be well-rested.”  
 
    “You are right,” I breathed and then offered the she-wolf my hand. “I’ll have Aschere take out the corpse and bury it tomorrow. For now, she can wait down here until we’re ready. Now, let’s get to bed.”  
 
    I tugged the Duchess toward the laboratory’s door, and we quickly climbed up into the darkness together. The air was cold, and I held the wolf-woman close to my body for warmth. Our breath came out in white puffs of steam, and Edony held her cloak closer to her body as she shivered. Fall was here, and before long, chilly rains would hit, and shortly after that, it would bring the freezing winter storms. I worried that once we left Edenhart, the roads would be impassible to the other cities in the duchy. 
 
    Once we reached the darkened house and climbed up onto the porch, I ripped open the front door and ushered the Duchess inside. The manor was utterly silent, and the two of us crept upstairs toward the master bedroom. When we finally slipped into place in the massive bed, Edony pressed herself against my side, rested her head against my bare chest, and slowly drifted off to sleep. I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to sleep after tonight’s discovery. I had no idea what it meant, and I doubted that any of these questions would be answered soon, but… I needed to know.  
 
    Why had I received something like this? Was it because of my mother, or was it some sort of strange twist of fate? It wasn’t like the powers and abilities of the aristocrats. It wasn’t something that I could activate and use against someone… What could it be, then? I had no other choice than to bed down, close my eyes, and fall into a dreamless slumber surrounded by all of my monster-women.  
 
    When the sun rose, I was the first to wake unsurprisingly since I hadn’t gotten much sleep anyway. I scooted off the bed, crossed to the large dresser, and pulled out clothes for the day. My women slept soundly, and I didn’t wake them since they’d had a tiring last few days. They needed the rest, and I wanted to finish the rest of the experiments as soon as possible, but… that meant I had to break the core first.  
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure how to do it, but I already knew that I needed to use my alchemy skills to create crystal tools or something like that to break the elemental sphere. Quietly, I crept out of the room, closed the door behind me with a soft snap, and headed toward my library. I kept all of my old notes and alchemy books there for safekeeping since I didn’t practice the craft as often as I used to. I mainly concocted potions and serums for my women when they needed them.  
 
    I creaked open the library door and then chuckled to myself softly as I spied the red yarn strewn around the room. It seemed that Valerie had been the last one here and had yet again forgotten to pick up her mess. I didn’t mind; in fact, I kind of enjoyed finding their little messes around the house. It reminded me that after such a long time, I wasn’t alone in this large house.  
 
    I kicked the wads of red yarn away, chuckled under my breath, and then ran my fingers against the spines of each row of books. I kept my alchemy books lower to the ground since I didn’t read them anymore, but they used to occupy the desk in the corner. Once Edony found me in the streets, I didn’t need them as much, but I still liked to keep myself well-versed in the alchemy world.  
 
    During my time as a street-side peddler, I kept notebooks and wrote down everything I learned. I had ten in total, varying in size and shape, and I grabbed all of them off the shelf. I carried them in a single armload out of the library, down the stairs, and hurried out the front door before any of my monster-women could wake up. Right as my foot touched down on the gravel, an oaky voice boomed from my far left, and I swiveled my head in that direction.  
 
    “Good morning, sire,” Aschere called. “You’re up early!”  
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled and gave him a curt wave. “I have quite a few things to take care of today, and I wanted to get started before anyone else got up.”  
 
    “Anything I can help you with, sire?” the guard asked and rested his palm against the hilt of his sword at his waist.  
 
    “Yes,” I grunted and paused for a moment a few feet away from the entrance down into the laboratory. “Get some rest, the next few weeks will be… busy.”  
 
    “Of course, sire,” the guard nodded.  
 
    “Thank you,” I smiled, turned, and hurried down the stairs into my laboratory.  
 
    Most of the room was cast in shadows as the first few yellow rays of sunshine poured in through the high windows. My glorious machine loomed across the room and seemed to wait for me patiently, but I wouldn’t be using it for a few more hours. A.B. lazily floated around the expanse of his tank, and lazy bubbles brushed against his bumpy surface. I couldn’t tell if he was still in that strange state of sleep or simply ignoring me. 
 
    “A.B.?” I asked. “A.B., are you awake?” 
 
    Nope, he was definitely asleep, which was fine with me since that meant I’d have a few moments of quiet before he woke up or my monster-women came down.  
 
    Being down here alone was very strange for me… It’d been months since I created Valerie and all of her sisters, and the deafening silence gave me an odd sense of nostalgia. I loved my life, and I adored my monster-women, but I think I forgot how the life that I used to live in this house. I laid out all of my alchemy books on the examination table, sat down on the rolling stool, and then scooted closer. Each of the books was numbered, and I reached for the one with the small, cursive one in the corner. The binding was torn, and when I lifted it from the metal table, it nearly fell apart in my hands. Each of these journals was well-loved and heavily used.  
 
    I’d been a different man when I wrote in all of these alchemy journals, and as I flipped to the first page of the book, even my handwriting seemed unfamiliar to me. Over the past few months, I’d noticed how much I’d changed, but when looking at the notes scribbled in the corners and margins of each spell told a different story of a tired and afraid young man. The certain page I looked at was for a potion called ‘bottled sunshine’ used for dry and flaking skin. The certain note scribbled beside the recipe read, ‘go deeper into the forest for the helianthus roots—danger at the forest’s edge, protection spell over the flowers from another alchemist. Burnt hand trying to reach through the forcefield, didn’t see it in time. Look for new salve recipe’ I remembered writing that while holding my throbbing hand to my chest… the female alchemists in this town and others were cutthroat, and they certainly didn’t want a man encroaching on their ingredients.  
 
    “That’s enough of that,” I whispered, scratched the top of my head, and flipped through the pages.  
 
    The first three books held nothing that would help me in breaking the core, but since I’d started them when I was still a novice, it was understandable. The third book gave more promising answers, not in the potion recipes or the other alchemic craftable items, but in a single note, I found scribbled into the margins close to the bending spine. The ink was a little smeared, but if I squinted at it, I could easily make out the words. ‘Crystal tools? Saw an alchemist on the street, cutting agate into smaller pieces for a customer. Is this possible? Going back to the market to ask around might not get answers from the other female alchemists, but I’m staying hopeful’.  
 
    “If it were me now,” I chuckled. “I would’ve gone down there and demanded them to tell me.” 
 
    I flipped through the last few pages, slammed it shut, and then skimmed through the next two. There were no other mentions of the crystal tools in those, and I grabbed for another. I knew it had to be in here somewhere because I remembered it, but I didn’t fully recall the recipe and instructions.  
 
    “Charles?” six voices called at once, and I nearly fell out from my chair.  
 
    I whipped around and saw all of my monster-women standing in the doorway. They smiled at me until Daisy stepped forward and placed her closed fists on her hips.  
 
    “What do you think you’re doing, Mr.?” the bear-girl asked with a single raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Uhhh,” I grunted. “Digging through my alchemy books for the crystal tools?”  
 
    “We were supposed to do that together!” Valerie whined. “We wanted to read them and hear all of your stories from your past!”  
 
    “How very sneaky of you, Charles,” Rian chided through a smirk. “Trying to get out of telling us embarrassing stories?”  
 
    “That’s not it,” I shook my head. “I simply wanted to let all of you sleep a little longer.”  
 
    “Weeeeell,” the feline-woman drawled out. “We wanted to look through your alchemy books with you!”  
 
    “You still can,” I chuckled. “I have a few more to look through. I’m trying to find the instructions, but I’ve forgotten which journal they’re in.”  
 
    “Charles, Charles, Charles,” Daisy tutted and crossed her arms over her chest. “See? If we’d been down here, I would’ve been able to tell you. I’ve practically memorized your alchemy books. They’re in book nine, page thirty-four.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I tittered. “I guess I should’ve woken you up to begin with. I spent all of this time muddling through these books… but it was nice to reminisce. The times have changed, and when I look back at these journal entries and the notes I made in the margins, I was nothing more than a scared little boy.”  
 
    “And you’re aaaaaall maaaaaan now,” Kleeia giggled from the back and then immediately flushed red.  
 
    “I guess you’re right,” I chuckled. “I’m a completely different person… and I have you to thank for that, Edony. You helped make me into the man I am today.”  
 
    “No,” the Duchess shook her head. “I wouldn’t say it was me. I may have been a driving force behind a lot of the changes, but… It wasn’t me. You made yourself into the man you are. You made yourself stronger, and I’m so incredibly proud of you, Charles.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed. “I appreciate that, Edony.”  
 
    I reached across the table, picked up the correct journal, and flipped to the page that Daisy had specified. I glanced over the list of ingredients and instruments we’d need to create the crystal tools. I was pretty sure that I had everything we needed but rose from my chair and crossed the room toward the cabinets to check just in case. I opened up the stand-alone glass case and glanced in at all the bottled ingredients I kept on hand.  
 
    “Sal ammoniac, good, good,” I murmured. “Aqua fortis… Aqua regla… antimony… good.” 
 
    I reached into the cabinet, grabbed an armful of bottles, and then pointed toward one of the drawers closest to me.  
 
    “Can one of you get in there and grab me the golden sheet?” I asked and then grinned widely. “Who’s ready to craft some crystal tools?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    I set down the containers on the counter and took the golden sheeting from Daisy’s hands. All of my monster-women crowded around me and watched as I lifted a large flask of blue liquid and swirled it around for a second.  
 
    “So, Charles,” the bear-girl uttered. “How exactly will you create the crystal tools?”  
 
    “Well, it’s a tedious and difficult task,” I grunted. “We might be able to cut the core today, but… that’s if I can get the variables just right. You see, creating these types of things takes time. If you put in too much or too little of a single ingredient, the process won’t work at all. Crystals form very slowly naturally, and this experiment will speed the process up by twenty times... but a million different things could go wrong. I’ve only successfully replicated it once, and that was after hours and hours of practice. Not only that, but even if you do manage to create crystal tools, they are very fragile and can only stand a few uses, and then they’ll break. Kleeia, darling, can you reach into that drawer over there? There should be something like a metal handle. I kept it in case any of my other tools broke, but we certainly can use it for something like this.” 
 
    “Wait,” Valerie gasped. “The tools can break? They’re crystal, right? Crystals are supposed to be… hard.”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “That’s true, but you also have to think about it like this. We’re not going deep into a cave and ripping a crystal out of the stone wall. We’re creating one here in the lab out of pure materials over a short time. They’ll be the strongest tools ever made, but they’ll also be brittle, so we won’t be able to use them repeatedly.”  
 
    “What’s the point of making them, then?” Edony asked. “Say if we did go find a crystal in a cave, would that one break as easily? They’re just as strong, correct?”  
 
    “No, that’s not quite true,” I explained. “The naturally made crystals aren’t as durable and strong as the alchemic ones. You also have to think about this, when I create a crystal weapon, I can shape it into whatever I want. Other ones, you can’t do that, and if you tried to form it into a weapon or a tool, it’d surely break.” 
 
    “But it seems so difficult,” Rian boomed. “If the alchemic ones are the best, then why are they so easy to break? It all seems so… difficult for such a small pay off.” 
 
    “It’s hard to explain…” I uttered. “But once you see it and we use it, you’ll understand. Even if we used a crystal from a cave, it wouldn’t be enough to cut or break the core. We need a crystal made from pure elements, maybe even a diamond.”  
 
    “A diamond?” the red-skinned imp cried. “Where are we going to get one of those? …Charles, what’s a diamond anyway?” 
 
    “I know that I had them in my past life…” Daisy breathed and rolled her golden eyes up to the ceiling as she thought. “But… all I can remember were sparkly… shiny… objects. Sometimes they were necklaces or earrings or even just little trinkets I rested on my mantle. Charles, what is a diamond?” 
 
    “Sparkly?” Valerie gasped and covered her mouth with both hands. “Shiny? I don’t even know what it is, but I waaaaant it!”  
 
    “A diamond is a solidified form of carbon,” I told them. “The crystals inside the atoms form a ‘diamond’ structure. They’re stunning, but they’re expensive. Edony, I’m sure that you’ve owned quite a few in your lifetime, correct?”  
 
    “Yes,” the Duchess chuckled lightly. “I have a few back at the duchy, but I rarely wore them out. The ones I own are very rare, and I know quite a few aristocrats who’d love to get their grubby little hands on them while my back was turned. Some of them are antiques, passed down from my ancestors through the generations, and I will never give them up.”  
 
    “But that still doesn’t explain what they are,” Rian sighed. “So, they’re carbon? We don’t even know what carbon is…”  
 
    “Carbon is a chemical element,” I stated and then uncorked the bottle in my hands. “It’s naturally found in rock, jewels, and diamonds. It’s in everything around us, but we’ll never see it because it’s so small.”  
 
    “How do you know these things, Charles?” the nix-woman asked and tilted her head.  
 
    “The books in the library,” I chuckled. “I stole them and devoured every single page in them. Some of them were ancient, and a lot of the information inside was utterly useless to me, but some of them were fairly new with all of the newly discovered elements. Carbon was one of them, isn’t that interesting? Of course, I’d already had an idea of the element since I worked in alchemy, but I never had a name to put to it.”  
 
    “So, what’s the first step, Charles?” Daisy asked. “How can we help?”  
 
    “You won’t need to help,” I tittered. “But if you’d like to watch  then you’re more than welcome to. This liquid here, the blue one in this flask, is liquified aqua metellum. It’s an element that dissolves water instantly. Isn’t that a strange notion? Dissolving water? I’m going to pour it into the pure gold sheeting and coat the entire surface so no water can enter it. I need an exact measurement, or this part could go horribly wrong. Gold is one of the most non-reactive metals, but if I use too much of the chemical, it can eat away at the coatings and destroy the sheeting… and I paid a pretty penny for this. Don’t want to destroy it on the first try.”  
 
    I reached to the left of me, grabbed a pair of goggles, and slipped them on over my features. After that, I grabbed a pair of gloves, slipped them on, and uncorked the bottle.  
 
     “Egads!” Rian shouted. “What is that horrible smell? Is that coming from that bottle? Oh, science, Charles, put it away!”  
 
    “I don’t smell anything…” Josephine commented and sniffed at the air. “I can smell something, but it’s not too bad…”  
 
    “My goodness,” the imp-woman groaned. “The smell is so noxious. I think I’m going to be sick.”  
 
    “I don’t smell anything, either,” Daisy pondered. “Maybe a hint of eggs, but other than that, nothing.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Valerie nodded. “Daisy and I have the best noses out of all of us, and I can barely smell anything here. Like she said, maybe a hint of eggs, but other than that, it smells fresh and clean.”  
 
    “If you think this smells with the cork out,” I murmured. “Then, you may want to stand back a few feet before I pour it into the sheeting.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can be down here,” the red-skinned imp-woman groaned and clutched her stomach. “The smell is too much… It stinks so bad!”  
 
    “If you can’t stand it,” I stated and turned to face her. “Then you can go upstairs and rest. Are you feeling unwell, my love? Maybe lay back down for a little bit?”  
 
    “I might do that,” Rian muttered and furrowed her eyebrows. “It’s just coming in waves randomly over the past few days. I’m sorry, Charles… I really wanted to watch, but… the smell is too much.”  
 
    “Do you want one of us to take you upstairs?” Kleeia asked and rushed to her sister’s side.  
 
    “No, I can manage,” the imp-woman chuckled. “Carry on, Charles. I’m so sorry about the interruption.”  
 
    “No, it’s alright,” I breathed. “I want to make sure that you’re okay before anything else.”  
 
    “I’m okay,” Rian breathed and pressed a hand to her cheek. “Just feel a little sick. It’s been off and on for the past couple of days. I’ll come back down later after all of you have finished.”  
 
    The imp-woman scuttled away from the counter and hurried up the laboratory’s stairs toward the manor. After she left, I turned back toward the counter, grabbed the flask of blue liquid again, and poured it into the gold sheeting. A sickly green cloud of steam lifted into the air, and a soft sizzling reached our ears.  
 
    “Oh, no!” Valerie cried. “Is it dissolving the coating?”  
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “That’s the sound of success, my dears. Now, we need to add in our next few ingredients before the aqua metellum sours. This is aqua metellum and magnetic synthicate. We’ll need to add them together at exactly the same time.”  
 
    I lifted both of the bottles of finely ground powders. In my right hand, I held a flat glass flask with a pearlescent powder inside and in the right, a dull yellow grainier triturate. Using my thumbs, I slid off their caps and then held them over the liquid-filled tray. I tilted both hands and counted off how many ounces I poured in just by eye. Not even a second later, I shifted my grip and moved the bottles away from the tray.  
 
    The chemical reaction in the gilt sheet was almost instant. The blue sal ammoniac seemed to freeze over, and small crystalized points lifted and spiraled out of the tray’s corners. I’d only successfully done this once before, but from my experience, I knew we were on the right track. This was the hardest part and the tipping point where we’d see if we’d failed or succeeded in our mission to create the crystal tools we needed. With a deep breath, I pressed my lips into a hard line, gripped the last bottle, and hurriedly uncorked it.  
 
    “What’s that?” Valerie whispered.  
 
    “Val,” Daisy chided and pulled the feline-woman off of my shoulder. “Give him a little bit of room.”  
 
    “Sorry, sorry,” the cat-girl giggled, scooted away, and held her hands tightly to her chest. “But what is it, Charles?”  
 
    “This is golem blood,” I explained through tight lips. “It’ll help solidify the already forming crystals, but I have to make sure that my measurement is perfect, or it’ll throw the whole thing off, and we’ll have to start all over again.”  
 
    I held the bottle of golem blood tightly in one hand and poured the fine powder into the palm of my gloved hand. The measurement looked right, but I needed to be absolutely sure. I had to do this quickly, too, so I reached for a cabinet, grabbed a measuring spoon, and poured the golem blood into it. I used the lip of the bottle to even it out the measurement and felt sweat bead on the back of my neck. The seconds ticked off in my head, and if I didn’t sprinkle it over the sheet within a small window, the whole experiment would be ruined.  
 
    Right as the last few seconds flew past, I poured the powder over the top of crystallizing liquid and watched as the nearly clear liquid changed color for the third time. My women leaned closer with wide, mystified eyes and agape mouths.  
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” Valerie gasped. “Look at all the pastel purples, blues, and pinks! It looks like the sky right before the sun starts to sink! Oh, my goodness!”  
 
    “Kleeia,” I grunted and held out my hand to her. “Do you have that handle I asked for?”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” the nix-woman gasped. “It’s right here!”  
 
    The turquoise-haired woman handed over the wooden handle, and I swiftly took it into my hands. I gripped it tightly and then dipped the blunt end into the brightly colored frosted liquid. I let it rest for a second while the crystals formed and then painstakingly slowly pulled it out inch by inch. As the handle appeared out of the pastel liquid, a portion of the crystal started to show, and my women gasped excitedly.  
 
    I had to be methodical, and absolutely still, or else the crystal tool would break coming out of the mixture. My heart hammered in my chest, and I felt cold beads of sweat drip down the sides of my face, but I couldn’t break my concentration for even a second. The sal ammoniac’s crystalline surface was extremely fragile, and even the smallest of movements could break the almost icy layer above the roiling potion. I’d pull the handle out of the sheet and then rest while the next layer below formed and solidified. I didn’t know how long this would take precisely, but I had to keep it up until the brand new tool was entirely out of the sheeting.  
 
    “How big is it going to be, Charles?” the drake-woman asked. “Does the size vary, or are they the same size every time?”  
 
    “Well, that’s an entirely different matter,” I grunted through clenched teeth. “It’s a strange thing to say, but the crystal tool’s size depends on the alchemist. It’s said that the larger the crystal formed, the better the alchemist, but… I’ve only done this once, and I’ve never seen anyone else do it, either. I saw another alchemist with one, but it was small, about the size of a potato peeling, and she used it to cut crystals for a customer.”  
 
    “Well, if it’s yours, Charles,” the ash-blonde giggled. “I bet it’s going to be really biiiiiiig and thiiiiiick.”  
 
    I scrunched up my nose, chuckled at her comment, and glanced at her out of the corner of my eye with a smirk.  
 
    “Really?” I tittered. “You’re going to say something like that? Right now?”  
 
    “What?” the cat-girl squawked. “What do you mean? I only meant… Oh… Oh! Ohhhhh.”  
 
    “Charles,” the drake-woman interrupted through a fit of giggles. “I think she meant that the crystal would be large based on your abilities as an alchemist… but if we’re talking about other types of tools… Charles already has a huge one to work with.”  
 
    “Sorry to cut this short,” I shook my head. “But I need total concentration for this. We’re about halfway done, and I can’t stop now, otherwise it’ll break coming out of the crystallized surface of the liquid.”  
 
    From the way that the crystals formed on the handle, it looked as if the tool looked like it would morph into something sickle-shaped with a curved, jagged edge, perfect for carving or slicing. The first time I’d made a crystal tool, I’d broken it almost instantly trying to slice up some raw diamond I’d found but… I’d also still been pretty novice about alchemy at that point. 
 
    Now, I was a master, and the tool would be perfect.  
 
    It took a long time, but slowly and surely, the crystallized tool slowly emerged out of the aqua metellum’s colorful surface. As I predicted, the crafted item was sickle-shaped with curved edges and a single, sharp point.  
 
    “Oh, my,” the feline-woman gasped. “It’s so beautiful! Look how pretty it is! I almost wish we didn’t have to use it on the core, and we could just keep it. I want to carry it around and show it off to people. Like, ‘hey, you ever saw a crystal weapon before? You haven’t? Well, look! Hiyah!”  
 
    The ash-blonde jabbed out with her closed fist as if she held the tool in her hand and thrust its sharpened edge out at someone.  
 
    “I guess Valerie was right,” the nix-woman giggled. “It is biiig and thiiick just as we predicted.” 
 
    “What do we do now, Charles?” Josephine interrupted.  
 
    “Bring me the core,” I grunted and held the crystal tool in the light streaming in through the high windows.  
 
    Once the sun’s rays hit the surface of the tool, multicolor prisms exploded into the air and drifted lazily over the laboratory’s walls and floor. I almost wanted to agree with Valerie; the crystal tool was far too pretty to be used once and then broken, but… we needed it to serve its original purpose. Maybe someday in the future, I’d create more crystals and make unique necklaces for each of my monster-women, but now was not the time. We had a job to do, and then we had to transform the rest of the aristocrats leftover from while we were gone.  
 
    “Here, Charles,” Edony grunted as she reached into Compartment A, retrieved the sphere, and handed it over to me. 
 
    “Soooooo,” Valerie sang. “What do we do? Do we just… swing at it wildly?”  
 
    “Does it have a certain weak point?” Kleeia asked.  
 
    “It can’t,” the bear-girl shook her head. “It’s a perfect circle… If you look at its surface, you can tell that it’s perfectly even all around.”  
 
    “I think I’ll have to hit it once,” I explained. “With all of my strength, and it’ll break.”  
 
    I moved the tool out of the sunlight and ran my pointer and middle finger over its curved surface. It was smooth to the touch, but as I reached the tip, I pressed it into the pad of my thumb and winced from the sudden, sharp pain radiating through every nerve ending in my hand.  
 
    I took the core from Edony’s and rested it in the middle of my examination table. The elemental sphere rolled one way, then the other wobbled unsteadily, and then it stopped. The swirling colors inside of it never ceased their movement, and I stared down their brilliance for a long time. I’d never seen anything like this in my life.  
 
    The elemental core of a mythical beast served as its heart. These creatures never died a mortal death, because even though the outer shell could rot away to nothing, another would quickly replace it. As I stared down at the elemental core before me, I wondered how many times had the drake lived before we killed it? How many times had it been reborn before we finally took it from this earth?  
 
    I didn’t know a lot about the world of the beasts of this land, but Daisy did, and when I didn’t have the information, the bear-girl would willingly tell me. That’s how I’d learned that once the beast’s outer body died, the core would remain, and another creature would grow from it and live on in another life. It was an endless cycle that could only be broken by outside forces. If we’d found a different magical creature, the drake would’ve lived on for hundreds of years in one life or another.  
 
    “Are you ready, Charles?” Daisy whispered.  
 
    “Yes,” I grunted. “I was just thinking… life is so beautiful…”  
 
    “What?” Edony chuckled. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “All of this, you, me, and even the drake we killed to get the core,” I grunted. “We’ve fought so hard to live comfortably and happily… it’s coming together, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yes, Charles,” the she-wolf nodded. “It’s also beautiful because you gave us the chance to live different lives. We were awful women, well, except for Josephine, she’s been a saint since she came into this world… but you understand what I mean. You gave us new lives, and we’re eternally grateful. The cycle of death and pain of the male population ends with us. No men will suffer when we have power… never again will something like this happen, and it’s all because of you, Charles. You gave us these opportunities…”  
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed, adjusted my grip on the crystal tool’s handle, and then lifted it over my head.  
 
    The pure rock glittered in my eyes as it passed through a sunbeam and sent glowing, multicolor prisms dancing across the laboratory’s stone walls. I set my sights on the spot directly in the middle of the sphere’s curve and brought my arm down in one swing. My eyes were blinded for a second by blinding flashes of bright colors, but I kept my aim steady and slammed the sickle’s pointed edge against the core’s surface.  
 
    A loud clang exploded up from the sphere’s surface as the crystal tool connected with it, but then the sound changed halfway through. It almost sounded like a chorus of voices, some of them in languages that I couldn’t understand, and when I refocused my eyes down toward the sphere, I realized that the weapon was still stuck inside of it. I gripped the handle with both hands and wrenched forward through the thick orb. I half expected it to be filled with swirling, undulating liquid, but as I forced my way deeper into the stone, it was entirely solid.  
 
    “By science,” I grunted, pulled back on the tool in my hands, and ripped it free from the core. “I’m going to have to hit it again.”  
 
    “Do you hear that?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “Charles?” Josephine murmured. “What is that? It’s so beautiful… It sounds like a song…”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I grunted through clenched teeth.  
 
    “Oh! Oh! Oh!” Kleeia gasped. “Maybe it’s all of the souls that the core holds being released!”  
 
    Valerie and Daisy immediately frowned, glanced at each other out of the corners of their eyes, and then peeked over toward the nix-woman.  
 
    “T-The what?” the feline-woman gasped.  
 
    “That’s… kind of creepy, Kleeia,” Daisy chuckled.  
 
    “It’s not creepy!” the turquoise-haired woman shook her head. “It’s kind of nice! Charles is releasing them into… whatever place that souls go! He’s a hero!”  
 
    I listened to their voices as I lifted the tool on my hands once more and swung it down toward the cracked side of the elemental core. This time, the clang was much louder, and a cracking sound exploded up all around us. A flash of brilliant royal purple, dark blue, and golden yellow lights blinded me, and I blinked rapidly to clear my eyes of the sudden haze. A soft cracking erupted from right in front of me where the core should’ve been, and I waved my hand to clear away the swirling smoke.  
 
    “It worked…” Edony gasped. “It really worked! You did it, Charles!”  
 
    “Oh, no…” Valerie grumbled. “But the tool…”  
 
    As the churning smoke cleared, I finally saw what happened to the sphere. The elemental core was split perfectly into six fist-size pieces. Their colors remained the same but a little duller than they were before. I reached out and plucked one off of the examination table. The rush of energy returned to me just as it had the first time I touched the core after I retrieved it from the drake’s chest cavity, but it felt a little weaker.  
 
    “This is perfect,” I grunted. “They’re the perfect size and shape. This is fantastic… We’ll use these to augment all of your powers and then transform the rest of the aristocrats. They’ll wear down over time, but that’s why we have four other pieces to interchange occasionally while the others recharge. Think of the possibilities… With these in our hands, we can transform whole cities in one night. Aristocrat after aristocrat and so forth. Josephine, I want you specifically to prepare yourself for the next few days.”  
 
    “What?” the drake-woman gasped. “What do you mean, Charles? What’s going to happen?”  
 
    “This is a drake’s core,” I explained. “The women that come out of my machine will be like you, but… I want you to be in charge of them. Think of them as your own Drake Legion… underlings might be the right word. Just like Edony, you received the full amount of power from the core, so you will be stronger than them. I want you to take charge and show them how to control their powers once yours manifests.”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” the honey-blonde murmured. “But… what if… what if I’m a bad leader for them? I have no experience in leading other people… Don’t you think that Edony would be a better choice? Maybe Daisy?”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I’m giving you this job for a reason. I know you’re afraid and tentative, but I know you can do it. Push away your fear and be confident in your abilities. I chose you to be part of this family for a reason, my love. You’re not here merely by coincidence, and I want you to start acting like it. I love you, and I fully believe in you. Trust yourself, and you will succeed.”  
 
    Josephine opened her mouth to protest, shook her head, and quickly snapped her protesting lips closed. The drake-woman nodded once and bowed low to me as she accepted her newest and grandest task.  
 
    “Is that… it?” Valerie cried. “Oh, man, I wish we could do it all over again! I love watching you work, Charles, it’s so fascinating!”  
 
    “We have one more thing we need to do,” Daisy giggled, placed her hands behind her back, and scurried to the far side of the room.  
 
    The bear-girl rummaged through a few of our saddlebags and seemed to find what she’d been searching for. The brunette turned and then offered me the staff Valerie found deep inside the drake’s cave. I reached out for it, and my fingers tingled as they brushed against the cold metal surface. I knew what I had to do as I glanced between the core piece in my right hand and the space at the top of the staff where a jewel or rune should’ve been held.  
 
    “Go on, Charles,” Daisy urged. 
 
    “Let’s see it!” Valerie cried.  
 
    “This is so exciting,” Kleeia bubbled. “Charles is finally getting a weapon to fight alongside us!”  
 
    “Come on, Charles,” Edony purred.  
 
    Josephine’s orange cat-like eyes flitted between the staff and me, and then she nodded excitedly. I lifted my right hand with the broken piece tightly held in my fist and brought it closer to the staff’s empty spokes. The ever present sense of energy from the core intensified as I brought the two items closer together. As I moved, I felt something like a magnetic pull from the core toward the staff, and before I could stop it, the stone flew out from my fingers.  
 
    The broken core flipped through the air, made two three-hundred and sixty turns before it slammed into the spokes and began to glow a dark azure. The light inside of the jewel flashed wildly and then slowly beat a little more steadily. Suddenly, the staff was wrenched away from my hands by some unseen force and floated freely in the air a few feet off the ground. The runes carved into the surface at the bottom of the staff flickered for a second and, in a single flash, lit up and glowed with such an intensity that I had to squint my eyes.  
 
    A strange whirlwind whipped around us, and I felt my hair thrash wildly at my temples. My women yelled to me, but through the howling wind, I couldn’t make out their words. They reached out for me through the gale, but I felt a bizarre pull toward the hovering staff. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Edony’s voice called to me, but I didn’t answer her.  
 
    I only focused on the staff in front of me, gritted my teeth, and forced my outstretched hand toward it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    My fingers brushed against the staff’s wood-like surface, and even though it was an inanimate object, it felt as if it were reaching for me, too. The staff somehow knew that I was meant to be its wielder, and as I grasped the haft tightly in my hand, something strange happened. The laboratory and my yelling women disappeared and were replaced with images and memories that weren’t mine.  
 
    A woman trudged through the forest in ordinary enough armor with the staff tightly held in her hands… I hadn’t seen the mage Valerie found deep inside the drake’s cave, but this had to be her from her general description. Runes and ancient symbols were carved into the surface of her grayish-colored armor. The mage trodded through the forest, paused for a moment, and then held the staff aloft as she whispered something under her breath. The amethyst stone glowed in its holder for a moment, and the mage brought the staff a little closer to her face.  
 
    I watched as the stone held in between the spokes flashed thrice and then shot a single beam of lilac light through the forest. The mage nodded once and lowered the staff away from her face as she trudged down the indicated path.  
 
    The power rushing through my grasp intensified, and I saw another image, much different than the one shown to me before. This time, it was the mage battling against the drake in the same spot we had. The only difference was the intact forest around the battling mage, and the colors adorning the drake. The beast’s flank was painted with brilliant neon blues and darker shades of azure. This wasn’t the same creature we’d battled against, but I was more than sure that the elemental core held within its body was the very same that we had in our possession.  
 
    The drake’s enormous tail swung out behind it and knocked the staff from the mage’s hand. The weapon whipped through the air, flipped twice, and then smashed against the rock. A soft twinkle reached my ears, and I realized this must’ve been when the amethyst stone cracked. The woman raced toward it while her arms pumped at her sides, and right as the drake was about to cut her off, she snatched up the weapon. The rest of this memory was nothing more than a blur, but it didn’t take much imagination to know what would happen next… The unrecognizable drake lunged forward with its enormous maw open wide and snatched up the defenseless mage. After that, everything was nothing more than a distortion of scarlet before the drake disappeared back down into its cave with the dead mage in its jaws.   
 
    I couldn’t tell if I were reliving the mage’s memories or seeing her life through the staff’s crystal. Whatever it was, it was strange and confusing but also invigorating. More images flashed behind my eyes of another woman in a different set of armor with the staff tightly clasped in her gloved hands. She walked toward me with her eyes locked on mine, but as she moved forward, her appearance changed and melted away to another woman’s face. Each step she took, she was a different person with varying features, and right as she stood in front of me, her armored hand offered me the staff.  
 
    It was almost as if the staff’s previous owners had all come together after their deaths and presented me with the weapon. I had no idea what powers the polearm held, but I would soon find out. I was shoved back into my body right as my hand encircled the staff and gripped it hard. The swirling gale encapsulating my monster-women from me immediately died down, and the strange chorus of voices fell away from us.  
 
    “C-Charles?” Valerie squeaked. “What… What was that?”  
 
    “What happened?” Daisy called.  
 
    I held the staff aloft as a single voice rang out in a language I didn’t understand, but the single word reverberated in my head for a long time.  
 
    “Sicarius,” the woman’s voice repeated once more and then disappeared with the remaining wind.  
 
    “What was that?” Josephine gasped. “Who said that?”  
 
    “One of the past owners,” I replied easily. “They gave me the staff… Or at least, symbolically, they did. I saw visions of the past wielders, and they gave this to me…”  
 
    “Did they show you how to use it?” Edony asked.  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “But… with the immense power rushing through my body… I think I could figure it out pretty easily. I just… feel… as if I know what to do, does that make any sense?”  
 
    “Wait…” the she-wolf grunted. “The past owners gave it to you?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “A single woman walked toward me, but she became a different person with each step she took. It was like… the staff showed me every past owner, and each of them had to approve.”  
 
    “What was that word the voice spoke again?” the wolf-woman asked.  
 
    “Sicarius,” I uttered. “But what does that have to do with anything?”  
 
    “Wait… Edony?” Josephine asked. “Isn’t that--” 
 
    “Yes,” the Duchess interjected before the honey-blonde could finish her sentence. “You know exactly what I’m talking about.”  
 
    “What are you both talking about?” Valerie asked. “Can we be filled in, please? It’s all getting very confusing, and the rest of us don’t understand.”  
 
    “There’s a fable,” Edony started. “Kind of like a legend, but many people believed it to be true. The story of Sicarius and Aemila… Aemila was one of the first women to receive powers, but it wasn’t a fully-fledged power like those seen today. When women started to develop abilities, they weren’t what they are today. Many of the females that didn’t receive such powers believed that those who did were nothing more than mages. Aemila was a practiced alchemist and one of those who received powers from birth. She crafted the great weapon, ‘Sicarius’ and wandered the earth, helping those in need. She slew beasts and saved towns from being ravaged by pillagers, but when it came time for Aemila to pass on, she gifted the great staff to her successor. The legend stated that the staff was passed down through the generations until… it disappeared.”  
 
    “All of them wore similar armor,” I uttered. “Except for the last one… Presumably, the last one to hold the staff and the same one killed by the drake. The other mages wore amber-colored armor, but the last wore a grayish color, almost black but not quite. The runes stood out more prominently, and I could almost read them.”  
 
    “Black armor?” Kleeia gasped and took an instinctive step backward. “Are you sure?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “What’s the matter?”  
 
    “Then the last mage to hold the staff…” the nix-woman whispered. “Was one of the Queen’s specialized guard, the Lieblich Division. They’re known for their black armor… they use mages to search for escaped prisoners and convicted convicts… I can assume that the mage who held the staff last used it to search and find these particular people easily.”  
 
    “I assume you know this because of your Kelara memories, correct?” I asked. “What would the Lieblich Division do?”  
 
    “Think of them as the Queen’s mercenaries,” the nix-woman explained. “They work for the Queen and the marchionesses. Either can employ them, but the Queen herself primarily dispatches them. Where they go are entirely up to her, and they will obey her commands to the letter.”  
 
    “You said that the past owners had to approve of you?” Edony asked. “If they did… I doubt you would have received the staff.”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “There seemed to be an understanding between these women and me… It was like… after they died, they realized their past beliefs were wrong, and they allowed me to take the staff.”  
 
    “So,” Val murmured. “You know how to use it? Did they teach you?”  
 
    “No,” I grunted. “But I feel as if I do… Like if I try and use it, the staff will guard and teach me what needs to be done.”  
 
    “Alrighty then,” the feline-woman giggled. “Why don’t we go outside and test it out?”  
 
    “What?” I chuckled. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “That sounds like a wonderful idea,” Edony bubbled and clapped her hands excitedly. “Charles, we can spar with you, and you can use the staff to protect yourself!”  
 
    “W-What?” I gasped. “Spar? With all of you? I would love to do that… if I knew what I was doing and there wasn’t a chance that any of you or me could end up getting hurt.”  
 
    “Buuuuut,” Daisy sang and pressed her hands to my shoulders. “You just said that when you hold the staff, you feel like you know what you’re doing. I bet once we get outside and actually throw a few things at you, you’ll know exactly what to do.”  
 
    “Not only that, Charles,” Valerie smiled. “We’re not going to hurt you! It’s not like we’re going to take you outside and use one-hundred percent of our powers! Maybe Daisy will throw a couple of air balls, I’ll try to sneak up on you while invisible, or Edony will throw a lightning bolt at you, but we’re not going to attack you.”  
 
    “Throwing a lightning bolt at someone definitely sounds like an attack,” I chuckled and then glanced down at the staff in my hands. “You know what? Let’s do it. As long as all of you promise to be as gentle as you can. Maybe after I practice a little bit, you can fight me a little harder, but that’s if all of us are comfortable.”  
 
    “Fine,” Valerie grinned, nodded once, and then placed her hands firmly on her hips. “And maybe we’ll convince Edony to throw a lightning bolt or two.”  
 
    “I won’t,” the she-wolf laughed. “I have a few other attacks that I can try that are less dangerous.”  
 
    “Alright,” I breathed, shook my arms, and then gripped onto the weapon’s shaft tightly. “Let’s do this… and if any of you hurt me, you have to nurse me back to health.”  
 
    “Alriiiiight,” Valerie sang. “But we promise we’re not going to. We’ll be as gentle as we have to be, and once you’re more comfortable, we’ll go a little harder. Ohhh… this sounds like when you began to make love to me. You were so gentle at first, but then… once I got used to you spreading me—” 
 
    “I believe we all get the idea, my dear,” Edony chuckled. “Charles, shall we go to the yard?” 
 
    I nodded and breathed in deeply before heading toward the stairwell. My women followed after me, and we tramped out onto the gravel. A few soldiers glanced in our direction but didn’t pay us any mind as we moved down the sloping hill out of view. I moved a few yards away from my monster-women in the tall, yellowing grass, held the staff loosely in my right hand, and then gestured toward them with my left.  
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked.  
 
    “Yep!” Valerie laughed and then immediately phased out of view. “We’re going to attack one at a time, is that alright, Charles?” 
 
    “Sure,” I shouted back. “Let’s see what this thing can do!”  
 
    Even though the grass was long and shifted in the slight wind, I couldn’t tell where the feline-woman was or if she were coming straight at me. I waited a few minutes, turned in my position, and looked all around me. There still was no sign of her anywhere, but suddenly, I felt the same strange rush of energy from the staff wash over me in a great wave. The runes carved into the metal glowed azure and flickered with life.  
 
    I instinctively knew that I needed to hold the weapon aloft, and as I did, a sheer blue light cascaded out of the elemental core. I shifted my feet, turned in the grass, and aimed the blue light all across the grass until suddenly, Valerie appeared a few feet away from me. I could tell that there was something not quite right with her until I realized that the feline-woman was still invisible, and the staff had shown me where she was even though I couldn’t physically see her.  
 
    “W-What?” the cat-girl gasped as she suddenly came back into view.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Daisy called. 
 
    “My power was activated,” the ash-blonde uttered. “I was using it, and then I… couldn’t anymore… Charles, what does this mean? Is there something wrong with my power?”  
 
    I lifted the staff higher into the air and examined all of the runes carved into its beautiful surface. It really was a handsome weapon, and I imagined myself wearing a fine suit of armor and carrying it at my side.  
 
    “Nothing’s wrong with your powers,” I commented as I swung the staff out and away from the feline-woman. “Go ahead and try to activate them again.”  
 
    Valerie’s light blue eyes met mine, and she pressed her lips together in a firm line. The feline-woman tightened her hands into fists and slammed her eyes closed. Instantly, the ash-blonde disappeared from view and then, just as suddenly, reappeared with a shocked expression.  
 
    “Charles?” Valerie asked. “What happened? Why couldn’t I activate my power?”  
 
    “Your powers were neutralized,” I grunted and stared down at the weapon in my hands. “At least, for a few seconds… It doesn’t seem to have any permanent effects, and it didn’t damage you, but it shocked you enough to stop your attack, correct?”  
 
    “Yes,” the feline-woman nodded. “Imagine if you used it on an unsuspecting aristocrat! They’d have no idea what you’d done to them. Say if I were an aristocrat and you used it on me, I would assume that you completely took away my powers.” 
 
    “How terrifying,” Daisy chuckled. “And how fun…” 
 
    “Who wants to try next?” I chuckled and lifted the weapon out in front of me.  
 
    “I will,” Edony smirked. “Prepare yourself, Charles. I’m not going to sneak up on you as Valerie did, and I doubt you can neutralize this.”  
 
    The Duchess held out her taloned hands in front of her, closed her eyes, and then bent her knees. The she-wolf spun once, and her open-palmed hands brushed at the tops of the dying grass. The leaves instantly turned yellow, and I watched in both awe and surprise as golden light flooded toward me with a loud popping sound. I slowly realized that this wasn’t a trick of the sun above my head, but instead, tiny bolts of electricity zapping through the plants as they made their way toward me.  
 
    I’d asked her not to send a giant lightning bolt at me; this was her solution? I wanted to laugh, but the image of multiple small amounts of electricity hitting different parts of my body didn’t exactly seem like a laughing matter. The surge of energy came to me once again through the contact with the weapon. I knew what I had to do and instantly swung out with my right arm.  
 
    Blue light glowed all around me, and it took me a second to realize what was happening. The outside world seemed shrouded in a haze of azure and sapphire blue, even my women were tinted with the colors. The racing yellow lightning bolts were tinged a sickly green through the filter around me, and right as they were about to slam into my legs, they exploded upward with a loud crackle.  
 
    I immediately understood how the weapon had protected me. I reached out with my free hand and brushed at the air in front of my face. The blue light warbled and instantly fell away to the ground. I raised my head, and my eyes connected with Edony’s gaze. The Duchess’ violet eyes were wide, and her plump lips hung open in shock.  
 
    “A forcefield?” the she-wolf shouted. “Was that… a forcefield?”  
 
    “I believe so,” I grunted. “It was like the weapon sensed as the danger neared and told me exactly what I needed to do.”  
 
    “Now,” Daisy chuckled. “It’s my turn. I know you’ve let Edony and Val go easy on you, Charles, but from what you’ve shown us, I think that we can take it up a notch. Don’t you think?”  
 
    I stared the bear-girl down from across the field. In between us laid the yellowed and blackened grass where Edony had sent her attack. All of my women were physically strong, but Daisy… she was a completely different story. I’d seen the brunette tear five men limb from limb with no effort at all. She’d killed beasts merely by hitting the air and creating physical attacks from it. I wasn’t so sure that I wanted her to pull full force into this… but… I needed to train. Not only that, but I needed to understand how Sicarius worked and how I could use it to my advantage. Sure, I could use the weapon the way it was intended as a club, but I needed to know its magical capabilities.  
 
    “Alright, Daisy,” I chuckled, took a swing with the staff, and then smashed the haft down into the dirt. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”  
 
    “Okay, Charles,” the bear-girl breathed. “I’ll just apologize now instead of later, so I’m sorry for what I’m about to do.”  
 
    I had no reason to be, but I felt confident in my abilities. Sicarius had already shown me that it would protect me, and now it was my turn to see what it could do when put to the test.  
 
    Daisy lowered herself closer to the ground and kept her honey-colored eyes on me. Before I could even blink, the bear-girl took off like a shot and raced through the grass with her arms pumping at her sides. I placed both hands on Sicarius’ haft and prepared myself for any type of attack. Since Daisy was my second monster-girl, I knew her fighting style very well, and I already knew that the bear-girl rarely attacked from the front. If she did, it was merely a diversion, and she’d stray to the side or leap over you to attack where you couldn’t reach.  
 
    From the brunette’s trajectory, she was coming head-on, so that could only mean she meant to leap over me and hit me with all of her might from behind. I had two choices. I could attack now before she reached me or after when she landed behind me.  
 
    I chuckled as I decided on my course of action and kept my eyes glued to the bear-girl’s blurred feet. The brunette would jump right as she was about to hit me to psych me out, but I was prepared. I lifted my head when she was mere feet away and lunged forward with Sicarius raised over my head. The same sensation blasted through me, and I pushed all of my strength behind the strike.  
 
    The haft of the weapon slammed into the dirt, and the earth rumbled underneath it. I didn’t understand what I’d just done, but Daisy’s skidded to a stop as the ground cracked open, and black hands reached up in between. The skeletal hands grabbed for her, and the brunette screamed before scrambling to the left. 
 
    “W-What the hell?” the bear-girl shouted. 
 
    Her face tensed, but she had a decision to make, either scramble backward and lose the fight or move on toward me and keep fighting. I knew Daisy well, and the bear-girl was fiery and determined… There was no way she would give up because I’d surprised her. The brunette glanced down at her feet, then the giant crack with reaching hands in front of her, and then backed up a few steps. Daisy raced forward, slammed her right foot against the crack’s edge, and launched herself into the air.  
 
    I had her… she couldn’t escape.  
 
    Sicarius’ haft dragged against the grass behind me as I tracked Daisy through the air, and another craggy hole opened up. More blackened hands exploded out of the darkness and grabbed at her flailing boots.  
 
    “C-Charles!” Daisy screamed and tried to stop herself as she flew through the air above my head.  
 
    I tutted softly under my breath and grabbed her by the waist. Daisy’s sudden weight dragged me forward toward the second gaping hole in the ground, but as the brunette clung to me, I waved Sicarius over it. The hands disappeared with a plume of gray smoke, and the broken earth below my feet quickly rose and healed itself.  
 
    Daisy panted and held onto me for dear life as she stared down at the grass where the hands had just been. Suddenly, the bear-girl fell backward, rested her head on my chest, and laughed heartily. Her golden eyes connected with mine, but her giggles never stopped, and she held even tighter onto me.  
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    “You knew exactly what I was going to do,” the brunette breathed. “You’ve observed us and memorized our fighting styles.”  
 
    “True,” I tittered and set her down beside me. “Each of you has a distinct style, and yours is what I’ve heard called ‘evasive maneuvers’.” 
 
    “I just have one question,” Edony breathed and swept over to us. “What were those… things?”  
 
    “Things?” I asked back. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “The arms?” the Duchess whispered. “You broke open the earth, and they just… reached out to grab at Daisy’s ankles. What were they?”  
 
    “I have no idea,” I chuckled. “I think… I think they’re called guardians?”  
 
    “Guardians?” Valerie wrinkled her nose. “How do you know that?”  
 
    “I summoned them, I think,” I replied. “I don’t know how I did it… but I did. I sensed it from Sicarius.”  
 
    “Do you think you could do it again?” Kleeia asked. “Summon these guardians?”  
 
    “Oh, science, no, Kleeia!” Valerie cried. “Did you see how creepy they were? They were just… black… skeletal… arms… reaching up from the darkness below!” 
 
    “I probably could,” I nodded. “It seemed pretty easy.”  
 
    “Please, don’t!” the feline-woman gasped and clutched her chocolate brown tail between her hands. “They were so creepy!”  
 
    “There’s no need to be afraid,” I smiled. “They’re our guardians. They won’t hurt us… Now, if you were an enemy aristocrat, I’m sure it’d be a different story, but they won’t lay a hand on you.”  
 
    “O-Okay,” the feline-woman murmured and pressed herself to my back before clutching at my shirt. “But I’m going to stay back here if that’s alright with you. They may be on our side, but they’re still pretty freaky.”  
 
    I cleared my throat and focused on the image of the skeletal hands grasping through the gaping earth. I imagined what they’d look like, what their bodies would be, and waved the staff out in front of me. The darkened runes flickered and flashed to life instantly, and the air in front of me warbled for a second as if something started to manifest there.  
 
    “Oooooh, noooo,” the ash-blonde whimpered. “No, no, no.”  
 
    Slowly, the five ‘guardians’ began to take shape, and I scrutinized them slowly. Just as I’d imagined, the guardians were nothing more than skeletal beings with eyeless faces and shrouded in dark cloaks. They tilted their featureless faces at us, but they fell forward and bowed out of respect when they noticed me.  
 
    “They’re kind of…” Kleeia drawled out. “Fun… I like them.”  
 
    “Fun?” Valerie gasped.  
 
    “You like that?” Daisy repeated.  
 
    “Yeah,” the nix-woman nodded. “They’re just… everyday guys, you know? They’ll help protect us and stuff like that. I certainly don’t think they’re creepy or anything.”  
 
    “K-Kleeia,” the feline-woman cried. “They don’t have faces! They’re just skin stretched across bone with no eyes, mouths, or noses! How can you say they’re just ‘everyday guys’? If I saw someone looking like that out on the street, I’d probably run in the opposite direction, screaming for my life!”  
 
    “Can you speak to them?” Edony asked. “Give them a command, Charles.” 
 
    “Stand,” I demanded and slammed the haft of Sicarius into the dirt. “Rise and stand in front of your master.”  
 
    The five creatures in front of me raised their featureless faces, made strange clicking noises, and then stood swiftly to their feet. Their boney arms hung at their waists, but all of their heads were trained intently toward mine.  
 
    “Very good,” I grunted. “Thank you. That’s all I needed you for.”  
 
    With a single wave of Sicarius, the guardians bowed their heads and instantly faded from view. Then I lifted the weapon in my hands and gazed through the elemental core piece for a moment. I wondered… were the powers the same for each user, or were the staff’s abilities augmented because of the core? I had no way of knowing, but… It felt so powerful in my clutches as if it were made specifically for me.  
 
    I was broken from my thoughts at the sound of a door slamming and Rian’s voice from the hill above. All of us turned at once, and the imp-woman raced toward us with flushed cheeks. Her feet swished through the tall grass, and she waved excitedly to get my attention.  
 
    “Charles!” the imp-woman gasped. “Charles!”  
 
    “Rian?” I called. “What’s the matter? What’s wrong?”  
 
    The black-haired beauty stopped right in front of me, gripped my arms with all of her strength, and then grinned toward me.  
 
    “No, nothing’s wrong,” Rian breathed. “But I have something I need to tell you.”  
 
    “What is it?” I grunted. “Did something happen? Has the Queen come to Edenhart?”  
 
    “No, Charles,” the imp-woman laughed. “This has nothing to do with the Queen or the aristocrats. Charles… this is so much more important than all that! I’m pregnant… You’re going to be a father!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    My hands clasped my beautiful black-haired imp’s shoulders, and I stared down into her wide, orange-colored eyes. Her plump lips curved up into a slight smile, and as I stared down at her, I felt my heart fight and hammer at my ribcage as if it wanted to escape. A silence fell over my women as all of us processed what the imp-woman said, and finally, someone behind me spoke. 
 
    “Preg… Pregnant?” Valerie squeaked. “Does that mean what I think it means?”  
 
    “Charles,” Rian whispered, reached up, and tenderly stroked my cheek. “You’re going to be a father.”  
 
    That word… Father. I’d never thought I’d hear it spoken to me… Sure, I’d been paid to bull an aristocrat more than a few times when money was tight, and I never knew if those encounters came to fruition… Even if they did, I didn’t consider myself a father, then… I was paid to do a service, and then I never heard from those women again, so I never knew if they gave birth or their money was a waste.  
 
    “You’re going to have a child,” Edony cooed. “Oh, Charles, this is so exciting!”  
 
    “How do you know?” Daisy asked. “How do you know that you’re pregnant?”  
 
    “I’ve felt off for the past few days…” the imp-woman replied. “No, the past few weeks. Certain smells would make me sick to my stomach, and the last few mornings, I’ve woken up and thrown up… I didn’t realize until today what was happening… and I only recognize these symptoms because my mother went through them so many times in the imp-dom. Charles, I’m pregnant…”  
 
    “Can you test it?” Valerie asked. “Is there some way that we can confirm that she’s pregnant?”  
 
    “You know what this means, Charles?” Kleeia asked, clasped her hands to her chest, and rocked back on her heels. “We’re going to have the first monster-baby! Oh, this is so exciting!”  
 
    “I’m so jealous,” the Duchess giggled. “I want one, too… Charles, give me a baby, too.”  
 
    “Me, too!” the feline-woman gasped. “I want to be pregnant, too, and have lots and lots of your babies, Charles! Impregnate me next!”  
 
    I heard their requests, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the black-haired beauty in front of me. I almost couldn’t believe it… All of my life, I never imagined myself as a father. Sure, I’d been pumping my seed into each of my women every day, and I’d dreamed about having a wife and a few children, but the fact that it was happening right now, in front of my very eyes, blew my mind. I already had a family, my monster-women, but it seemed that family was growing by one more, and it wasn’t a woman I created in my machine. 
 
    It was a new life that I’d created with Rian.  
 
    “I’m so excited, Charles,” Rian breathed, took my hand, and pressed it to her lower belly. “We’re going to have a child. It’s a boy. I just know it. He’s going to grow up and be big and strong and smart, just like you.”  
 
    “Chaaaaarles,” the feline-woman whined. “I want a baby, too!”  
 
    “You might already have one,” I chuckled. “I’ve been releasing my seed deep into each of your wombs. It takes a month or two before you begin to feel the symptoms.” 
 
    “So we might be pregnant right now?” Daisy gasped. 
 
    “You and Val probably are, if Rian is,” I said and threw my arms around the imp-woman. “Oh, Rian, you’ve made me the happiest man alive! We still need to confirm it, though…” 
 
    “How will we do that, Charles?” Edony asked.  
 
    “A form of a blood test,” I replied, grabbed the black-haired woman by the hand, and tugged her toward the laboratory. “I’ll use one of the machines I have in storage. It’ll be perfect.” 
 
    The rest of my monster-women trailed after us, but I couldn’t help how excited I was…  
 
    I was going to be a father. 
 
    Not only that, but Rian was an imp, and from my prior studies on the creatures, I knew that their gestation period was accelerated compared to other beasts. That could only mean one thing… Within a few short months, even weeks, our child would be born. It almost seemed like a dream… I almost couldn’t believe that all of this was real. I’d created my monster-women, and one of them, in a few short months, had already given me new life within her body… 
 
    Now all I had to do was impregnate the rest of my monster-women, and we’d have so many other babies… I imagined all of them in my head, popping up one by one. A cat-baby, a bear-baby, a nix-baby, a wolf-baby, and a drake-baby, all of them happy and healthy in the royal court of their father, the king. I wasn’t in total control of the country just yet, but I had a feeling deep inside that I would be eventually.  
 
    Now that I had a baby on the way, I was more determined to take over the kingdom. I couldn’t let my child grow up in a world where men were third-class citizens, especially if it were a boy, as Rian had said.  
 
    I nearly kicked open the laboratory door, and the heavy metal clanged against the rock wall behind it hard enough to rattle a few items in the cabinets across the room.  
 
    “What the hell, Charles?” A.B. shouted and jerkily turned in his tank. “Warn a guy before you do that! You nearly scared the spinal juice out of me! Maybe knock next time? You never know what I could be doing down here! Give a guy some privacy! It’s not like I have my own room… or private tubes I could use to float through other rooms… hint, hint, hint.”  
 
    “Belay that, A.B.!” I boomed. “We have more important things to attend to than your blathering!”  
 
    “Blathering?” the brain shouted back. “Well, excuuuuse me! How would you like it if I just stopped talking altogether? Would you complain about, then? ‘Oh, there goes A.B. again, in another one of his fits of silence! How ever will we get him to calm down?’ See? I don’t think you’d like that very much, Charles.”  
 
    I turned toward Rian, grasped her by the hips, and gently set her down on the examination table. I paused for a second as I rubbed at my tired face and sighed before glancing over toward the brain’s tank.  
 
    “I’m sorry, dear friend. I didn’t mean it like that,” I murmured. “I’m just… excited, is all, and I wanted to start testing as soon as possible.”  
 
    “Excited?” the floating organ asked. “Excited for what? Are we finally hitting the road? Oh, I’m so ready, Charles. Give me five minutes, and I’ll have my tank packed!”  
 
    “Yes, we’re leaving very soon,” I confirmed. “But that’s not the reason I’m excited. A.B., listen, we’re having a baby.”  
 
    “Well, that’s fine and all-- What?” A.B. squawked. “Charles, I don’t know if you’ve realized this, but I’m a brain. To add to that, I’m a boy brain. It is physically impossible for either of us to get pregnant, and let me tell you, if you implanted me in a woman’s body, I would lose my ever-loving mind.”  
 
    “No, no, no,” I cackled. “Not you, you dingus. We believe that Rian’s pregnant.”  
 
    “A baby?” the brain asked. “A baby! Oh, Charles, this is fantastic! We’re finally expanding the Rayburn line! At first, it was just the two of us. Two great brains just hangin’ out, inventing things, and being brilliant, and now, you’re having a baby!”  
 
    “Wait,” I chuckled and turned toward him with a raised eyebrow. “Do you think… we’re brothers?”  
 
    “Yes,” A.B. bobbed. “Well, technically, we’re not blood brothers unless you count the time when you drew the blood from my brain stem and then injected some of your own to see if you could grow me a body… which in this situation, we are. So, I guess if we’re facetious, I am your brother. I’m going to be an uncle! Someone, get me a tissue, I might cry!” 
 
    “A.B.,” Rian giggled. “You don’t have eyes. If we gave you a tissue, it’d only get wet from the liquid in your tank.”  
 
    “You don’t have to be so literal about it, Rian,” the brain wailed. “I’m going to be an uncle! I’ve never received such a mighty title! Uncle A.B. Rayburn.”  
 
    “So, you’ve completely renounced the ‘Norman’ part of your name?” I asked. “You do know that surnames are pretty important.”  
 
    “No, no, no,” A.B. shouted. “Norman isn’t my real last name. It was a cruel joke from my past owner.”  
 
    “Wait,” Valerie paused as she stood in the doorway of the stairwell. “What?”  
 
    “Did… Did you remember more of your past?” I asked and held a hand up to stop myself. “You know what? We’ll unpack all of that once we’re finished with the test.”  
 
    “Okay,” the brain chuckled. “But I can’t guarantee that I’ll remember by the time you finish.”  
 
    “Yes, you will,” I chuckled, crossed the room, and opened up one of the cabinet drawers. “You love talking, especially about yourself, so I’m sure that you’ll remember. Now, Rian, I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to draw blood.”  
 
    “What? Why?” the imp-woman pouted. “Won’t that hurt?”  
 
    “It won’t!” Valerie cried. “Charles drew my blood, and it only felt like a little pinch!”  
 
    “I-I… C-Charles,” the imp-woman stammered.  
 
    “It’s alright, my love,” I soothed. “I’m right here, and if it hurts too much, you can squeeze my hand, or I can stop, but… this is the only way we’ll know if you’re pregnant or not.”  
 
    “Alright, Charles,” the imp-woman squared her shoulders and held out her right arm. “I was once a strong warrior princess. I think I can take deep wound to the arm for the sake of our unborn child.”  
 
    “It’s not a deep wound,” I chuckled and plucked up the sterilized needle from the side table. “It’s just this. I’ll attach it to some tubing, take a sample of your blood, and then pop it into that machine on the counter over there. The entire process will be over within less than four or five minutes. Though, the machine takes a little bit longer than that.”  
 
    “I will summon the spirits of my warlord ancestors,” Rian boomed. “And they will give me strength during this trying time.”  
 
    “Really,” I chuckled. “It’s not that painful, I promise.”  
 
    I reached over to the small table beside me, grabbed a tourniquet, and wrapped the stretchy material around the imp-woman’s forearm. I grabbed a spare piece of cotton and held it in the palm of my hand as I prepared the needle and tubing. I held the pointed edge right over one of Rian’s bulging veins and then looked her directly in the eye.  
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked. “One… Two… Three.” 
 
    The black-haired beauty closed her eyes tightly and winched but hadn’t realized that I already punctured her skin on two instead of three. I tugged on the needle until it found the right spot, and scarlet blood flowed into the tubing then down into the glass vial.  
 
    “See?” I asked and used my free hand to pet her onyx hair. “That’s not so bad, and look, we’re almost done. I only need about half a vial of your blood, and then I can pop it into the machine.”  
 
    With the vial almost to the halfway point, I grabbed a small bandage, readied the cotton, and pulled out the needle. I swiped away the tiny droplet of blood that formed there and then pressed the dressing into place in one swift motion. The imp-woman’s orange eyes met mine, and her plump lips pursed.  
 
    “That was it?” Rian asked and pressed her slim fingertips to the rough exterior of the bandage. “I thought… I thought it would hurt more than that.”  
 
    “I told you it wouldn’t hurt, didn’t I?” I chuckled, snatched up the container of blood, and hurried over to a compact, copper machine resting on the counter.  
 
    I hadn’t used this machine in a while, and I was pretty sure that the last time I did was when I tested Valerie’s blood after I created her. I pressed the small lever at the machine’s side, and it instantly thrummed to life with a little puff of smoke. The pistons at the top and back pumped to life, and I flipped open the cartridge intake with a soft snap. I poured in the vial contents, closed the cassette, and tapped twice on the larger, blue lever.  
 
    “So, what does that do?” Edony asked and stepped forward to inspect the small machine.  
 
    “It analyzes the blood,” I explained. “Looks for any abnormalities or underlying diseases that haven’t developed yet.”  
 
    “Diseases?” Rian barked with a grin. “What are you trying to say, Charles? Are you trying to say that I’m sick?” 
 
    “No, not at all, my love,” I shook my head. “Some diseases lay in wait in our blood and can only be tracked through that before taking control of our bodies. I used this machine for a long time tracking the diseases that the patients Edony brought to me had. It seems that the jails where you kept them Edony… well, they festered with pestilence.”  
 
    “I know…” the Duchess breathed and lowered her head. “I wish I had known what I know now, and I would’ve released them from that hell…”  
 
    “But that’s not all this machine can do,” I uttered and quickly changed the subject. “When I tested it on Valerie, it picked up the tiniest amount of my blood within hers, meaning that my blood is the reason that all of the experiments work.”  
 
    “But didn’t we already know that?” Daisy asked. “Well, we pretty much assumed it.”  
 
    “But Charles confirmed it,” Edony chuckled, leaned against the counter, and crossed her arms over her ample chest.  
 
    “You did?” Rian asked. “Why didn’t you tell us?”  
 
    “As Daisy said,” I grunted. “We already accepted it to be the truth, but I had a hunch. I repeated the experiment with one of the caged aristocrats, but instead of my blood, I used Aschere’s.”  
 
    “Annnnnd?” Valerie sang. “What happened?”  
 
    “What do you expect to happen?” I chuckled. “Do we have a new monster-woman wandering around? It failed, and… my blood is what makes the experiment work.”  
 
    “We always knew you had magic somewhere within you,” Kleeia sighed. “But who knew it was true? So, what do we do about it?” 
 
    “There isn’t anything we can do about it,” I shrugged. “We keep creating monster-girls and marvel at the fact that I’m the first man to develop powers in all of history.”  
 
    “But…” the feline-woman broke in. “Shouldn’t there be a celebration? We should revel in this discovery!”  
 
    “Aren’t we?” I asked. “I spend every day with gorgeous and brilliant monster-women that I created with powerful and potent blood. Doesn’t that sound like a celebration? My brilliance is physically exhibited in all of you, and now… one of my fantastic creations carries my child… maybe even a son to carry on my lineage.”  
 
    “Hey, now,” Daisy giggled. “Boys and girls are equal in this world, remember? The child will carry on your line even if it’s born female.”  
 
    “You are very right,” I nodded and turned back toward my machine as it made a low thrumming sound. “I’m just… astounded that all of this is happening… I never imagined that something like this would ever happen in my life. I used to daydream about a world where I could get married and have children, but… in a world this cold, it was unattainable.” 
 
    “And now you have it,” Edony breathed. “All of us are your future brides, and we love you more than anything in this world, Charles. We’ll do anything for you, just ask, and we’ll do it.”  
 
    “Unless it’s scary,” the feline-woman piped up. “Then I might need some coaxing.”  
 
    The copper machine behind me whistled, and then the thrumming slowly died away to a soft clicking noise as it began to shut down. A long strip of white paper rolled out of the side, and I gently held onto it while it printed. I started reading the scientific symbols written out in black ink, and suddenly my hands dropped to my sides.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Rian hiccupped. “Am I… Am I not pregnant?”  
 
    It seemed as if the passing time, I’d been playing at the notion of being a father and that it wasn’t genuine, but looking down at this piece of paper… it was true. Rian was pregnant, and in a few short months, I would be a father. It seemed solidified now that it was on paper, and I could no longer deny these feelings rushing through me so intensely.  
 
    “It’s true!” I shouted, turned, and raced across the room. “You’re pregnant! We’re going to be parents, my darling!”  
 
    I grabbed her off of the examination table and lifted her into the air with a spin. The imp-woman threw back her head and guffawed heartily at the ceiling with her eyes squeezed shut. We knew going forward, this would be hard, and we’d be traveling on the road with a child, but I did not doubt that we could do it. I already guessed that the imp’s gestation period was accelerated, which only could mean that once the child was born, it wouldn’t stop growing at an enhanced rate. By the time we reached the capital and attacked the Queen, we may have an adolescent or even a teenager, but I’d yet to ask Rian about any of this.  
 
    “This is sooooo exciting!” Valerie screamed and jumped up and down while clapping her hands. “When I get pregnant, do you think it’ll be a single baby or a litter like a cat? Ohhhhh, I can’t wait! I can’t waaaaait!”  
 
    “This does worry me, Charles,” Josephine uttered. “Do you think it’s… right to battle the Queen while we’re pregnant or after we’ve given birth? What if we hurt the babies?”  
 
    “Then we’ll find a way to protect them,” I grunted. “If they’re too young, we’ll have some of your sisters look after them while we fight, but if they’re bigger and can fight, then they’ll do so by our side. We can protect them if we keep them close.”  
 
    “Charles,” Kleeia implored. “Can… Can I get pregnant, too? I hate to ask because it seems like I’m stealing the spotlight from Rian…”  
 
    “What?” the imp-woman shouted. “No, my dear sister, have as many babies with my darling Charles as you want! Charles, I demand that you fill all of my sisters with your fertile seed this instant! Pull down your pants, bend them over the examination table, and get to it! I want this manor to be filled with babies before we set out for the next city!”  
 
    “Well,” I chuckled. “That might be a little difficult… We’re leaving the manor tomorrow, so I guess I have to get to work impregnating you all.”  
 
    “T-T-Tomorrow?” Daisy stammered.  
 
    “What?” Josephine cried. “So soon?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded and began to put away all of my medical instruments. “We’ll finish transforming the leftover aristocrats that Aschere and his men captured while we’re gone. Josephine, those will be the women in your Drake Legion. I expect you to take great care with them.”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” the honey-blonde nodded. “I will do my best for you, my love.”  
 
    “What about your machine?” Kleeia asked. “We can’t leave it here, can we?”  
 
    “I already have a solution for that,” I chuckled. “I’ve already dispatched someone to retrieve something like a caravan. I’ll dismantle my machine and place it within one of those where we can use it later when we reach the next city. I have everything planned out, my dears, there’s no need to worry about these things. We’ll transform the rest of the aristocrats and leave Edenhart in our tracks. After we’re finished tonight, you’ll need to pack your bags and everything you think you’ll need out on the road.”  
 
    “We’re really doing this,” the bear-girl giggled and then shook out her arms. “Rian’s pregnant, and we’re heading out onto the road! I can’t wait, Charles.”  
 
    “We’ve waited for this moment for a very long time,” I breathed, leaned my head back, and stared up at the ceiling for a long moment. “Sometimes… I feel as if I’m in a dream, and if I close my eyes for an instant, all of this will disappear. I’ve worked so hard to become the man, scientist, and doctor that I am… but it feels as if all of that can be taken away in an instant.”  
 
    “Don’t think like that, Charles,” Daisy urged, hurried over, and draped herself over my shoulders. “We’re here, and we’re very real. We’re not going to disappear, and you’re certainly not going back to the life you used to live…”  
 
    “Thank you…” I muttered. “Thank you for always bringing me back to reality and grounding me when I need it. All of you are saints, and I don’t know what I did to deserve you.”  
 
    “You didn’t have to do anything, Charles,” Edony breathed and pressed a soft kiss to my cheek. “You’ve suffered enough… I know for a fact because I was one of those people who hurt you, but… you gave me another chance. You opened my eyes and my heart… Though I doubt my heart needed it since I was already in love with you. You’re everything we need, Charles. When we look at you, we see the country’s future standing before us… You are everything we could wish for and more. We love you so much… don’t ever think those things again.” 
 
    “We’re your family now, Charles,” Rian chuckled and stroked my cheek. “And that family is growing. We’re not going to up and disappear one day. We’re going to stand beside you and fight until our last dying day if we have to. You’re the only man who has looked out over the corrupted world and thought that he could change it. I’m not saying there haven’t been men who’ve tried, but we know the aristocrats too well. They’re too powerful, and the only other people who can take them on are more women… You found the loophole, and you went right through it while creating us, your monster-women.”  
 
    “All of us were horrible,” Kleeia breathed. “I tried to kill you… Or at least, Kelara did. Ortensia tried to put you in jail and then attempted to murder you when she couldn’t pin a crime on you… Delphine wanted you to be her consort, and she would’ve stopped at nothing until you were her object… Even Edony… she threatened you constantly, but we’ve forgiven her. She’s a different woman now, and even after explaining why she did all those things, we can at least understand why she did them. The only one out of us who hasn’t tried to hurt or kill you was Josephine, but she’s been an angel since birth. We all know in the back of our minds that we did these things, but… we’ve cast them away. You made us new and pure the moment we stepped foot into your machine.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m a saint by any means,” Josephine giggled. “But I’ve seen the changes you've made in these women, Charles. I may not have received a new mindset when you transformed me, but I’ve witnessed so many experiments since I joined your family, and the women aren’t just changed… It’s like they’ve been purified. All of the past slights and hatred they once held in their hearts are gone. It’s like they’ve been reborn and… as a witness to that, it’s mind-blowing. I’ve lived and dealt with aristocrats my entire life, and you never get used to them when you believe something else. I tried to make a difference in the Harlots corps, but there’s only so much that we can do without making a public stand against the other aristocrats. That’s why I believe in you and… I’ve reached out to my Harlot comrades, and they will join you in battle. They believe in us, and they’re more than willing to fight and die for the sake of peace among the people. What we’re doing is real, and I want you to believe that. You have an entire army at your side, and as we keep moving, we’re only going to collect more and more soldiers and monster-women.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I chuckled. “I’m sorry I doubted myself and all of you for a moment. All of you may have changed through the process of the transformation… but I changed, too. I’m a different man… I’m your leader, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do. No one will stand in our way, and no one will ever enslave another man in this country or another. Men are free under my decree, and we’re one step closer to making that happen. Every man deserves happiness, love, and, most of all, freedom, and I’m going to give all of those things to them.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Now that we knew for sure that Rian was pregnant, we needed to make our next move. We’d set our sights on the next city and were prepared to leave Edenhart for good. The first course of action was to transform all of the remaining seven aristocrats captured trying to re-enter into the city. I asked Aschere to bring all of them down into the laboratory, and the private obliged happily with the help of a few of my other soldiers.  
 
    I glanced over their unconscious bodies and memorized their faces for a long moment. The last few were younger women, and their faces glowed with youth. I didn’t recognize them… they could’ve easily been nothing more than a face in the crowd, but minutes from now, they’d join my Drake Legion and become my future wives. All of them were so beautiful as they laid strewn across the laboratory floor. Their eyes were lightly shut, and their breathing came in and out evenly. If I hadn’t known that they’d been drugged, I would’ve thought all of them were sleeping soundly and dreaming of beautiful, sweet things.  
 
    When they entered back into the city, they hadn’t suspected a thing. Maybe they had… perhaps they hadn’t received letters from friends or work orders from the businesses they owned, but we’d captured them nevertheless. I wondered what types of lives they lived before I caught them and brought them back to the manor.  
 
    I told myself that none of those things mattered now and brushed all of those thoughts away from me. These were the last few of Edenhart’s citizens, and then… the entire city would be empty. Years from now, it’d be repopulated with monster-women and my children, but for now, it would stand deserted until I took my rightful place as King.  
 
    The women in front of me would soon become part of the Drake Legion, and Josephine would train them to become absolute terrors. I knew that the drake-woman was nervous about taking on such a massive task, but I did not doubt that she could do it. The honey-blonde may have seemed meek and timid, but I knew there was rage deep inside her… hidden underneath the surface just waiting to be released.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder and watched as the honey-blonde scrubbed the floor of Compartment B. When I looked into her orange cat-like eyes, I saw a hunger for vengeance. The heiress had stood by her entire life and watched as the men she defended in private were beaten and broken down by the people who called themselves her friends. She wanted revenge, I sensed it within her, and all I had to do was pop the cork within her and unleash it out onto the world.  
 
    I felt it in my other women, too… a need to rebuke and destroy every aristocrat that stepped into their path. All of my women except Josephine had been on the other end of the spectrum, and they understood the type of hate that the nobles held in their hearts. I wanted to unlock their animalistic sides and unleash them on the world that had scorned them and me for so long. We were on the verge of it, and I could see the fight in them build and build the closer we came to it.  
 
    “So, how are we doing this?” Valerie asked, placed her hands on her hips, and turned toward me. “One by one?”  
 
    “Couldn’t we just… stuff them all in at once?” Rian asked. “I mean, we did it with the twins, and it seemed to work pretty well. I’m sure if we did it again, it’d work.”  
 
    “But what if they came out all mangled?” Kleeia gasped. “One giant monster-women hybrid? How ghastly… but… it could be pretty interesting to have on our side.”  
 
    Daisy, Valerie, and Rian blinked rapidly and whipped their heads in the nix-woman’s direction.  
 
    “You are turning out to be very strange,” the imp-woman cackled. “Not that we don’t mind, but a giant monster-woman hybrid? That’d be absolutely terrifying.”  
 
    “But imagine it,” the turquoise-haired beauty sighed. “You’re a soldier out on the field, preparing to battle your enemy, and suddenly, the ground underneath your feet quakes and trembles… Then this massive monster beast with too many limbs and heads comes crashing through your ranks and rips you in half. You can’t even process what’s happened because you’re already dead! Haha! Isn’t that great?”  
 
    “I think that’s a wonderful idea,” I chuckled. “But that would’ve been better suited for the old Edony… I don’t think my machine can create something like that. If we put all of the aristocrats into the machine, they’d come out as singular women, not as a giant mash-up of limbs.”  
 
    “Oh, phooey,” the nix-woman grumbled. “Maybe in the future, we could build a machine like that! We could even make super-soldiers as Edony wanted in the beginning.”  
 
    “I would love to have super-soldiers,” the Duchess commented. “But I’ve given up on that dream. Using unwilling men in experiments is cruel, and I would never subject them to that again. Maybe if we could streamline the machine and make it possible without any hiccups, but… I’ve never seen the damage the machine can do to a man’s body. Charles told me what happened to them, and it sounds horrific. I don’t want to subject another male to that ever again unless we can make sure that it’ll never happen again.” 
 
    “I’d have to tweak it,” I uttered and grabbed one of the elemental core shards. “A lot. You wanted something like… mindless drones who would obey every command, and I don’t think I could do that, ever again. Each patient that went into my machine died a grisly death… I don’t think I could subject them or myself to that… I never experienced their pain, but when I pulled their corpses out of the machine, I understood that it was something that I could never fathom.”  
 
    “We will never do it again,” the she-wolf breathed. “No man will ever suffer by these hands again. I will make sure of it. If we could improve the machine and keep the men as they are, I would be willing to budge in my opinion, but if we can’t… I won’t have any part of it.”  
 
    “You’re right,” Kleeia nodded. “I’m sorry. I thought it’d be interesting if it were something that we could do.”  
 
    “There’s no need to be sorry, my love,” I soothed. “I would love to have super-soldiers out on the battlefield with us, but I won’t create mindless soldiers just for the sake of doing it. Going back to the experiment, let’s put all of them in. I believe if we do that, all of them will be bonded together even more tightly than normal. These are our Drake Legion, and I want all of them to work together seamlessly when we battle the aristocrats.”  
 
    “Understood!” Daisy grinned and grabbed one of the aristocrats off the floor, effortlessly. “I’ll start loading them in!”  
 
    “H-Hey, Charles,” a low voice whispered directly into my brain. 
 
    “What is it, A.B.?” I asked. “Why do you sound so… melancholy, bud?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t call it ‘melancholy,’” the brain laughed. “I have something I wanted to ask you since we were on the topic of super-soldiers.”  
 
    “What is it?” I probed and grabbed the small container of my blood off of the counter.  
 
    “Well, I know we totally ruled out creating them,” my assistant gurgled. “But… I was thinking… you could maybe… possible… somehow make me a body? Or put me in a body? Is that possible? I know I’ve been your loyal assistant for a long time now, but… I kind of feel like I’m useless to you. I can’t go out and help you on your missions, and I yearn to fight alongside you. I mean, I can’t exactly roll out onto the battlefield in the state that I’m in. The other soldiers would take one look at me and then laugh, ‘why did someone bring a pink ball out onto the battlefield?’ then they’d probably play a bit of kickball with me until I barreled off into the distance. A few days later, you’d find me stuck in the bushes with leaves stuck to my beautiful, bumpy surface. Could we… try to figure out a way to do that? I know I’ve asked a lot of you since you brought me back to the manor but… this is something I really want. I want to stand shoulder to shoulder with my brother and fight for the things we believe in.”  
 
    This wasn’t the normal A.B. that I knew. My laboratory assistant was generally needy, demanding, and pretty feisty when pressed, but… this wasn’t like him. This wasn’t a request for liquid-filled tubing or an orb he could roll around in… this was a heartfelt request from someone who wanted to help and aid in our oncoming battles. I wasn’t sure if it was even possible… putting a reanimated brain into a dead body… or even creating a new body, but… I didn’t think I could turn him down. I’d created my monster-women, hadn’t I? Why couldn’t I build a body for my most loyal friend? 
 
    Even if I couldn’t take body parts and sew them together… I had one other solution. I could use alchemy or learn some of the darker arts to make him a form to hold consciousness. I started cooking up potions and spells that I knew by heart that could possibly work. 
 
    “A.B.,” I started and then paused. “I can’t make any promises, but I will try. If this is something that you really want to do, I will work hard to find a solution for you. I can’t say when it’ll happen, but I will try to do this for you. I promise.”  
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” A.B. whispered. “I know I’ve asked a lot from you in the past, but this time… I mean it. If you give me one thing in this world, please let it be a body, so I can aid you in your journey to seek justice for the male population--”  
 
    “Wait,” I interjected. “Earlier, you said you remembered something from your past… What was it? You said something about your previous owner.”  
 
    “Ah,” the brain grunted. “Yes… That… I remembered something, not a lot, though. A woman owned me. I think she was a scientist, but she wasn’t like you, Charles. She had consorts, but they weren’t used for what they normally were… The only memory I have currently is… I was strapped to a chair by my arms and legs, and the room was completely dark except for a single light over my head. Everything was shrouded in darkness, and then she appeared. I called out to her for help. I was in pain, but I don’t remember what type of injury I had. The pain radiated throughout my entire body, and it was such a strange sensation. I’m a brain, Charles. I don’t understand pain in this form… Not only that, but I’d forgotten what it was like to have limbs, but all of them were tied down, and I couldn’t move them. How eerie to have the things you want but you can’t do anything with them?”  
 
    “What happened next?” Daisy asked as she lugged yet another noble into the compartment. “Can you remember?”  
 
    “A woman appeared out of the darkness,” the brain recalled. “I hate to say this, but my heart swelled when I looked at her. She was so beautiful with long flowing red hair and brilliant emerald eyes. She wore a white lab coat, exactly like the ones over there hanging on the wall. When I looked at her, my heart pounded, and sweat dripped down my phantom neck… It seemed we had… an extreme and complicated relationship. I loved her with such intense emotions, but I hated her just as passionately… She told me she was sorry, but what she had to do next was in the name of science.”  
 
    “For science?” I grunted, and my hands instinctively formed into tight fists. “What did she do to you, A.B.?”  
 
    “I… I… don’t remember,” the brain sighed. “She disappeared over my shoulder, and then a pain so intense blasted through my head like white lightning. There were flashing lights and drifting colors… and the next thing I knew, I wasn’t in my body but floating below her. Her face was distorted, but I could see she was smiling. It was then… that I realized I wasn’t in my body anymore. I don’t know how or why she did it… but here I am, a floating brain in a jar.”  
 
    “Why would she do such a thing?” Josephine gasped. “What reasoning did she have?” 
 
    “It’s the same for all of the aristocrats,” I growled. “They don’t need a reason… They just do it. There was a scientific discovery she could’ve made from removing his brain… She did it simply because she could.”  
 
    “There was one other thing,” A.B. added. “I wasn’t the only one… but I believe I was the only one that survived the initial operation. After she finished, she put me on a shelf all by myself but along the walls of the room… there were other jars. They had other brains in them, but I could tell there was something wrong with them. I tried to call out to them, but… they wouldn’t answer. I think they were all of her failed experiments.”  
 
    “I hate the aristocrats,” Daisy growled. “All they do is kill and maim those around them… I can’t wait to go out onto the battlefield and rip them apart with my bare hands.”  
 
    The brunette’s rage and anger were closer to the surface than Josephine’s, and it didn’t take much for it to rear its ugly head. We would use that in our coming battles, but… I had to stop that train of thought.  
 
    “I need you to remember that when we reach the next few cities,” I stated. “We can’t kill the aristocrats there. We’ll do to them what we did to the nobles of Edenhart. They are our future soldiers, but remember, after the transformation, they’re your sisters, too.”  
 
    “Is that why you want a body, A.B.?” Kleeia asked. “To take revenge because of what was done to you?”  
 
    “In a way, yes,” the brain replied easily. “But… I was here with Charles before any of you came along. I witnessed everything that Edony and the other aristocrats put him through. Knowing now what happened to me… I need to fight. Not only for myself, but for Charles and all of the men in the world. We deserve justice after hundreds of years of injustice.”  
 
    “Well said, A.B.,” I nodded. “Now, are all of the aristocrats in the machine?” 
 
    “Yes,” the bear-girl smiled and brushed off her hands. “Now, all we need is the core and your blood.”  
 
    “Good,” I nodded as I held both of those items in my hand. “Let’s begin.”  
 
    I crossed the room in four strides, placed the broken shard of the core into compartment A, and then ripped open the door to Compartment C. I hastily uncorked the container in my hand and then tipped my blood out over the corrugated, metal flooring. I watched as the scarlet liquid pooled at the glass’ lip and then dripped off in thick, fat little droplets. I counted down from five as they plinked against the floor pleasantly before pulling back and recorking the bottle.  
 
    I rested the small container on one of the side tables and then crossed the room toward the panel of bulbs and lights. I rested my hand against the cold metal of the lever and then glanced out toward the rest of my women. Their faces were tense, and I marveled at how different this scene was from all the other times I performed the transformation.  
 
    When I created Valerie, it was nothing more than a happy accident, and when I’d set out on my mission to make more monster-women, I didn’t know what I had in mind. Was it because I was lonely? I knew for sure that it hadn’t been to destroy the matriarchy and take over the capital, but here we were on the verge of doing those two things. None of this had been my intention, but somehow, fate had decided that I would be the one to change the world.  
 
    I threw the lever down into its cradle, and electricity hummed excitedly behind me. I felt it pass through the illuminating bulbs and crackling components above my head. A surge of power moved past me, ripped through the black, snaking cables across the laboratory floor, and finally reached my glorious machine. As soon as the electricity reached it, the pistons at the top began pumping, and white steam poured out of the valves. The beautiful outer copper shell seemed to glow and thrum to life before me and bright, blinding white light poured out of all three compartments.  
 
    It wasn’t as intense as Edony or Josephine’s transformations, but it seemed magnified by the elemental core piece. The white light changed and deepened to a wine red, shrouding the entire room in a haze. Like all of the other times before, a sound rose up from within my hulking beast of a machine, and it sounded so much like a song. Almost as if a chorus of heavenly voices beckoned the aristocrats into their new and better lives as monster-women.  
 
    The sound reached a peak and heightened to such a point that I felt the need to clap my hands over my ears and squeeze my eyes shut. My women didn’t need instruction since we’d done this so many times before, and they quickly closed their eyes from the painful light.  
 
    We waited until the sound finally died down, and when I finally opened my eyes, orange and yellow smoke swirled inside the compartment. My women waited with bated breaths and observed me as I stepped toward the third compartment. Voices reached my ears from inside, and I reached out my right hand toward the handle. I clasped it tightly and then opened it as the colorful smoke poured out.  
 
    Since there were so many of them, I immediately saw the first drake-woman as she stepped forward. Seconds later, her sisters moved in after her, and their eyes fell on me. 
 
    “Charles,” the woman in the middle sighed. “It’s you… It’s finally you…”  
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled. “Why don’t you come out and meet your sisters?”  
 
    I slowly backed out of the compartment, and the seven monster-women followed after. It was strange to look at all of them because it seemed that I’d captured a group of septuplets. All of them looked as if they could be closely related with very few differentiating features. All of them had dark hair that looked black in the light, but as they moved and the locks shifted, I realized it had a strange pearl shift to it and changed through shades of forest green, royal purple, and dark blue. The only difference between each of them was their varying draconic features.  
 
    All of them had tails that resembled Josephine’s, but each woman’s horns were different from her sisters. Even their skin were different shades, some of them had red-tinted skin like Rian, while others kept their naturally milky shade. Their wide, almond-shaped eyes were bright yellow with a single slit down the middle for a pupil. They were terrifying but unbelievably beautiful and sexy with their curvaceous hips, perfect breasts, and slim waists.  
 
    “Look at them,” Valerie breathed. “Look how beautiful they are… Oh, my goodness…”  
 
    “This…” Josephine whispered. “This is amazing.” 
 
    The honey-blonde stepped forward with her arms open wide, and I pressed my hand into the small of her back as I brought her forward. The drake-women looked at Josephine curiously for a moment, and their yellow eyes immediately went to the heiress. Their connection was instant, and I felt it sizzle through the air like static. These brand new drake-women may have been mine, but they were Josephine’s minions in a sense. The seven of them held the same power as the honey-blonde, I didn’t know how I knew that, but I sensed it.  
 
    It was like… the seven drake-women were her daughters, and Josephine was the hivemind that brought all of them together. The honey-blonde stared at the seven women for a long time, and for a second, I didn’t understand what was happening until it suddenly clicked.  
 
    “By science,” I breathed. “They’re… They’re communicating…”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Daisy asked. “Like the twins?”  
 
    “I think I understand,” Edony whispered and stepped forward. “It’s not like the twins but like the Raiju and me. They’re bonded together because of their powers and the beast they came from. Charles… You knew it before we even started the experiment. You put Josephine in charge of them for a reason.”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “I didn’t think this would happen, but I did assume that they’d have a connection that none of the other monster-women have.”  
 
    “Can we pick out names for them?” the nix-woman sang. “That’s the best part of the transformation process! I love giving them names!”  
 
    “Josephine?” I asked, and the honey-blonde turned back toward me with sparkles in her orange eyes.  
 
    “What is it, Charles?” the heiress murmured. “I’m sorry… I’m just a bit shocked right now.”  
 
    “Should we name the women of the Drake Legion?” I smiled. “Would that be alright with them?”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” the first drake-woman purred and tilted her head at me. “We’d love that.”  
 
    “Ooooooh, this is the best part!” Valerie squealed. “Charles named almost all of us! Edony and Josephine kept their names, but Charles had a hand in naming all of us!” 
 
    “We would also like Josephine to help,” another one of the drake-woman piped up and grinned. “Since she is the leader of the Drake Legion.”  
 
    “Whoooooa,” the feline-woman breathed. “What did you say to them, Josie?” 
 
    “That I was the leader of the Drake Legion,” Josephine shrugged. “And that we’ll fight together as a unit to defeat all the aristocrats that stand in our way.”  
 
    “She also said that we’d get to love and pleasure Charles Rayburn,” the last drake-woman purred. “When can we start doing that? I’m eager to be filled with his fertile seed and produce strong and healthy offspring for him.”  
 
    “I like her!” Rian boomed and patted her tiny pregnant belly. “I like all of them! Fill them with your seed immediately, Charles! I demand to have more children from all of the monster-women you’ve created!” 
 
    “Back to the names,” the front drake-woman purred. “Shall we start, Charles?”  
 
    I stared into her mesmerizing yellow eyes, scanned her delicate features, and slightly pointed nose. Although all of their features were similar, this drake-woman, in particular, reminded me of an old painting I’d seen in a book. It was from a fairytale about a warrior princess who fought off hundreds of enormous enemies with her single blade.  
 
    “Althea,” I uttered, and she tilted her head with a slight smile. “Al-thea-a. Do you like that? Althea. It’s a powerful name.”  
 
    “I like it, tooooo!” Valerie sang. “I think it’s perfect for someone in the Drake Legion.”  
 
    “I do,” the main drake nodded. “Althea… I will accept it. It’s beautiful but also strong.”  
 
    I swiveled my eyes and glanced over the remaining six monster-women as Althea stepped out of the way and sat down on top of my examination table.  
 
    “Hi!” another black-haired beauty stepped forward and waved to me happily. “Is it my turn?”  
 
    I did the very same thing and glanced over her features as I wracked my brain for any name that came to mind.  
 
    “You certainly are bright and bubbly,” I chuckled. “Right, Elina?”  
 
    “Elina?” the shorter drake-woman giggled. “E-lee-na? I like it!”  
 
    Each drake-woman came forward and received a name from me personally while one or two were named with help from the rest of my monster-girls. In total, we had Althea, Elina, Veronika, Anja, Camilla, Astrid, and Nadia. Each of them received powerful names with rich histories from different countries I’d read about, and after they received them, they rushed over and pressed passionate kisses to my lips.  
 
    Once we’d finished naming them and introducing ourselves, I turned to my women and rested my fists against my hips. They stared at me with wide awestruck eyes, and instinctively, they took a step closer. 
 
    “Charles,” Rian murmured. “What do we do now?”  
 
    “We prepare to leave,” I grunted and snatched up a wrench from one of the side tables. “Edony, you told me you acquired something like a… caravan?”  
 
    “Yes,” the Duchess nodded. “They’re waiting at the edge of the property since we’ve been in the laboratory all day.”  
 
    “Good, good,” I nodded, bent beside my machine, and began unscrewing one of the bolts. “It’d be best if you all started packing and loading your things into the caravan. I have to take this apart and rebuild it within one of them, but after that…”  
 
    “After that?” the imp-woman echoed. “What happens, Charles?”  
 
    “We’re leaving Edenhart,” I stated. “We’ll set off, and the army will follow a little bit behind and move during the night time so they won’t be caught.”  
 
    “We should either move on to Granhamn,” Edony commented. “Or Birskonn. Both of them are considered part of my duchy, but marchionesses annexed them, and I had to secede to them despite my unwillingness.” 
 
    “Which one is larger?” I asked and cupped my chin thoughtfully. 
 
    “Granhamn,” the Duchess nodded. “Their aristocratic population is close to one thousand or more. Birskonn is much smaller since it’s a more remote mountain town, so Granhamn will be more of a challenge. I know for a fact that the marchioness in control there is very close to the Queen. I was once friends with her to keep the peace between our cities after I had to secede, but I later found out from one of my spies that she’d been asked to keep an eye on me by the Queen. Birskonn… Well, their marchioness isn’t as intelligent as the one from Granhamn. I’m sure she’d be fairly easy to take down if we sneak through and find her weak spots. So, which city are you planning to take on first?”  
 
    “We’ll Birskonn first,” I grunted. “If they have a much smaller population and their marchioness is weaker, I think we’ll succeed in our mission. I would say we should move on to Granhamn, but since this is our first operation with our brand new army of soldiers and monster-girls, I think we should start small before we bite off more than we can chew. I want all of you to burn this moment into your memories, do you understand? Before long, I will be the controller of two different cities with even more soldiers and monster-women under my control… Our heading is Birskonn… our final destination is the capital, and we will reach it in time to slaughter the Queen. No one can stop us, my loves, and no one can stand in our way. We are the New Order, and everyone in this country will soon learn it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    I awoke on a new day and knew what we had to do. I’d worked late into the night, dismantling my machine, and my soldiers carefully carried the pieces out of the laboratory. I instructed them to place the components inside the caravans that Edony had taken from one of the aristocrats we’d captured. The procession was essentially five room-sized wagons all secured together with heavy metal couplers. We’d tied off our horses to the front, and the mighty beasts would pull us to Birskonn.  
 
    I assumed that the caravan was used by one of the aristocrats for either camping or long journeys across the country. The first carriage was a kitchenette, fitted with a shiny, silver stove, table with four chairs, and other items we’d need to cook ourselves and the small army meals. I was almost excited to cook over a campfire with all of my women, but it seemed we wouldn’t have to since we already had all of the amenities we were accustomed to.  
 
    The second wagon looked to be something like a drawing room with plush couches and chairs, along with a single, smaller wood burning stove. Tucked into a small shelf were games and stacks of cards. All of the walls were covered in expensive-looking floral and striped wallpaper, and the shining hardwood floor in thick, needlepoint rugs. Whoever had owned these cabins was very rich and successful, and I took a moment to marvel at the fact that she was now part of our monster-women legion.  
 
    The third wagon looked to be a formal dining room, complete with a massive cherry-wood table and eight chairs. Thankfully there was enough room for all of us here, and we wouldn’t have to squeeze into the tiny table in the kitchen when we wanted to eat together. The fourth cabin was the master bedroom, complete with a dresser, wardrobe, and dressing table. Along with all of those things, it was the largest of all the cabins and had an even smaller room inside it, which I assumed was a bathroom. The fifth wagon was empty, and the back wall could open to use as a ramp.  
 
    I assumed that this was an area to keep horses or other animals during long journeys, but I didn’t want to think about the other things they could’ve placed in here… The nobles did put on mock wars with their consorts, workers, and servants… They could’ve easily held those men in the last wagon of the caravan. I pushed those thoughts away from me as my boots boomed against the hard, rough wood flooring and trundled down the ramp.  
 
    I walked back into the manor, glanced around the nearly empty room, and breathed out a heavy sigh. All of the clothes, belongings, and trinkets were missing from the room we shared for so long. Everything they needed or wanted to bring with them was already moved into the caravan and ready to leave.  
 
    Thankfully, the caravan’s bed was large enough to fit all of us with a little extra room, and we didn’t have to lug the gigantic mattress out of the manor. I hurriedly got dressed and stuffed the clothes I’d been wearing into my duffel bag on the floor. I threw the bag over my shoulder and quickly exited the room.  
 
    I hadn’t thought I would miss this house, but… as I walked through the long hallway and past the bathroom, I felt a strange twinge in my heart. This was the place where everything had come together. Edony had moved me into this house and commanded me to work for her. Valerie came to life in this house… my first monster-woman, and all of her sisters followed closely after her.  
 
    All of that felt so long ago as if years had passed between monster-woman transformations, even though it was only a few months ago. It was strange to think about… I’d been living a very different life when I first moved into the manor, and now, I was a completely different man with a family depending on me. I was going to be a father… and before long, the rest of my women would be pregnant, too. How many children would I have before we reached the capital? Would all of my women have one or at least be pregnant by then?  
 
    “Goooood moooooorning, Charlie!” a singsong voice called from the bottom of the stairs. “How are you feeling this morning? Excited? Nervous? On the edge of your seat?”  
 
    I stomped down the stairs, and Valerie leaned her head back with a wide grin plastered over her stunning features.  
 
    “I’d say more excited than anything,” I grunted. “Though, I am a bit nervous about the soldiers.”  
 
    “Why are you nervous about them?” Rian asked as she came out of the drawing-room and pressed a hand to her lean stomach. “Is there something wrong with them?”  
 
    “No, not at all.” I shook my head. “I’ve instructed them to follow after us, but they can only travel at night so that they won’t draw any attention.”  
 
    “I think they’ll do fine,” Daisy called and then appeared out of the hall from the kitchen. “They’ve been training heartily. Edony said so, and I’ve watched them a few times out on the lawn as they practice their drills. I’m sure if there’s any trouble, they and the other monster-women can take care of it.”  
 
    “Is there anything else we need to grab from the house?” Edony asked and strode out of another doorway farther down the hall.  
 
    “I’ve got everything I need,” the bear-girl grinned. “I got all the food we’ll need, all of my cooking supplies, pots and pans, and all of the spices that Charles bought for me. I know one thing for sure, when we’re out there, we’re certainly not going to go starving.” 
 
    “I got all of my clothes,” Valerie giggled. “And all the shoes that you gave me, Edony! I’m even wearing a pair of them right now! How do they look?”  
 
    “Stunning,” I grinned as the feline-woman balanced on one leg, lifted her other, and swiftly kicked it up to shoulder level to show me the black, strappy heel. 
 
    “I just like how much they lift my ass,” the ash-blonde grinned even wider. “Look, Charles, does it look niiiiice?”  
 
    I chuckled softly and watched as the ash-blonde turned, struck a pose, and stuck out her perfect, tight ass. The heels she wore lifted it perfectly and accentuated each cheek’s roundness that stuck out of her leotard. My member flexed in my trousers, and instinctively, I brought my hand back and gave her rump a good smack. We’d been so busy the last few days that I hadn’t been able to do anything with my women, and from the way my body reacted to just looking at them, I knew I had to choose one of them to impregnate very soon.  
 
    “I think all of us should wear heels,” Edony chuckled lightly. “That’s why I love them so much. They make your ass look like perfection.”  
 
    The she-wolf swung her wide hips and glanced around the hall flanked by suits of armor and rolled her eyes at them. The Duchess reached out with a delicate hand, ran a finger over their surfaces, and then glared up at the armor’s closed helmet with a scoff.  
 
    “But don’t they hurt?” Kleeia appeared behind me and draped herself over my shoulders.  
 
    “Not after you get used to them,” Valerie grinned. “Imagine all of us… looking so sexy in heels. Charles would nearly go mad looking at us all the time.”  
 
    “Who’s to say I’m not already going mad all the time with you beautiful women around?” I stated as I gripped the feline-woman by the waist. “All of you look good enough to eat.”  
 
    “O-Ohhhhh, Charles,” the feline-woman giggled nervously and pressed herself to my side. “When you talk like that… I can’t help myself.”  
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you,” I chuckled, pressed a tender kiss to her cheek, and headed for the door. “But I can’t ravage anyone right now. We have to get on the road for Birskonn. Edony, how long will it take to get there?”  
 
    “On foot, it usually takes a day and a half,” the Duchess uttered flippantly. “But since we’ll be riding in the caravan pulled by seven horses, I’m sure we could reach there in a few days. If we push them hard with no breaks… We could be there sooner.”  
 
    “I think we have to do that,” I uttered. “The army isn’t leaving until tonight, and I want to get there earlier than they do to scope things out.” 
 
    “If we time it right,” Edony pondered. “We could get there a little bit before eleven… The city might be a little dead, but it’d be better to walk around and explore, especially since a lot of you won’t be able to walk around the city in the daylight. Daisy, you’ll be my partner when we go during the daytime… Valerie, once we get there and figure out where the marchioness lives, you and I will sneak in there to find out more information.” 
 
    “What should the rest of us do?” Kleeia asked and linked arms with Josephine.  
 
    “Train with Edony, the soldiers, and other monster-women,” I explained. “The three of us will plan our attack while all of you practice your abilities. I want all of you to remember this… This is a war. This is heavier than all of you may think. I understand that all of you are excited and ready to explore the new city, but I need you to keep that in the back of your minds. We’re going into Birskonn to take it over and transform all of the aristocrats. Once we have the marchioness under our control, we’ll do exactly what we did with Edenhart. The soldiers and monster-women army will block off all entrances in and out of the city and stop anyone from leaving or entering. This can’t be a long affair, do you understand? We go in, get the lay of the land, then the intel we need, and then attack the marchioness. I hate to say this, Edony, but I think you’ll understand. If you take out the town leader, everything else will fall afterward… and if they want a fight, we’ll give it to them.”  
 
    “Charles,” Rian boomed. “What about killing them? Are we allowed to do that?”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “Absolutely not. I’ll craft more of the devices that we used on the citizens of Edenhart and use them to knock them out. All of the aristocrats in Birskonn are our future legion of monster-women. We cannot allow a single one of them to die if we can avoid it.”  
 
    “What about the marchioness?” Daisy asked. “Are we going to kill her, or… you know, knock her out and make her a monster-girl, too?”  
 
    “In a perfect world, yes, I would turn her into a monster-girl,” I breathed and then cleared my throat. “But there is no telling how powerful she is. Edony, you said before that you become close with her. Is there anything you can tell us about her?”  
 
    Edony blinked once, squared her shoulders, and licked her lips before opening her mouth to speak. 
 
    “Her name is Samila Steinhelm,” the Duchess recalled. “I believe by now… she has to be at least twenty-three. But don’t mistake her age and preserved innocence as ignorance… the woman knows how powerful and strong she is… She just doesn’t show it on the surface with her appearance. You’ll know how she is as soon as you see her. Hell, you could probably see her from a mile away--” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Kleeia asked. “Is she like… really pretty?”  
 
    “Yes,” the she-wolf nodded. “I would consider her pretty, even borderline beautiful, but that’s not what I meant. She has the oddest color of hair I’ve ever seen. It’s neon pink with darker maroon at the ends and roots. She’s quite the character. Unlike any other aristocrat I’ve come into contact with… Unlike most of the other aristocrats who wear sensible dresses in muted colors… She prefers short pastel dresses covered in ribbons and bows. The first time I met her, I thought she was a child because of her appearance and short stature, but she’s only a few years older than me.” 
 
    “What’s her power?” I asked. “Or do you know?”  
 
    “Well, she never revealed it to me,” Edony shrugged. “She already knew what mine was because… well, I wasn’t exactly hiding it from anyone during that time of my life. I’ve heard rumors, though… I’ve heard that it’s got something to do with teleportation… but not exactly. She creates portals in the air and can use them as weapons, or if someone’s attacking her, she can use those portals to avoid the blows. You’ll go to hit her, she’ll open up a portal, and your arm will be sticking out of a glowing hole all the way across the room but… none of that has been confirmed, but she must be powerful for the Queen to give her that position”  
 
    “We’ll have to check in on that,” I grunted. “Alright, if we’re finished here, let’s head out to the caravan and head out onto the road.”  
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain!” Valerie sang, saluted me, and marched out the open front door.  
 
    The rest of my women chuckled at the blonde’s silly antics and headed out after her. I took a moment to myself and glanced around the nearly empty rooms of the manor. It wasn’t as if I loved living in this house… but I certainly had a lot of good memories here. This was the first actual home I’d lived in, and I’d treasured and resented it the entire time I stayed here. I shut the door softly behind me with a single backward glance and stomped down the worn stairs toward the waiting caravan.  
 
    “We’ll see you tomorrow night,” Aschere shouted to me with a slight wave. “We’ll rejoin you on the outskirts of Birskonn.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I smiled and climbed into the driver’s seat of the caravan. “Have safe travels, my friend.”  
 
    “You, too, my lord.” the soldier bowed his head and then disappeared around the house’s corner.  
 
    I took the reins into my hands as the small wooden window behind my shoulder slid open, and Valerie’s stunning face peeked through. The feline-woman leaned out and rested her chin on my shoulder. I slapped the leather straps against the horses’ backs, and we rolled forward down the hill into Edenhart. As soon as we entered the city, I beat the reins down, and the horses lurched forward with an thunderous sound from their hooves against the brick pavers.  
 
    We moved down the streets, and before long, we reached the only road out of Edenhart. The trees on either side of me were blurs of orange, yellows, and sickly greens, but I kept my eyes glued to the road in front of us. We’d have to push our horses hard to get there after sundown, but they’d be able to rest for a few days afterward.  
 
    “Whooooooa!” A familiar voice cried from somewhere below me. “You’re goooooing a liiiiittle toooo faaaaast foooor meeee! I’ mmmmm gonnnna huuuuurl!”  
 
    “A.B.?” I shouted over the screaming wind in my ears. “Where are you?”  
 
    “Loooook byyyy yoooour feeeeet!” the brain shouted.  
 
    I held the reins tightly in my hands, glanced up toward the road, and then peeked down at the floorboards by my heavy boots. The brain bounced around in his road glass container, and water sloshed all over the wood.  
 
    “Soooomeooooone heeeeelp meeee!” A.B. screamed. “I’ mmmmm gonnnna puuuuke!”  
 
    This time, Daisy poked her head out of the window instead of the ash-blonde and squinted down at the brain. The brunette clicked her tongue and shook her head with a disappointed expression.  
 
    “A.B,” the bear-girl shouted over the rushing wind in our ears. “You asked to sit up there! You should accept your decision and stay put!”  
 
    “Nooooo,” my assistant bellowed. “Please, put me inside of the caravan! I thought the ride would be much smoother! I thought we were going to take our time, see the sights, and enjoy the view! I didn’t know we were going to be flying like bats out of hell!”  
 
    “It’s not safe for Charles to hand you up to me,” the bear-girl cried. “He’s driving the caravan! We can’t stop, either. We have to get to Birskonn by nightfall. A.B., you really should’ve thought about this before you told us to put you up there.”  
 
    “I’m sorry!” the brain cried. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorrrrryyyyyy! Please, just get me out of here somehow!”  
 
    “Fine,” the bear-girl rolled her eyes. “But, I’m going to climb through the window and pass you back through to Valerie.”  
 
    “It might be safer if you stay up here with me,” I shouted to the brunette. “I don’t want you falling off.”  
 
    “Okay, Charles!” Daisy shouted, lifted her legs, and pushed them through the small window.  
 
    The bear-girl wriggled forward, and when I glanced over at her, her short dress had ridden up. The bear-girl wore white see-through panties underneath and with lace around the edges. I could just make out the lips of her pussy as the bear-girl grunted, lifted her hips, and forced herself out of the window. I wanted her… needed her… but right now wasn’t the best time for any of that.  
 
    My member flexed hard against my trousers’ fabric, and I knew it wouldn’t go away until I did something about it. I shifted in my seat and took one more glance over at Daisy as she wriggled even more desperately. The beat-girl moved her position, rested her boots against the grain of the seat, and lifted her perfect, round ass into the air.  
 
    “Oh, science,” I gasped and gripped the reins harder in my hands.  
 
    The bear-girl freed herself from the window, flopped down beside me, and I watched out of the corner of my eye as her breasts jiggled and fought to be released against the fabric of her dress. The brunette’s honey-colored eyes met mine, and she gave me a sly, alluring smile.  
 
    “What was that?” Daisy asked. “Is something the matter? Val, come get A.B., he doesn’t like being upfront with Charles!”  
 
    “Okay!” the feline-woman giggled.  
 
    The brunette grabbed the brain’s jar, lifted it quickly in both hands, and then passed it to her sister through the open window. Valerie shook her head and tutted softly under her breath as she scolded A.B. for not making better decisions. 
 
    “Sorry,” the bear-girl chuckled. “Going back to what I was saying, Charles. Is something wrong? Your cheeks are flushed.” 
 
    “Nothing,” I grunted and suppressed the desire raging wildly within my body.  
 
    “It doesn’t seem like nothing,” the brunette giggled lightly into my ear and scooted closer to me on the bench. “Why don’t you tell me what’s the matter, or should I figure it out on my own?”  
 
    Daisy’s small hand moved to rest on my thigh but missed the mark and brushed against my already erect member. The bear-girl’s cheeks bloomed red, but her hand didn’t move. Instead, she started to slowly stroke me through the fabric of my trousers.  
 
    “Daisy,” I grunted as I tried to move out of her reach. “I want to… so badly, but it’s dangerous. I’m driving the caravan… we can’t.”  
 
    “Hmmm, so you have to keep your eyes on the road, do you?” the brunette giggled. “I think we can find a way around that. Just keep driving us straight on, Charles, I’ll make sure you get what you need.” 
 
    Daisy reached up behind her and slid the small, wooden window closed, so none of the other monster-women could see what we were about to do. The brunette ducked down and started working at my belt, then my trousers’ buttons and zipper. Every move she made, my penis throbbed and fought to escape the confines of my underwear. The brunette slipped her hand into my briefs and wrapped around my girthy penis. I grunted deep in the back of my throat as I concentrated on the road ahead of us. Daisy pulled my throbbing member out of the fabric and gawked down at it with wide eyes and opened her mouth.  
 
    “Sometimes, I forget how huge you are,” the bear-girl groaned and pressed her thick thighs together to suppress her arousal. “Just looking at it, my body goes all gooey. I want it so badly, Charles. I need to have your enormous cock inside of me. I want to feel you and have your warm, frothy seed deep in my womb.”  
 
    “I want to give that to you,” I grunted as her small hand stroked me slowly at first and then faster. “But I can’t… You know that…”  
 
    “I think we can find a way to work around all of that,” the bear-girl giggled, twitched an ear, and then leaned forward with her mouth open wide. 
 
    The instant her lips contacted the head of my penis, an explosive groan ripped up my throat. Daisy started slowly, slurping and gurgling on the enormous length of my member. Pleasure rocketed through my entire body, and I hastily scooted up, pulled down my trousers, and gave her more room to move. The brunette bobbed on my penis, and I wasn’t sure what I liked more, the sounds she made as she sucked my cock or the feeling that radiated through my loins.  
 
    “Charles,” Daisy moaned, dribbled warm saliva onto my member’s head, and then shoved it deep into the back of her throat. “Mmmph…. Mmmmm.” 
 
    I held the reins loosely in my hands and thrust into her warm, slick mouth. I felt myself inch closer and closer to the edge of orgasm, but as soon as I was about to explode, the bear-girl stopped and pulled away with a giggle. When I glanced over to her, Daisy’s hand was tucked up underneath the fabric of her dress, and soft, slick sounds reached my ears. I wanted to fuck her so badly, but… how… 
 
    “Get on top of me,” I growled through clenched teeth. “Now.” 
 
    “W-What?” the brunette asked, and she looked up at me from her position with precum dripping from her perfect, plump lips.  
 
    “I said,” I barked. “Get on top of me. I’m going to pound your perfect pussy while driving.”  
 
    “O-Oh,” Daisy gasped, slipped out of her panties, and edged closer. “H-How are we going to do this? Is it even possible, Charles?”  
 
    “We’ll make it possible,” I forced out. “All I know is that I need you right now. Sit on top of me and face the road.”  
 
    Daisy’s honey-colored eyes were filled with wild desire as she ducked under my arms holding the reins, sat up a little bit, and then positioned her glistening hole over my penis’ head. The bear-girl slowly lowered herself down, and her lips parted for me like her mouth just had: tight, wet, and hot. 
 
    “By science,” I gasped and gripped the reins a little tighter. “You feel so good. It’s as if you were made for me… molded to the shape of me perfectly.”  
 
    “I was, Charles,” Daisy moaned and closed her eyes. “I was made to be loved and fucked by you and you only.”  
 
    The bear-girl pressed the palms of her hands on either side of my thighs and forced me in and out of her at a painstakingly slow pace. Each time she reached my member’s head, she’d buck her hips forward and then slam back down with a roaring scream. With the sound of the horses’ hooves and the rolling wagons behind us, Daisy’s moans were for me and me only at this moment. My breathing came in and out forced, and the bear-girl glanced back at me once, grinned, and then leaned forward.  
 
    Daisy gripped onto the wooden divider between the first horse and us, and I watched myself move inside her warm tunnel with sticky, wet noises. I groaned and panted heavily right as Daisy slammed herself down onto my crotch and then forced herself back up. I thrust into her harder than ever while keeping my hands on the reins and my eyes on the road. We kept time with each other, and whenever one of us wanted to go faster, the other would speed up.  
 
    “Charles!” Daisy threw herself forward and screamed. “Yes, Charles! Oh, science, yes, Charles! Harder! Harder! Oh! Oh! Oh! Mmmmmmm!”  
 
    At the last second, the bear-girl pressed her plump lips together and moaned through them. I let go of the reins for a second, gripped her shoulders, and forced her back to my chest.  
 
    “Don’t close your mouth,” I whispered into her ear. “I want to hear you scream my name.”  
 
    Our bodies pumped together as we chased after our own orgasms, and it didn’t take long for mine to rise to the surface. I’d wanted this for so long, and I didn’t want it to end. I wanted to keep going, maybe even until we reached the outskirts of Birskonn, but… I knew that wasn’t physically possible. I may have been able to go on for that long, but most of my monster-women just didn’t have the stamina. Rian, on the other hand… well, if it’d been her, we probably could’ve kept going until we reached the capital and back.  
 
    That’s what I liked about all of my women. They were so different from one another, and if one liked one thing, you could probably guess that one or two of the others didn’t. I could try things out with each of them and find out the little tricks to get them closer to their ecstasy. Daisy liked speed and force, so when we made love like this, I made sure to do it just how she liked. The bear-girl had to cum before I had, and each time, I made sure that her orgasm was better than the last.  
 
    All of my women’s moans were different and unique. Daisy, for example, was a screamer. One of those who closed her eyes, dropped open her mouth, and just roared her pleasures skyward. The sounds she made were what I liked best about making love to her… she made it known she was having a good time.  
 
    “Charles!” the brunette moaned with her eyes tightly closed. “Yes! Oh, science! I’m almost there! Just a little bit longer! Yes… yes… yes!”  
 
    Daisy’s vagina’s walls tightened around me, and I groaned out of the intense feeling that rocketed through my loins. I lifted myself out of the seat, stood behind her as she braced herself against the wood, and pounded into her. Our skin slapped together so loudly that it almost overcame the noise from the wagons and horses. Right as her womanhood tightened on me one last time with a vise grip, I felt my penis clench from inside her. I roared loudly, let go of the reins with one hand, and gripped the brunette by the shoulder.  
 
    I slammed into her harder than ever as my penis continued to seize, and then my warm, frothy cum exploded out of me and poured deep inside of her hungry pussy. I slowed my thrusts and grunted with every movement as I poured all of my semen into her convulsing walls. For as long as I was pumping all of it into her, I was almost certain that this would get her pregnant. 
 
    If she wasn’t already.  
 
    I collapsed back down onto the bench with my pants down at my ankles, and Daisy settled herself down between my legs. The bear-girl leaned back into my chest and rested her head against my shoulder as we drove through the forest.  
 
    “See?” the brunette panted. “I told you we could find a way around it.”  
 
    “You were right,” I chuckled, nuzzled her cheek, and pressed a tender kiss there. “Thank you… I really needed that.”  
 
    “I figured… in the next coming days, you’ll be a hot commodity with my sisters,” the bear-girl giggled. “So, I’d better get in my turn before everyone else.”  
 
    “What do you mean by that?” I asked.  
 
    “They want to get pregnant and have your babies, Charles,” Daisy explained. “They’re going to start throwing themselves at you as soon as we get to Birskonn. So, that’s why I did it here before we even reached the city.”  
 
    “I’m prepared for that,” I snickered. “I’ve been used to their appetites for so long… it’ll be strange though if you’re so eager to make it happen.”  
 
    A long silence rested over the two of us for a second, and then suddenly, Daisy turned around in her seat and pressed her tightly clamped fists into her lap. 
 
    “Charles, are you worried?” the brunette asked.  
 
    “Worried about what?” I probed and glanced over at her.  
 
    “About what will happen in Birskonn?” Daisy uttered. “Do you think we’ll be able to do it? Take out the marchioness and transform all of the aristocrats?”  
 
    “I think it’ll be a weighty task,” I admitted. “Am I nervous? No. Over the past months, I’ve learned that I’m a lot stronger than I ever thought I was. I took down Edony and the aristocrats of Edenhart, didn’t I? I understand that Edenhart was easier because I was close with Edony, but I think we can do it with all of you by my side. We also have the soldiers and army of monster-women if things get out of hand. I’ve given Aschere instructions on how to build more of the smoke-filled contraptions, and by the time they arrive tomorrow night, they should have enough to plant all over the city. Daisy, I want you to strike all that doubt from your heart.”  
 
    “What do you mean, Charles?” the bear-girl asked.  
 
    “If we go into this thinking we’ll fail, then we will,” I explained. “I fully believe that we can defeat the Birskonn aristocrats and take out the marchioness. Do I know how we’re going to do it yet? No, but as soon as we get there, I will. As soon as we step foot into this new town, you have to remember we’re already the new leaders. No one else will know, but we will, and we have to keep that mindset even until the very end. Daisy, the world will be ours.”  
 
    Up ahead, the road forked to the right and the left with a single sign directly in the middle. One side read ‘Yuldonia,’ and the second, ‘Birskonn,’ and I veered the seven horses to the right toward our intended city. We’d be there late this night if our horses kept up the pace, and then we’d scope out the town.  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest almost as fast as our horses’ hooves, but it wasn’t from nervousness or anxiety. I was excited to conquer another city and take power for myself. When I closed my eyes for a half a second, I could almost see all of the brand-new monster-women beckoning me from the outskirts of Birskonn. In the near future, I would be King, and I would sit on the throne, and I would declare all men free.  
 
    I gripped the reins harder in my hands, slapped them against the horses’ backs, and drove the caravan on in the direction of Birskonn, the second city that I, the new leader of the world, would control. I was unstoppable, no aristocrat or noble could stand in my way, and I would prove it by taking down Birskonn’s marchioness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    The ride through the winding forest was long, but I kept my eyes glued ahead of us and guided us toward our target. We passed places that looked familiar, and I instantly realized that we’d passed these places on the journey to trap and kill the Drake. I vaguely remembered Birskonn but not as vividly as the larger, more impoverished town farther down the road. When I wracked my brain for any memory of the city, all that came to me was the enormous wrought iron gate with the town’s name emblazoned across it.  
 
    From my understanding, Birskonn rested in a small valley nestled between two massive mountains, quite like Edenhart, with the entrance sitting a little higher at the top of the incline. We hadn’t seen the city proper, and I wondered if it would be any different than our home city, but we’d soon find out.  
 
    I gritted my teeth, lifted my head, and gazed up at the darkening sky above our heads. Then, I glanced over at the sleeping Daisy at my side and peeked over my shoulder into the first cabin’s confines. Rian sat at the small table with a book in one hand and rested the other on her belly.  
 
    “Rian,” I barked. “Prepare the women. We’ll be there soon. Maybe within the next two hours. I want everyone to be ready to explore the city as soon as we find a good place to leave the caravan.”  
 
    “Okay, Charles,” the imp-woman nodded, dropped the book to the tabletop, and then stood. “Edony said that woods surround the entrance into Birskonn. We should be able to drive the horses and cabins through. We need to stay out of sight while we’re there…”  
 
    “Isn’t it kind of funny,” I chuckled darkly and turned in my seat to face the road ahead. “So many times in my life I’ve been called a scuttling rat, disappearing into the shadows after doing dirty deeds… and now I’ve taken that comparison and turned it on those who used it against me. Tell me, Rian, have you heard of the Scarlet Death? Have I ever told you about it?”  
 
    “No, Charles,” the black-haired beauty uttered. “What is it?”  
 
    “Before I was born,” I explained. “There was an explosion of revolution in the larger cities. The smaller towns thrived with wealth and culture and expanded beyond their means. That’s when the rats moved in and took up spaces in their homes. People started getting sick, and at first, it was flu-like symptoms. It started with body chills, a common ill-feeling, and high fevers. Then the muscle cramps came, seizures, boils, and gangrene as infection set in and ate away at the flesh. No one knew they were infected until they showed the symptoms, but they’d unknowingly already spread it to those around them. That’s when people started dying by the hundreds. The sick were shipped off to an isolated island where they were left to die, and plague doctors freely wandered the city, treating patients and escorting them out to the island when there was no chance at hope.”  
 
    “The rats were doing all of this?” the red-skinned imp asked. “The rats were the ones infecting the people?”  
 
    “No,” I chuckled darkly. “The rats weren’t the ones who caused the infection… it was the tiny fleas on the rats who infected the humans. In fact, the rats almost had no part in it… Isn’t that funny? That such small, insignificant creatures almost ended the entire human race merely by existing?”  
 
    “What are you trying to say, Charles?” Rian asked and raised a single eyebrow.  
 
    “Maybe what the aristocrats say about us ‘brutes’ is really true,” I smirked with the reins held tightly in my hands. “Maybe we are rats… We’ve lived underneath the aristocrats’ heels for so long, scurrying out of the way as they attempt to trample us, but we still managed to survive. Maybe this is our Scarlet Death moment… It’s our turn to rise and kill those who've hurt us for so long…” 
 
    “I think you are, Charles,” Rian nodded. “Though, I wouldn’t call you a rat. You’re not vermin or a pest. You’re simply a man who’s grown tired of the treatment of your sex. You took your hate and rage and turned it into something else. Brilliance and genius that’s brought us to this stage of our lives. It’s our turn to rise against the aristocrats… Teach them that they can’t bite the hand that feeds them. The males have laid in wait for too long… it’s time to take back what’s theirs.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I grunted, jerked my wrists, and slapped the reins against the horses’ backs. “The world will soon learn that men aren’t as weak as they think they are… The world is within my grasp, Rian…”  
 
    I stared straight ahead across the darkening path and kept Birskonn in my mind like a burning lamp off in the distance. Only a few more hours, and then we’d see the city that would soon be under our control. I was curious to see the dynamic there and if it were any different than Edenhart’s aristocrats and men.  
 
    Before long, Daisy awoke from beside me and lit the lamps on either side of the driver’s seat. My heart hammered in my chest, sweat beaded on the back of my neck, and my right leg jiggled anxiously against the driver’s seat’s wooden floorboards. I couldn’t sit still… I wanted to get there as soon as possible and start work on figuring out how we’d infiltrate and attack the marchioness.  
 
    The next two hours flew by, and right as we were about to come around a big bend, Daisy lowered the lamp’s wicks. If anyone were coming in or out of the city, we didn’t want them to notice us, especially since I drove an enormous caravan down the main road that lead into the town. The bear-girl fidgeted nervously from beside me, and when I glanced over at her, Daisy’s honey-colored eyes were wide in the dim light.  
 
    “Are you nervous?” I asked.  
 
    “No,” the brunette shook her head, clasped her hands tightly in her lap, and leaned forward in her seat. “I’m ready to start. We need this city, Charles. We need them and their masses of aristocrats. Not only that, but… I want to fight. I know that we can’t kill them, but… I want to attack and change them for the better. When I close my eyes and think about the future, I see a world where everyone is like us… Maybe not exactly like us, but with the same mindset and beliefs. Once all of the aristocrats are gone, the world will be a much better place.”  
 
    “I fully believe that,” I nodded. “We just have to take it one step at a time. Think of it this way, my love. Each city that we go into and take over is another stepping stone closer to the capital and killing the Queen.”  
 
    “Do you think you’ll kill the Queen, Charles?” the bear-girl murmured. “Or do you think that you’ll transform her into a monster-woman?”  
 
    “I haven't decided yet,” I stated. “The Queen has been in power for a very long time. Before any of us were born… I’m pretty sure before anyone currently living on this earth was born. I don’t know much about her power and if she’s strong… but I’d like to believe that I’d transform her, but… she was one of the women who started all of the male suffering. She could’ve ended it at any time if she’d wanted to, and I think that’s what troubles me so much. You see, with Edony or any of the other aristocrats, they were raised that way, groomed to believe that men were inferior, but the Queen… at some point in her life as she developed powers, she looked around at all of the men and decided that they were beneath her. She’s the one who took control and made us what we are.”  
 
    “I want to kill her,” Daisy whispered. “Now that you’ve explained it a little bit better, I think she deserves to die. I can understand the nobles and their ways of thinking, as you said, but the Queen… She didn’t grow up in a world where men were treated like vermin. She was born into a place where all humans were equal, and she didn’t like it.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I nodded. “But that still doesn’t mean she doesn’t deserve a second chance at life. I think that every aristocrat deserves to be reborn and see the true light behind all of their horrible actions. To bring her up again, look at Edony. You and Valerie were the ones who saw how she treated me in the beginning. I was nothing more than a slave to her, and yet, look at her now. Every time the past is brought up, she’s so apologetic… She hates that was the type of person she used to be.”  
 
    “I stand firm in my opinion,” Daisy growled. “The Queen deserves to be killed, and her throne taken from her. She’s already killed so many men, maybe not with her own hands, but she allowed others to do so. Her never-ending life is soaked and splattered with the blood of dead men, and I don’t think that she should receive redemption.”  
 
    “Redemption?” I chuckled. “Is that what you want to call it?”  
 
    “Yes,” the bear-girl nodded. “When we come out of your machine, we’re pure. Our minds are scrubbed clean from all of our past mistakes, but… if we did that for the Queen, it’d take more than a mop and bucket to clean up her past transgressions.”  
 
    “But we have to remember we forgave Edony,” I uttered. “When I first created Rian, I said something along the lines of ‘I could never transform her and feel love for her’. Look at us now, Daisy, I love Edony with all of my heart, and I’m glad that I transformed her… Imagine what it’d be like if we transformed the Queen. Not only would it be a great feat for our side, but we would’ve transformed one of the most powerful woman in the country.”  
 
    “Edony’s transgressions aren’t as severe as the Queen’s,” the bear-girl offered. “As we both said before, Edony was raised to believe the things that everyone around her said, so it’s only natural that she became a man-hating aristocrat. The Queen wasn’t born into a world where men were slaves and workers, she thought that independently and poisoned the rest of the women to think the same. I stand firm in my opinion… We should kill her for what she’s done to this country.” 
 
    I had to agree with the petite brunette, but I still wasn’t sure what I would do with the Queen. I wanted to transform her and make her into one of my monster-women, but as Daisy said, I didn’t think that it would forgive everything she’d done over the hundreds of years if we did that. As the bear-girl said, she could’ve stopped all of this if she had wanted to, but she didn’t and kept on with the opposite sex’s slaughter.  
 
    “I’ll think more on it,” I smiled calmly. “It’ll be a long time before we reach the capital, but I’ll let you know what I decide.”  
 
    “You’re the one who tells us what to do,” Daisy breathed. “But you know my opinion and what I think we should do with her.”  
 
    “You see?” I chuckled under my breath. “Isn’t that the nice thing about being a monster-woman? Your opinion is just as valid as mine, and I listen to each of them. All of you deserve to have a voice, but… I have to say this because if I don’t, I think I wouldn’t be able to hold it in anyway. You have a voice in this world, Daisy, but I want you to understand… for the longest time, I didn’t. That’s why I’m the one to make the hard decisions. No man has had a voice for hundreds of years, and finally, it’s time for us to speak up and roar with our hearts filled with rage.”  
 
    “And I will be there beside you,” the bear-girl grinned. “Roaring with you and all of the other men. I’m here to fight with you, Charles, and your voice, as you said, is a bit more important than mine right now.”  
 
    The two of us stared straight forward, and I pulled back on the reins as something big and black loomed in the darkness ahead. In the distance, I could make out the glowing lights of a city just below the horizon… We’d made it there in one long day, and I mentally prepared myself for everything I was about to see. The road curved and then dropped down into a steep slope right after the enormous wrought iron entrance, and I glanced around the sides of the road for any place that we could pull off.  
 
    The trees were thick on all sides, but right as we were about to pass underneath the sign, I pulled back on the reins again and spotted a large space between two mighty oaks. Then I shifted the leather in my hands and guided the horses toward it as I leaned my head back. The enormous sign towered over us, and I could just barely make out the city’s name written across it in the dark. I swiveled my eyes downward right as the horses crept forward into the trees and finally caught sight of the town.  
 
    Birskonn reminded me a bit of Edenhart, but not by much. In fact, it reminded me more of the more populated cities closer to the capital. The cluster of buildings in the middle of the town towered over everything else, and the rest of the town sprawled out around it. It looked like a miniature metropolis out in the middle of the mountains. To me, Edenhart looked more quaint and country-like than all of this. 
 
    Outside of the cluster, maze-like streets zigzagged across the land with large homes marking where each wealthy and powerful aristocrat lived. I assumed that more of them lived in the cluster in the middle, but I counted off how many I could see from this distance.  
 
    “Thirty-five powerful aristocrats,” I muttered. “The rest of them must be the working-class nobles… I wonder which one the marchioness lives in…”  
 
    “That building,” Edony whispered into my ear, leaned out of the small window behind me, and pointed directly in the cluster’s middle. “I’ve been here a few times and remember it well. She lives in the largest building… on the highest floor, so she can look out over the city and ‘protect it from brute mongrels.’”  
 
    “She lives there?” I questioned. “That’s strange. I would’ve assumed that she lived in one of the enormous manors on the outskirts.”  
 
    “Oh, no,” the she-wolf shook her head. “Samila isn’t like that. She needs to be close to the action… She’s not the most cunning… but don’t mistake that for weakness. I’ve never seen her power in action, but I’ve heard about it before.”  
 
    “Edony,” Daisy started. “Didn’t you tell us that this used to be part of your duchy?”  
 
    “Yes,” the wolf-woman breathed. “Until the Queen took it away from me and put the marchioness in control of everything.”  
 
    “Valerie,” I shouted over my shoulder, and the feline-woman quickly appeared behind the Duchess. “Keep that place in mind. Once we have the lay of the land, the two of us will infiltrate it using your invisibility and find out everything we can.”  
 
    “Okie dokie!” the cat-girl sang and squinted toward the enormous building I pointed out.  
 
    “Edony, how far into the forest do you think we’ll have to go?” I asked. “Does anyone come out here?”  
 
    “No,” the she-wolf stated and then glanced over her shoulder. “This should be far enough. The people of Birskonn don’t go into the forest and commune with the animals. They’re much different than the nobles from Edenhart… they don’t respect the nature around them, and they industrialized so fast that it almost happened within a single breath.”  
 
    “So, did you industrialize it or…?” Valerie asked, and the wolf-woman shook her head.  
 
    “No,” Edony muttered. “It was the Queen’s request, and the marchioness’ undertaking. It used to be a lot like home, but… I barely recognize it now. The Queen encroaching on my family’s ancestral domain was a big part of my motivation to rebel.”  
 
    I pulled back on the reins, and the horses neighed softly in response as the caravan slowed to a stop. I turned in my seat and stared out over the city for a long moment. Looking down at it, I felt a strange, eerie feeling pool in my chest… I’d never been here, but somehow, I felt as if I’d walked these streets many times in another life. Maybe it was my future calling out to me and showing me the things I would have in the future, but I shook my shoulders and clenched my hands to rid myself of the odd sensation.  
 
    “Is everyone ready?” I asked. “Be sure to wear head coverings and clothes that will hide your tails. It’s not that big of a deal right now since we can stick to the shadows, but I still want all of us to be careful.”  
 
    “I’m almost ready!” Rian called from the back. “What about you, Kleeia? Are you ready?”  
 
    “Yeah, give me a second,” the nix-woman groaned. “I’m trying to stuff my ears into this dang bonnet, but it’s so uncomfortable!”  
 
    “Please bear with me for just this once,” I soothed. “If it’s too uncomfortable, you don’t have to go with us…” 
 
    “Not go with you?” the turquoise-haired woman nearly shouted. “Not go? Are you crazy? I’m going with you! I want to see what Birskonn is like, even if I have to hide my ears.”  
 
    “You’re so lucky, Daisy,” the imp-woman sighed. “Your ears and tail are so easy to hide. I wish mine were like that…”  
 
    The black-haired beauty dipped into a large trunk we’d brought with us, tossed out a few hats, and then grabbed one large enough. The imp-woman glanced down at its material, sighed softly, and then forced it down onto her head. The imp’s horns fought against the hat’s fabric for a moment and then ripped through it, but that didn’t stop the stunning woman. Rian reached back into the trunk, grabbed a sheer piece of fabric, and then rested it atop her horns then turned toward us.  
 
    “Where’d you learn to do that?” Valerie gasped. “That looks so cool! I wish I had horns.”  
 
    “I didn’t learn it anywhere,” Rian shrugged. “I gotta do what I gotta do to not be noticed.”  
 
    “That’s actually very fashionable right now, Rian,” Edony commented and pulled herself out of the window. “They used to be popular a few hundred years ago, but they’re slowly making a comeback. They’re called hennin’s, and they’re primarily worn by royalty or those of pure blood. So, if anyone does see us, they won’t bother you because they’ll think you’re from a powerful family.”  
 
    “Ooooooh,” the imp-woman cooed. “Even better.” 
 
    “No fair!” the feline-woman cried. “I want one, too!” 
 
    “Val, have you been feeling alright?” I asked. “You are normally so supportive of your sisters, but as of late you have been acting somewhat jealous.” 
 
    “I… I…” the cat-girl stuttered as she blinked her oceanic-blue eyes. “I’m sorry, Charles, and I’m sorry, Rian. I just feel very emotional as of late. Right after Rian told us she was pregnant. I don’t want to be mean.” 
 
    “Ohhh, sweetie, it’s fine,” Rian cooed as she hugged the ash-haired woman. “I didn’t notice much.” 
 
    “You know…” Edony began. “Trouble managing emotions is often a sign of changing hormones.” 
 
    “But I don’t want my hormones to change!” Val whined. “I like them just the way they are!” 
 
    “My dear,” I chuckled. “I believe what Edony is hinting at is that your hormones might be changing because your body is changing.” 
 
    “I also don’t want my body to change!” The feline meowed into Rian’s shoulder. 
 
    “It would have to change if you were carrying Charles’ baby,” Edony chuckled. 
 
    Valerie’s blue eyes opened as wide as I’d ever seen them, and her jaw dropped. She didn’t say anything for a few seconds, but then she looked down at her lean tummy and let out a giggle. 
 
    “Do you really think so? A little baby in my little tummy has been making me so whiny? This is amazing! Oh, Charles, it’s my turn, hooorayy!” 
 
    “We don’t know for sure,” I chuckled. “Have you had any nausea or such in the mornings?” 
 
    “Nope,” Val replied, but she wasn’t looking at me. Instead she was gently petting her lean stomach and purring. “Hello, little baby in my tummy. I’m so happy you are in my tummy. I’m going to eat some yummy food so you can have company in my tummy…” 
 
    I was about to tell her that it didn’t quite work like that, but it was obvious that Val was very happy right now, and I didn’t want to point out that we didn’t know for sure if she was pregnant or not and ruin her mood. Instead, I just told them all to continue getting ready, and Edony worked on Val’s hat while the cat-girl hummed a happy tune to her own stomach.  
 
    Once all of my women settled on hats and dresses to wear that would cover their animalistic features, I climbed off of the driver’s seat. All of my monster-women piled out of the caravan with Josephine taking up the lead. The drake-woman looked extremely uncomfortable in an enormous hat and the same sheer fabric resting over her horns. Since Josephine had the largest tail out of all of my women, she layered four different shawls over her skirt and fussed to keep them in place.  
 
    “Are we ready?” I asked and gestured toward the steep hill below us. “We’re about to see what Birskonn is like for the very first time.”  
 
    “Ready!” Valerie giggled and clapped her hands excitedly.  
 
    “Mhmmm,” Edony purred, rested a hand onto my shoulder, and stared out over the city she once owned.  
 
    “Yes… sadly,” Josephine grumbled. “I’m excited to go, but man, all of these layers are making me hotter than high noon in July.”  
 
    “I am ready,” Daisy nodded and fitted her bonnet on over her small, brown ears.  
 
    “Yep, yep, yep!” Kleeia squealed.  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” Rian nodded and then scrambled to keep the black fabric in place over her horns.  
 
    “Then let’s go,” I breathed and started down the hill.  
 
    We’d been in an empty Edenhart for so long it was strange to hear the sounds of carriages rattling down the streets and people calling out to each other as they moved from tavern to tavern. The buildings changed perspective through the trees and loomed over us with their well-lit candles in the windows. Some of them had their curtains open, and I could clearly see in as the nobles went about their daily lives.  
 
    Little did they know that all of it would end very soon.  
 
    Right as we were about to emerge from the woods, I lowered my head and slowed my walk until I was all the way at the group’s back. My women didn’t even have to ask what I was doing… They already understood. This wasn’t Edenhart, where I was the lord and master… Here in Birskonn, I had to play the part and become a loyal consort to all of them.  
 
    Just as I expected, the streets weren’t teeming with aristocrats, but a handful of them walked to and fro on their ways back home. For some odd reason, the lights seemed brighter here, and it felt as if we would be found out the second we stepped underneath the lit street lamps. The aristocrats moving from the taverns were loud and obviously drunk from the strong ale served there, so they paid very little attention to us.  
 
    “Where are we going, Charles?” Valerie hissed under her breath. “Where should we head?”  
 
    “Edony,” I grumbled and lowered my face even more. “Guide us to the marchioness.”  
 
    “Of course, Charles,” the she-wolf nodded, stepped forward, and floated down the street with assured ease.  
 
    Edony seemed to have slipped easily back into the person she used to be and walked with her spine straight as a rod, her head held high, and her facial expression cool and calm. I remembered this version of the Duchess so much, but seeing it didn’t strike fear into my heart like it used to. She was mine now… I owned her. Doing all of this felt funny to me… It was as if all of us were playing pretend, and once and a while, when an aristocrat spied us from the other side of the street, one of my monster-women would turn and scold me to keep up.  
 
    Each time this happened, playfulness danced in their eyes, and a small, sly smile crept over their lips. It may have seemed real to all the outsiders, but I knew that all of it was fake. These were my women, and everything they did or said was by my command.  
 
    Edony led us through the winding streets, and suddenly, the road tilted upward. We climbed up it toward the larger buildings, and finally, the marchioness’ home appeared between the towering, metal giants. Massive spires flanked all four corners of the building, and light flooded out of the floor to ceiling windows. There were a lot more people in this part of the city, but… when I looked at them, I could tell that something was off.  
 
    Unlike all the aristocrats in Edenhart, these nobles wore torn clothing, smattered with dirt and grime. Their eyes were glossy and had faraway looks in them as they moved away from the enormous building directly in the middle of the city. I half expected every noble in Birskonn to wear elegant dresses and be decked out in glittering jewelry, but that wasn’t the case here.  
 
    “What’s wrong with them?” Valerie whispered. “I thought aristocrats were supposed to be… you know, aristocratic-looking.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I shook my head. “Edony, do you have any idea what’s going on here?”  
 
    “I have a hunch…” the she-wolf murmured. “But we’ll have to get there and see if it’s true.”  
 
    I kept my eyes glued to the marchioness’ building as if it were a beacon, but as soon as an aristocrat passed, I slammed my gaze back down to the pavement ahead of me. A few women glanced in our direction, but they didn’t look at me, they looked at Rian and Josephine. It seemed what Edony said was true about the hennin, but none of them stopped us or asked any questions. As we neared the intended building, a single loud voice interrupted my thoughts, and chills raced up and down my spine.  
 
    “What is this shit?” the feminine voice screamed. “I thought you told me you were bringing me fresh apples, straight from the orchards? These are rotten! Do you think these are a proper offering to your leader? Get out of my sight, you dirty pig! The next time I see you, you better bring me fresh ones to send to the Queen, or else it’s your head in the noose!”  
 
    The crowd was thicker here, and the seven of us fought through the crowd to see what was happening upfront. A woman holding a large woven basket brushed past us with a low sob and tore off down the street. The apples in her basket were bright red and shiny… I didn’t see anything wrong with them. 
 
    “Who is that?” Daisy murmured. “Is that… a guard or soldier or something?”  
 
    “No,” Edony shook her head and glared forward. “That’s Samila… The marchioness.”  
 
    The crowd parted for a moment, and I stared over the shoulders of my women. My eyes landed on an almost comically short woman standing on the building’s front steps. Just as Edony described, her long, flowing hair was bright pink with maroon tips. Her large, doll-like eyes glowed in the dim light, and from this distance away, I noticed they were a deep shade of blueish-green. She looked like a porcelain doll… or a child in her frilly white dress with pink lace and bows. The tiny woman crossed her arms over her chest and turned toward the female guard standing behind her.  
 
    “Next!” Samila screamed. 
 
    The guard glanced down at the clipboard, scanned the parchment held there, and then cleared her throat loudly.  
 
    “Dracilla Haverty,” the woman shouted. “Come forward with your offerings.”  
 
    A woman across the crowd tiptoed closer with a burlap sack held tightly to her chest. Her hair was light brown, and tears streaked down her chubby cheeks. Dracilla held the bag so hard that her thin knuckles turned white, and her entire body shook with tremors.  
 
    “I hope it’s more than last time,” Samila growled. “I’m getting quite tired of these games, Dracilla. I know how wealthy your family is… There should be far more offerings than this.”  
 
    “I-I… I’m sorry, Samila,” the woman whimpered, lowered herself closer to the ground, and cowered before she thrust the burlap bag forward. “Like I told you last time… These offerings are draining my family’s coffers. I’m not making money fast enough to give you the same amount every time… Please, if you need more, make the collection every four days instead of two…”  
 
    “If you can’t get the money in time,” the doll-like woman barked. “Then make your slaves work harder. I’m sure that giving them a heavier load would satisfy them. All the brutes know that when the offerings come in and are taken to the capital, the Queen is happy with their work. That small sliver of approval will boost their morale.”  
 
    “I’ve tried that,” Dracilla pleaded. “Ten of my men died last week… and I can’t afford to buy more from the market.”  
 
    “Excuse after excuse,” Samila barked. “You know what? In two days, I want double the normal amount. Either you work hard to please your Queen, or you don’t get to live freely. Would you like to work in your fields? I can arrange that. You’ll stand shoulder to shoulder with reeking vermin and guess what, Dracilla? I bet you’ll fit right in.”  
 
    The guard stepped forward, lifted the bag of what I assumed was coins, and then took it to the pile of items behind them. The female uncovered a large scale and rested the heavy bag down into one of the gilt cups and then rested a gold bar in the other. The crowd waited in silence as the scale tilted, wobbled, and then finally righted itself. 
 
    “She’s about two-thousand short,” the guard sneered. “What shall we do, Samila?”  
 
    “Add it to her debt to the Queen,” the doll-like woman cackled. “Dracilla, you know what we owe the Queen… We owe her our lives, and you can pay it in different ways… with money, with produce, with items, but… you can also die for her. If you don’t bring the double amount plus the missing two-thousand, you’ll do exactly that. I know it’s scary… the world is scary, but we still need to pay for the luxuries that we have. We’re better than men… act like it. Whip your slaves and drive them into the ground until you make the money the Queen needs.”  
 
    “I can’t, Samila,” the girl cried and threw back her head. “I… I only have two-thousand in the bank… The fields aren’t producing as much as they have in the past years… Please, is there anything else I can do?”  
 
    “You can die.” The child-like woman commanded.  
 
    The petite woman dressed in white glared down at Dracilla and then smirked wickedly. In an instant, Samila jabbed out her hand, and a hole appeared where the second woman’s head should’ve been. I swept my gaze around the air and then leaned my head back as I searched for the tell-tale portal that Edony warned us about. Near the roof of the towering building, a speck told me that’s where Samila portalled the aristocrat’s head and the woman’s hoarse voice roared in fear from such a height.  
 
    Samila cackled once and then sliced her arms down through the air. Both portals disappeared instantly, and scarlet blood spewed from Dracilla’s severed neck. Her body crumpled onto her knees and then flopped to the ground in front of the steps. A faint whistling sound reached our ears, and I instantly knew what it was.  
 
    “Cover your eyes if you don’t wish to see,” I commanded my women.  
 
    Valerie hastily lifted her hands and covered her face with them right as Dracilla’s head smashed into the concrete. Blood and gore splattered up the sidewalk in a wide, thick stripe, and Samila grinned down at it in satisfaction. The petite, pink-haired aristocrat lifted her head and stepped down two stairs with her arms spread wide.  
 
    “Do you see this?” Samila asked and gestured to the bloodied ground. “I want all of you to memorize it. This could be you. This could be all of you. You have a duty and a debt to the Queen. I am here to make sure that you repay it. I was put in charge of this city because you lacked discipline and order.”  
 
    “Is this what order looks like to you?” an unseen aristocrat screamed somewhere within the crowd. “Does this look like order? You’re bleeding us dry and killing us when we can’t provide!”  
 
    “Who said that?” Samila snarled.  
 
    “Edony would’ve never done these things to us!” another noble roared. “All of us should’ve moved to Edenhart when you came to power! Edony was a far better leader than you will ever be! We don’t want you here, Samila! Leave! Concede your rule back to Edony and go back to the capital!”  
 
    The tiny woman in white pointed to another guard waiting in the wings and then turned back toward the crowd with a single, pointed finger.  
 
    “Find them!” Samila screamed. “Find the traitors and bring them to me! Anyone who breathes Edony’s name in this city has committed treason and shall receive punishment! The Queen will not relent on this! I was given direct orders to bring anyone in who speaks about the Duchess of Edenhart in this city! This is my city now. Mine! Mine! Mine!”  
 
    I glanced over the she-wolf, and silently, she closed her right hand into a fist and pressed it into the middle of her chest. The wolf-woman’s expression hardened, and her violet eyes slashed into Samila across the crowd. I knew what she wanted to do… the Duchess wished to show herself and attack at this very moment, but she couldn’t. We had to stay hidden.  
 
    For now.  
 
    Quietly and without anyone noticing, I reached out and rested my hand on Edony’s shoulder. The she-wolf didn’t react but unclasped her hand and brushed her fingertips against mine. I sensed her pain and anger through her skin… but right now, there was nothing that we could do about it.  
 
    Samila glared out over the crowd with her tiny hands clenched into pale fists. Her arms and legs shook with anger, but no one stepped forward and identified themselves as the speaker. The pink-haired woman pinched the bridge of her nose, closed her eyes for half a second, and then turned back toward her guard.  
 
    “Are there any more names?” Samila asked the guard with the clipboard.  
 
    “No,” the guard shook her head and held the clipboard behind her back. “No more for today. Dracilla was the last one.”  
 
    “Fine,” the woman dressed in white grumbled and then lifted her doll-like face to the crowd. “This is the final warning for all of you. You saw what happened to Dracilla, and you saw what happened to Morgana before her. If your offerings are not acceptable or not the amount you’ve been told to give, your fate will be the same. Now, go home. I will see you all in two days.”  
 
    I watched from the bustling crowd as Samila turned, placed her hands behind her back, and then spoke quietly to the guard beside her. As the guard moved away, Samila looked out over the crowd and giggled happily to herself before her wide eyes swiveled to the crumpled body lying on the concrete. She looked absolutely delighted at the horrific scene below her, and I wondered if this was the extent of what she would do or what other gruesome things she’d subjected the citizens of Birskonn to?  
 
    “I can’t believe this,” Edony murmured. “I’m not saying that I care about how the aristocrats are treated, but… I never expected them to do something like this to them… Women are supposed to be higher beings, and the Queen is turning against them… What the hell is even happening in the capital?”  
 
    “What about the ‘debts’ they owe to the Queen?” Josephine asked. “I’ve never heard of something like that before… I mean, I was born in Edenhart, but nothing like this has ever happened… I don’t understand.” 
 
    “What is she trying to accomplish?” the Duchess whispered. “What does she think all of this will do?”  
 
    “It’s almost like the decree you put out,” I uttered. “When you asked for the aristocrats to turn in their wealth, assets, and their consorts… but I know the reason behind all of that. What possibly could be happening in the capital?”  
 
    “They could be suffering,” Edony offered. “Or the Queen could be stretching herself too thin and needs more revenue from all of the smaller cities…”  
 
    “What could cause that?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “Many things,” the she-wolf growled. “Expanding armies is one of them… but there could be other options that we’re not thinking about. I’m sure if we’ll find out eventually when we reach the capital, but… Charles might be able to find out more once you sneak into Samila’s house.” 
 
    “Charles?” Valerie whispered as she absently rubbed her belly. “Should we go back to the caravan, or can we keep exploring?”  
 
    “No,” I grunted under my breath. “Edony, Rian, Daisy, Kleeia, and Josephine go back to the caravan. Valerie, prepare yourself. We’re going in right now. It’d be useless if we went back to the caravan, regrouped, and then returned tomorrow. We need to go in while it’s still fresh.”  
 
    “What should we do when we get back to the caravan?” Josephine asked.  
 
    “Train with Edony,” I grumbled, grabbed the ash-blonde by the wrist, and pulled her toward the towering building in front of us. “Then eat your dinner and wait for us to come back. We’ll tell you everything once we return, and we’ll formulate a plan then.” 
 
    “What are you going to do…” Daisy breathed and gripped onto my sleeve. “Please be careful, Charles. Before you go in, clear your head and take a few breaths. You can’t just barrel in there and expect them not to notice you even if you’re invisible.” 
 
    “Charles,” the feline-woman gasped. “Are we… are we going to go in and kill her right now?”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head and took a single step forward through the teeming crowd. “We’re not going to kill her… We’re going to transform her into my newest monster-girl… but not right now. Valerie, let’s go.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Valerie’s fingers intertwined with mine, and both of us glanced around us to make sure no one was looking. The dirty and disheveled aristocrats weren’t paying attention to us, and they clutched their empty bags and baskets to their chests. Their faces looked pained and worried, but most of all, angry. I wasn’t sure if I had the right to feel pity for them. Didn’t they deserve to be treated like this after everything they’d done to the male population?  
 
    I wanted to answer yes, but… in my plan to take over the country, we wouldn’t kill any of the aristocrats. We’d transform them and make them into monster-girls… Yes, what they’d done to the men of the world was terrible, but I wanted to forgive them and offer them redemption. Why was the Queen doing this to her subjects? Was it like this in the capital, or was it only this way in Birskonn? When we journeyed to the other cities, would it be like this there? Or was it this city specifically that was being bled dry? It was clear to me that this was what the Queen wanted for Edenhart, and if I hadn’t stepped in, another marchioness would’ve been sent out to take over Edony’s position.  
 
    I didn’t doubt for a second that as soon as that happened, there would’ve been a war between the Duchess, the new marchioness, and the Queen, but… Edony would’ve surely lost at the time, but I was confident that we could win with me at her side. Thankfully, the economic pressures in Edenhart hadn’t risen to such a height, and we’d wiped out all of the aristocrats before drastic measures needed to be taken.  
 
    “Ready?” I grunted under my breath to Valerie.  
 
    “Ready,” the feline-woman nodded and tightened her grip on my hand. “Here we gooooo.”  
 
    In an instant, the chill of the ash-blonde’s power washed over me, and the two of us instantly faded from view. No one around us in the teeming crowd seemed to notice that two people had vanished before their eyes, but… from their downcast gazes, it was clear that their thoughts were elsewhere at the moment.  
 
    “I wish we could’ve brought Edony along,” the feline-woman murmured. “We’re going to have to search this whole building for Samila with little sense of direction.”  
 
    “I don’t think so,” I whispered and then pointed toward the left of the entrance. “It looks like we’ve found our guide.”  
 
    The same guard with the clipboard from before glanced down at the papers she held, ripped them free, and then held them tightly in her hands before stepping toward the front door. Her shiny black boots clicked against the pavement, and right as she reached the door, two servants rushed to open it for her. Valerie and I closed the distance between us, and the guard then stepped through behind her.  
 
    “Good evening, Ms. Ridasha,” one of the servants grumbled as we passed. “We hope you have a wonderful night.”  
 
    The guard sniffed loudly, cleared her throat, and blatantly ignored the servants before sweeping inside the massive foyer. Valerie and I hurried after her and then leaned our heads back as we took in the enormous, beautifully decorated room before us.  
 
    The ceiling rose five stories above our heads, and on top of it, a glass dome rested with masterfully made stained glass. From this distance away, I could almost make out the intricate design in the dome, and when I squinted, I realized it was the image of two naked women sitting on clouds and reaching out their fingers toward each other. The creation of women… or at least, I assumed it to be.  
 
    “You there,” Ridasha barked at a passing servant. “Bring out a few other men and collect all of the offerings. Take them up to the safe and then have Samila come to lock it up. Collections are coming to get them in three days, and if a single gold piece is missing, it’ll be your head on a platter.”  
 
    “Yes, Ms. Ridasha!” the worker yelped and scurried off down a long hall. “Right away, Ms. Ridasha.”  
 
    It was clear to us that this woman was Samila’s right hand, and if we followed her, she’d take us directly to the marchioness. We followed closely behind her but not close enough for her to sense our presence. We had no idea what Ridasha’s power was, and if we got close enough for her to notice us, she would attack without warning.  
 
    The red-haired guard stepped toward a staircase, and I leaned my head back to take it in. The stairs spiraled all the away around to the ceiling, and I wondered how many rooms were in this building. If we’d gone in before or after Ridasha, we probably would’ve gotten lost without her as our unknowing guide. The guard glanced at the stairs once, breathed a heavy sigh, and then rubbed her temples out of exasperation.  
 
    “I’m so tired,” Ridasha murmured. “So goddamn tired.”  
 
    Suddenly, the guard turned away from the stairs and then hurried toward the far wall. A small, metal plate with two red buttons stuck out of the shiny black marble, and Ridasha reached out for it. She pressed the top button, and in one swift movement, the rock parted to reveal a small room inside.  
 
    “An… elevator?” I grunted under my breath, held a little tighter onto Valerie, and tugged the feline-woman in before the doors slammed closed with a vibrating crack.  
 
    The two of us pressed ourselves into the corner of the cramped space and stared out toward Ridasha. In the enclosed room, I was more aware of the sound of our breathing and the pounding of my heart against my ribcage… If she were to make any sudden movement in our direction, we’d have to scramble out of the way, and surely by then, she’d notice us. Thankfully, the guard pressed herself against the elevator’s metal wall, slumped forward, and pressed her face into her hands.  
 
    Valerie and I glanced at each other out of curiosity, and the feline-woman’s lips curved down into a questioning frown. We doubted that we’d find an answer soon, but just as suddenly, Ridasha threw her head back and rattled the back of her skull against the cold, metal wall.  
 
    “It’s too much,” the guard gasped. “The pressure is… too much. What are we going to do?”  
 
    Valerie’s plump lips parted, and I hastily shook my head. I knew what she wanted to ask, but I willed her not to speak, especially in these close quarters. The feline-woman understood instantly and clamped her lips shut tight as the elevator dinged, and a soft ding resounded around the tiny room from the strange, round clock-like apparatus on the wall. 
 
    “Here we go,” Radisha sighed and threw herself forward.  
 
    Valerie and I followed closely behind but not close enough to be heard as the ash-blonde whispered to me.  
 
    “What’s going on?” the feline-woman asked. “Is there… something wrong with her? Aren’t aristocrats supposed to be… like, happy all the time? Well, not happy all the time, but they love killing people and taking things from them.”  
 
    “There must be something else going on that’s making her act this way,” I grumbled. “Hurry, we have to catch up with her.”  
 
    I held Valerie’s hand tightly in my own, and we hustled down the long, curving hall after Radisha. Right as we reached the guard, she stopped, counted off the doors behind her, nodded to herself, and then formed her hand into a tight fist. Radisha rapped against the wood grain and then waited for a second before a loud voice from inside roared to life.  
 
    “What?” Samila screamed. “What is it? Don’t you imbeciles know that I’m preparing for a night out? I thought I told you never to disturb me after I’ve gone into my chambers?”  
 
    “Lady Samila,” Radisha called. “It’s me. I have a few things I’d like to discuss with you before you leave for the evening.”  
 
    “Ah, Radisha!” the petite woman giggled. “You should’ve shouted your name as you knocked, I wouldn’t have reacted in such a way! Come in, come in! I’ve just opened a bottle of brandy. I’m going to have a few drinks before I head out. You know how horrible the ales down at the taverns taste. I prefer to get a little tipsy before I go down. That way, I don’t care how the ales taste as long as I can slurp them down fast enough.” 
 
    “Shall I call for one of your consorts to escort you?” Radisha asked through the door and then opened it.  
 
    “No,” Samila answered. “I think I can handle myself. Not only that, but I only have one consort remaining, and… I’ve grown quite tired of him. Every time the servants bring him into play, all he does is weep and scuttle away from me. I haven’t done anything to him to warrant that type of reaction… I don’t understand. I play with him exactly how I did with the others. Why does he respond this way? We may have to end up sending him to the Queen, too. Maybe she’ll send me a brand new one as a reward for my generosity.”  
 
    “When do you think the Queen will be satisfied with our efforts?” Radisha asked, and Valerie and I hurried into the room before the guard could close the door.  
 
    The room beyond was huge with windows that spanned from floor to ceiling and looked out over the city’s twinkling lights. Like all of the aristocrats’ chambers, an enormous bed sat across the room with a giant canopy hanging over it. All of her furniture was made out of heavy wrought iron just like the sign outside of the city, and when I searched for the tiny woman in the room, I found her sitting in front of a dressing table.  
 
    Samila wore a different dress from earlier, and I assumed she’d changed because she was coated in Dracilla’s blood. The petite woman reached for a round container, grabbed a fist-sized puff, and powdered her face. Her long, neon pink hair was pulled up into a loose bun, and untamed curls framed her doll-like features.  
 
    She was such a tiny woman, but… I knew her power now and understood how she struck fear into the aristocrats’ hearts here in Birksonn. It was no wonder that the Queen had made her into a marchioness, and I wondered… once we were finished here, what type of powers would the marchionesses’ have in the other cities? Would they be just as powerful as Samila, or even stronger? I felt worry rise in the bottom of my belly, but I easily squashed it.  
 
    By the time we reached the next town, our army of monster-women would be almost doubled in size.  
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Samila barked. “I mean, I don’t mind squeezing the Birskonn’s aristocrats… In fact, watching them squirm and plead for their lives is quite funny, but… hounding them is getting quite tiring. Do you think once we’re finished here, the Queen will allow us to move on to Edenhart?” 
 
    “Maybe,” the guard uttered. “We haven’t heard back from the spies we’ve planted there in a few days and… the capital’s constituents are concerned. They usually send their letters weekly, but all three of them haven’t written.”  
 
    “Hm,” Samila clicked her tongue. “That’s not good… Maybe Edony found them out and had them executed? I’ll send a letter to the Queen, and she’ll dispatch more spies into the city. It’s not like there’s anything we can do about it if that’s what happened. You know if the other cities heard that the Queen was sending out spies, all of them would revolt. Even though the Queen may be in nominal control, their cities are theirs to rule as they please…” 
 
    Samila leaned back in her chair, turned her face, and studied her makeup. The tiny woman clicked her tongue for the second time and then flounced out of her chair toward the wardrobe. All the while, the doll-like aristocrat hummed to herself as a sly smile spread over her lips. Samila reached into the closet, grabbed a dress, and looked at it with a slight frown before putting it back.  
 
    “You seem pleased with yourself,” Radisha commented. “Was there anything particularly gratifying about tonight’s offerings?” 
 
    “Radisha,” Samila giggled and then turned toward the tall, gangly guard behind her. “You need to lighten up, my dear. Every time we do collections, you never seem happy about it. Do you not like serving the Queen this way? Bite your tongue if you’re about to spew something about it being ‘unfair to the aristocrats.’ I’ve heard enough of it.”  
 
    “I don’t have to bite my tongue around you, Samila,” the guard growled. “I’m not employed by you. The Queen employs me, and I follow her orders.”  
 
    “So, if you speak out about what we’re doing here,” the petite woman chuckled. “Then you’re committing treason, and I could report you.”  
 
    “The aristocrats are our allies,” Radisha replied. “Why are we treating them worse than the brutes? They’ve done nothing wrong… nothing to anger the Queen and make her punish them in this way.”  
 
    “I told you not to speak about it,” the doll-like woman whipped around and screamed. “But if you want to continue on this subject, I will tell you. The Queen needs our help during this trying time… the capital is suffering, and they need more money, produce, and items sent to them. You understand that there’s been a revolt, right? Some stupid Harlots thought they could attack the Queen, and they’ve taken over nearly half of the seventh borough. That’s where the market is… so, the people of the capital are running out of food. That’s why all the smaller cities must send anything they can offer.”  
 
    “But sending it out of the goodness of one’s heart is different than being forced to do it,” Radisha snapped back. “Birskonn will die if we don’t stop soon.”  
 
    “Why do you care so much about this insignificant city so much?” the aristocrat asked. “If we lose the capital, especially if we lose it to the asinine Harlots… we’ll be a laughing stock, and the Queen will surely kill us for it. What’s the loss of a tiny town such as this if the capital’s safety is on the line? Now, Radisha, as I’ve said many times before, I’ve grown tired of this constant conversation. If you hate taking from the aristocrats so much, then leave. You don’t have to stay here and watch as I bleed Birskonn dry. You can ask to be stationed elsewhere, and I won’t have to deal with your annoying antics anymore.”  
 
    “I will stay here because the Queen specifically asked me to come,” the guard snarked. “But I won’t stand for your erratic behavior. If the aristocrats can’t provide, they can’t do it. Injuring or killing them won’t help; it’ll only scare them.”  
 
    “Scaring them is the best part,” Samila sneered. “They fear me, Radisha, that’s the point. They’ll be too afraid to face me if they don’t have the right amount of items or monies. Now, if that’s all you wanted from me… can you leave, so I can enjoy the rest of my evening, or is there more you’d like to bother me with?”  
 
    “The raids start tomorrow,” the guard grunted, and a wide smile spread over the petite noble’s thin lips. “Just as you decreed.”  
 
    “O-Oh!” Samile cried and clapped her hands together excitedly. “Yes! Has the Queen sent more guards? I asked her to double our troops. I hope that the raids will be able to scare the citizens even more… They need to fear me and the things that I can do to them if they don’t obey the Queen or me.”  
 
    “Yes,” Radisha murmured. “The Queen sent some reinforcements, but they won’t arrive until next week.”  
 
    “Goddamnit!” the pink-haired woman cried. “I hoped they’d get here sooner. You know what, Radisha, the raids start tonight.”  
 
    “W-What?” the guard gasped. “Samila, we’re not prepared for that! We were set to start within the next few days… but the guards aren’t here yet… We don’t have enough troops to do that.”  
 
    “Well, I’ve changed my mind,” the tiny woman shrugged and then turned toward the far wall where another metal plate stuck out from the marble.  
 
    A loud buzzing sound resounded through the room as Samila pressed the small, red button, and then seconds later, a third voice answered through the panel.  
 
    “What is it, Ms. Samila?” a young woman’s voice asked.  
 
    “Send up the guards,” the marchioness commanded. “I’m briefing Ms. Radisha, and I need them here before we go over the final plans.”  
 
    “Of course,” the feminine voice uttered. “I’ll send them right up. Lady Samila, is there anything else you’ll be needing for the night?”  
 
    “Send up some more brandy,” the marchioness sighed, pinched the bridge of her nose, and shook her head. “I hoped to go out tonight, but it seems I’ll be stuck inside for much longer than I expected.”  
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” the operator replied. “I’ll send the guards up right now.”  
 
    Valerie and I tiptoed into the far corner to not be seen, and my right shoulder bumped into a large, open wardrobe. I glanced over at it, leaned in close to Valerie, and whispered into her ear.  
 
    “If there’s a lot of commotion or too many guards in the room,” I murmured. “We’ll climb in there and close the doors. Do you understand?”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” the feline-woman nodded. “But… what are they talking about? Everything is so confusing…”  
 
    “Just wait and listen,” I urged. “Once all of this is finished, we’ll go back to the caravan and discuss it with everyone else.”  
 
    Radisha stood with her back straight as a rod, and her head held high, but from her expression, the two of us could tell she didn’t want to do this. There was something off about this guard… and I couldn’t quite place my finger on it. She was an aristocrat, obviously one from the Queen’s army, but she didn’t want to do anything against the aristocrats living in the city. Every noble I’d come into contact with didn’t care what happened to the other women around them, even going to great lengths to undermine them.  
 
    This guard… seemed more interested in justice and reform than anything else. She didn’t want to punish the nobles for not being able to provide and thought that those who could give should… but it seemed that Samila had other plans in store for Birskonn. I didn’t even know Radisha, but there was something so eerily similar about her. It wasn’t as if I’d met her before in my life, but… there was something familiar about her attitude and how she talked to the marchioness.  
 
    “Doesn’t it seem…” Valerie breathed. “Like we know her somehow? I know that can’t be true… but I just have this feeling in the pit of my stomach.”  
 
    I studied Radisha from in the corner and squinted my eyes to look for any familiar traits. I couldn’t pick any out… then it hit me, and I grunted through closed lips. I wasn’t sure if my hunch was right, but when the woman spoke and even when she moved, somehow… she reminded me so much of Josephine. Finally, I understood what was going around us. 
 
    “What is it?” the feline-woman asked, and I hastily covered her mouth with my right hand.  
 
    “Not right now,” I muttered and shook my head. “I’ll tell you when I get back to the caravan.” 
 
    A loud knock came at the door, and the guard turned on her heels to open it. I ushered Valerie into the wardrobe as soldiers poured in. Each woman wore heavy, protective armor over their shoulders, stomachs, elbows, knees, and ankles. The rest of their bodies were covered in thick, black fabric. Over their faces, they wore heavy masks with only their piercing eyes exposed. Radisha bowed to the guard in front and then nodded respectively toward the rest of them.  
 
    As the guards poured in and came dangerously close to us, I tugged Valerie to the right and pulled her silently into the wardrobe. I slowly closed the doors, but no one seemed to notice the slight movement all the way across the room. The ash-blonde hunkered down closer to the ground and peeked out of the small crack in the wardrobe while I stood above her and looked out.  
 
    We watched as Samila turned to face them and pressed her tiny hands onto her hips from our vantage point. The marchioness looked like a brightly painted porcelain doll amidst a sea of black shadows. Samila clicked her tongue, and a wicked smile spread over her child-like features.  
 
    “Good evening,” the marchioness purred. “I hope all of you have had a restful day of patrolling and keeping order in the streets. Is there anything to report? Any brutes breaking the laws or aristocrats acting seditious?” 
 
    “No, ma’am,” the leader of the black-cloaked women stepped forward. “We had a few ruffians fussing about, but we took care of them. What did you need from us?”  
 
    “The raids start tonight,” Samila began, and the entire group of guards fell silent. “We’re streamlining the process. I want you to begin with the most delinquent accounts. Those who haven’t delivered produce, items, or monies to us in the last four or five collections. Take everything in the house and bring it back here. Then load it onto the wagons and have it sent straight to the capital.”  
 
    “What should we do with the women in the house?” the guard in the front asked. “Or the servants and consorts?”  
 
    “Send the servants and consorts to the capital, too,” Samila answered. “The Queen needs more soldiers. Now more than ever. The aristocrats and their families… I don’t really care what you do with them. It’s up to you to decide, but you can always place them into the jails, or… I think you can fill in the blanks pretty easily. Those who cannot provide and give back to the capital don’t deserve to be alive. I think all of us can agree, can’t we? Radisha will be in charge of you tonight, but I don’t want that to stop you from reporting her if she does something you think would displease the Queen. You’re allowed to use as much force as you want, and if she goes to stop you, you have full approval to arrest her and place her into jail, too. Do you understand that, Radisha? Your words and actions have consequences. You’re being watched every second of the day… you slip up one more time, and there won’t be mercy.”  
 
    Valerie shifted her position underneath me, and as she raised her right hand to lean against the inside of the wardrobe, her fingertips brushed the head of my flaccid penis. I jolted forward and clasped a hand over my lips to stifle a grunt of pleasure. I glanced down at the feline-woman, and her oceanic eyes glowed with mischief. The feline-woman shifted position underneath me and used both hands to stroke my member through my trousers’ fabric.  
 
    “Valerie,” I grunted. “Now’s not the time. We’re supposed… oh, science.”  
 
    The ash-blonde unzipped my pants, reached into my underwear, and stroked the soft flesh of my penis with her warm hands. My head rolled back on my shoulders, and I struggled to keep my breathing under control.  
 
    Both of her hands moved in tandem to move up and down my enormous length. My eyes closed, and I clamped my lips shut so I wouldn’t make a sound and alert the guards standing right outside.  
 
    Samila drawled on outside, but her words weren’t as important as she gave the rest of the guards orders for the night. I wanted to push Valerie away, but it felt too good… not only that, but the danger of it made it much more exciting. Pleasure zapped through my entire body, and right as I thought she’d stop, her warm, wet tongue snaked out and lapped up the precum seeping out of my penis.  
 
    My hand formed into a tight fist, and I bit down on it to stifle the groans fighting up my throat. Finally, the feline-woman took me into her mouth… or at least, fit as much of my large member into her mouth as she could and slowly started to bob on its end. The wet, slurping noises didn’t make it past the wardrobe’s door, thankfully, but I willed myself not to make a single sound. It was absolute torture, but I loved every single second of it.  
 
    Valerie suddenly pulled away from me and licked her lips before staring up at me with arousal burning deep in her eyes. The feline-woman leaned in closer and lapped at the head of my cock for a moment.  
 
    “Enough,” I grunted, bent at the waist, and grabbed her roughly. “Now it’s my turn.”  
 
    I lifted the cat-girl into my arms, pressed her against the wardrobe’s far wall, and pinned her there. The ash-blonde wrapped her legs around me, and I reached down between her legs. I stroked the outside of her sopping sex, and the stunning woman threw back her head with airy, silent moans. In one swift movement, I hooked my fingers under her leotard’s fabric, pulled it aside, and slammed my steel-hard member inside of her.  
 
    Valerie’s back curled, and her velvet walls clenched around me. She looked to be on the verge of screaming at the top of her lungs, and I placed a meaty hand over her lips for a second time. I thrust into her slowly, and the feline-woman’s entire body tensed from the intense pleasure shooting through her entire body. I knew I couldn’t slam into her the way I usually would because that would make too much noise and draw the guards’ attention to us, but from the waves of pleasure rocketing through my body, I enjoyed this slower pace too.  
 
    It was like we were two secret lovers, barred from seeing each other, and we had to sneak away to private rooms to see each other and make love. My heart beat fast, and sweat dripped down the back of my neck, but Valerie looked absolutely stunning in the half-light. Her light blonde hair cascaded down her shoulders and shifted over her heaving breasts. The cat-girl’s light blue eyes were tightly squeezed shut as she rocked her hips along with my movement, and every few seconds, she bit her lips to prevent herself from screaming.  
 
    I kept my movements slow, but I thrust into her as hard as my body would allow. I shook with pleasure and pressed her against the far wall of the wardrobe. Valerie’s head fell forward and rested against my shoulder as she whispered into my ear.  
 
    “Yes, Charles, yes,” Valerie whimpered. “Oh, science, yesssss. Give me more. I want more. You feel so good. Every time you enter me, it feels as if it’s the very first time.” 
 
    “I could keep going all night, my love,” I grunted. “Just say the word, and I’ll pummel you into pleasurable oblivion.”  
 
    “Charles, give me your seed,” the feline-woman panted. “Place your fertile seed in me and make sure I have your baby. I peeked through the window earlier and saw what you and Daisy were doing… I wanted to join in, but since you were driving the caravan… it would’ve been more dangerous with the two of us.”  
 
    “Next time,” I forced out in a whisper. “We’ll let you join. I’m sure that Daisy wouldn’t mind.”  
 
    “I couldn’t wait to have you, Charles,” the feline-woman gasped. “That’s why… oh, science! That’s why… I saw this opportunity… and oh, oh, oh! Had to take it!”  
 
    My movements became jerky as I felt her womanhood clench and tighten around me. She was so close… I could feel it with every thrust. Her body was tight like a spring, ready to launch forward, and I allowed myself a little bit of movement. I sped up a little bit and slammed my penis inside of her quaking hole.  
 
    Suddenly, Valerie’s nails dug into the flesh of my back, and her head rocked backward. Her mouth fell open, and a silent scream rose from her lips. I couldn’t hear it, but I could sense it, and I pounded into her with more urgency. Our lovemaking sounds were loud inside the wardrobe, but I knew that none of the guards could hear it over Samila’s rambling monologue.  
 
    It was hot inside from the heat coming off our bodies, but I relished it, leaned forward, and pressed feverish kisses to the ash-blonde’s sweat dotted shoulders. The hair at her temples stuck to her skin, and when I looked into her eyes, they were intense with need. Her orgasm seemed to rise and skyrocketed as her fingernails dug into me so hard that I thought they might break the skin.  
 
    “Charles,” the feline-woman whimpered into my ear. “Yes, oh, science, yes!”  
 
    The cat-girl bucked her hips against me, and our bodies came together in wet unison. Slowly, as her orgasm ended, Valerie opened her eyes and looked up at me with such an intense expression. For a second, I thought I’d done something wrong, but she pushed me away, pressed her hand to my shoulder, and forced me to the floor. I shifted my legs against the wardrobe’s wooden wall and then watched as Valerie held her leotard out of the way, exposing her beautiful, perfect rosebud.  
 
    Valerie lowered herself on top of me, and I felt her walls clench around me once again. I gasped softly and threw my head back as the feline-woman started to ride me. She’d make too much noise with her knees against the floor if she went fast, so Valerie slowly bucked her hips against me. I could feel it building up inside of me, so I knew I was close.  
 
    I gripped her by the waist and forced her down on my member. Valerie threw back her head and gasped airily in the confined space. I lifted my hips from the floor, braced my legs against the wall, and pounded into her silently. The only noise we made was the slick wet noises as I entered and exited her womanhood. A growl rose in the back of my throat, and this time, it was Valerie’s turn to cover my mouth with her hand. The ash-blonde stifled a giggle, and I concentrated on the building sensation in my loins.  
 
    With three quick jerks of my hips, my semen exploded out of my cock and poured into the welcoming comforts of Valerie’s womb. The cat-girl gasped as I lifted her with each thrust of my body, and I felt her tunnel grasp around me as she climaxed a second time.  
 
    “Yes,” Valerie whispered as she spasmed on my rod. “Give it to me, Charles, give me your seed. I want it… I need it…”  
 
    “It’s all for you,” I grunted with one last thrust, shifted my position, and laid her down beside me.  
 
    Valerie cuddled up beside me in the tight space and rested her head on my heaving chest. The feline-woman looked up at me with adoring eyes, took my hand, and rested it against her belly.  
 
    “Lift your legs into the air,” I commanded her, and Valerie tilted her head out of curiosity.  
 
    “What?” the ash-blonde asked.  
 
    “Lift your legs and hips,” I told her and then demonstrated. “You might already be pregnant, but if you aren’t, you have a higher chance of conceiving if you do that. It basically creates a downward tunnel for the semen to flow directly into your uterus.”  
 
    “Really?” Valerie giggled. “You’re so smart, Charles. I would’ve never known that!”  
 
    “It’s general knowledge as a doctor,” I explained. “I may not have been a trusted doctor in Edenhart, but a few aristocrats came to me when no other female doctors were available. I usually helped with their prenatal care and general pregnancy check-ups. So, I know a little bit about it. I even consulted a few of the nobles on better ways to get pregnant. Missionary is the best for conception, but if the woman lays on her back afterward and lifts her hips, it helps double the chances.”  
 
    “How long do I stay like this?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “Well, the recommended time is for twenty to thirty minutes,” I replied, tucked my now flaccid penis back into my trousers, and stood from my position. “But I don’t think we have that time.”  
 
    “Why?” the cat-girl asked but remained with her hips lifted.  
 
    “It looks like the guards are heading out,” I commented and stared through the door’s crack. “Radisha is still here with Samila, but it looks like she’s preparing to leave, too.”  
 
    “Should we get going, too?” the ash-blonde asked.  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Before the room is completely empty. If a wardrobe suddenly opens and then closes, that’s pretty suspicious. We should go when they’re about halfway through the door, so there’s a barrier between Samila and us. We’ll leave once Radisha does… I want to see her interact with Samila a little bit more.”  
 
    “Okay, Charles,” the ash-blonde nodded, stood, and pressed herself against my back.  
 
    I peered through the crack in the door, but Samila was still speaking to the troops about something. Her large eyes swiveled to each guard in line, and finally, she crossed her arms behind her back and bowed to them.  
 
    “Now,” I grunted, gripped her by the wrist, and felt her power wash over me.  
 
    I slowly pushed the door open, made sure that no one was looking, and then slipped out with Valerie pressed to my side. Most of the guards were already out the door, but Radisha stood in front of Samila. We tiptoed closer and then paused a few feet away as Samila started to speak.  
 
    “Listen, Radisha,” the marchioness smiled. “I don’t want to have to call on the Queen about this matter. We all know how busy she is right now… but I will if I have to. There is no reason you should be disobeying my orders--” 
 
    “I don’t follow your orders, Samila,” the guard snapped. “I’m here by the direct order of the Queen. That’s the only reason.”  
 
    “I’m also here by direct order of the Queen, stupid,” the tiny woman cackled. “But let’s take a moment to look at your credentials. I’m a marchioness… and you are?”  
 
    “One of the highest-ranking guards in the Queen’s army,” Radisha snarled. “I served under Ortensia Payne before she went to Edenhart… before they found out she was a Harlot.”  
 
    “You never really know people, do you?” the tiny marchioness chuckled. “Though, Ortensia was one of the most vicious and terrifying women I’d ever met… Quite strange that she turned out to be a Harlot, isn’t it? She wasn’t meek and didn’t shy away from punishing brutes or killing them. You see, I was close friends with Ortensia… Well, as close as you can be with that type of woman. Brutality had to be a part of anything, and sure, I get into moods where I feel that way, but I don’t want to see blood and gore every second of the day.”  
 
    “What is the point of saying this to me?” Radisha asked.  
 
    “When I say meek and unwilling to punish those who need it,” Samila uttered, and her friendly persona fell away from her. “Your face comes to mind. Why? I can’t quite understand… Maybe I’ll figure it out, but when I do, I bet it’ll be something that was right under my nose the entire time.”  
 
    “If that’s all you wanted to say to me,” the guard growled. “I will take my leave. I hope you have a wonderful evening, Samila.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m sure I will,” the marchioness giggled. “Go straight to the guards, Radisha. I don’t want to hear that you were moping around the dormitories like last time. I will take action if I hear it.”  
 
    The guard didn’t even respond, only turned on her heels and stomped toward the door. Valerie and I silently followed after her, slipped out of the door before she could close it, and followed after her down the hall toward the elevator. All of the information we’d just gotten was so confusing, and I hoped when we reached the caravan, Edony would give us some insight.  
 
    Radisha turned toward the elevator, and I glanced down the seemingly endless staircase a few feet away. I shook my head and guided the feline-woman where the guard waited for the electrical elevator. Before long, the granite doors slid open, and the red-haired woman stepped inside. Just as before, we slipped in after her and pressed ourselves to the far corner. I observed Radisha from our position, and the guard threw herself forward, bent her knees, and then held her head in her hands.  
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” the redhead gasped into her fingers. “What do I do now…”  
 
    Her outspoken question seemed to confirm my train of thought, and I couldn’t wait to get back to the caravan. Before long, the ding alerted us we’d reached the bottom floor, and the elevator’s doors cracked open. The two of us waited until the guard stepped out, and we followed after her for a moment. Once we were outside, Radisha strode down the street to the left, and Valerie and I broke out in a run to the right.  
 
    I remembered the streets from earlier and guided us silently back toward the forest where the rest of my women waited. We tore through the streets completely invisible, and I recognized a few bars and taverns we’d walked past earlier in the night. The walk up to the marchioness’ building was long since most of it was uphill, but now we made good time back to the caravan as we ran down it.  
 
    My long legs almost doubled Valerie’s single strides, and as we ran, I commanded her to jump. I grabbed her easily and carried the rest of the way until we reached the trees’ outcropping outside of the city’s limits. We climbed the hill together, and darkness swallowed us whole, but I could make out a faint lamp burning off in the distance. The two of us pushed toward it, panting for air, and when we finally reached it, we raced toward the door into the main cabin.  
 
    The door swung open, slammed against the wall, and all of my monster-women waiting inside jumped in surprise. My chest heaved for air, but I was on a mission… I stumbled toward Josephine, and the honey-blonde stared up at me with wide, terrified eyes.  
 
    “C-Charles?” the drake-woman asked. “What’s the matter? Is everything alright?”  
 
    “Listen to me,” I panted and took her hands in mine. “I think… I think there’s a Harlot in Birskonn.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    “There’s a Harlot…” the drake-woman repeated. “In Birskonn? How do you know?”  
 
    “I don’t know for sure,” I grunted and squeezed her hands in mine. “But I sensed it… Just like how I sensed there was something different about you. We snuck into Samila’s quarters and listened to her conversation with the guard, Radisha. Just the way she reacted to the marchioness… There was something about it that wasn’t right. Even the way that the marchioness spoke to her… As if Radisha didn’t want to do her duties as a guard. Samila even mentioned punishing her if she didn’t do her job properly.”  
 
    “Wait,” Josephine breathed and raised a hand into the air. “Say that name again… Rad-ish-a… Is that correct?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Radisha. She said she was from the royal guard and served under Ortensia Payne… Of course, before Ortensia came to Edenhart and ultimately became…”  
 
    I gestured toward Rian, and the imp-woman giggled happily from her position on the couch. Josephine’s hands trembled in mine, and her orange, cat-like eyes widened in shock.  
 
    “What is it?” Edony asked, stood from her seat, and pressed a comforting hand to her shoulder.  
 
    “That’s not her real name,” the drake-woman laughed in disbelief. “It’s… a code name. We all have them in the Harlots. Radisha… air-dash. Everyone in the Harlots has a code name based on their powers, and Radisha is… none other than a woman named Cecelia Westall. She’s originally from the capital, but it seems… the Queen dispatched her somewhere else.”  
 
    “So, do you know this woman personally?” Kleeia asked. “Can we… somehow get in touch with her and explain what we’re doing here?”  
 
    “I can assume if she’s here,” the honey-blonde murmured. “Then she didn’t receive my letter. I sent them out to all of my comrades, and most of them replied within a week or so, but Cecelia was one of those who didn’t. I assumed that she was either deep undercover, or she’d been captured and ultimately… killed.”  
 
    “So, what do we do now?” the imp-woman asked. “Should we go after her and tell her that we’re here? I’m sure if we explained who we are and who Josephine is, she would join our side.”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “But first, I want to discuss what we’ve found out before we move on to our next course of action.”  
 
    “Yes!” the she-wolf nodded, sat down beside Josephine, and leaned forward with her chin tucked into her palm. “What did you find out, Charles? What did Samila say? Why are they forcing the aristocrats here to give up all of their wealth and properties? It’s similar to what we did with Edenhart, except I doubt that their intentions are the same. We wanted to create monster-women… what is the purpose of bleeding Birskonn dry?”  
 
    “The queendom is struggling,” I stated. “Apparently, troves of Harlots attacked the capital and took over one of the boroughs. Primarily the borough where the merchants sell food and other goods, so the aristocrats living there are starting to starve. The Queen asked for all the smaller cities to send money, produce, and all of their consorts and workers. She’s building an army to attack them and hopefully get that part of the city back under her control.”  
 
    “That begs the question…” Edony whispered. “What happened to the rest of her army? What… What has she been doing with them?”  
 
    “I have no idea,” I grunted. “But I bet once we get our hands on Samila… we’ll be able to find out.”  
 
    “So,” Daisy clicked her tongue. “What do we do now, Charles?”  
 
    “We plan our attack,” I grinned wickedly. “The soldiers should arrive by morning… And then… we attack. I want to start early in the morning before any of the aristocrats awake. We’ll use the monster-women first, and we’ll have them incapacitate the aristocrats, then the soldiers will bring them back here. Once Aschere arrives tomorrow, I’ll instruct him to start the transformation process. I’ll show him everything that needs to be done and leave a few vials of my blood.”  
 
    “What will we do, Charles?” the feline-woman asked.  
 
    I let go of Josephine’s trembling hands, stood, and crossed to the window to look down at the glittering city off in the distance. My blood pounded in my veins, and my heart hammered against my ribcage, but it wasn’t out of anxiety or worry… I was excited. I had more power in the world than any other man, and I would use it to free the rest of my sex.  
 
    “We have to find Cecelia,” I grunted. “And tell her everything that’s going on. We don’t know… there could be more Harlots hiding out in the city, and I want to warn them before the real war breaks out. Once the soldiers arrive, I’ll station a few monster-women and them at the city entrance. They’ll take out everyone who attempts to enter or exit.”  
 
    “But we don’t know where Cecelia is…” Daisy breathed. “How are we going to find her?”  
 
    “They’re raiding part of the town,” I explained. “The royal guards are breaking into homes, arresting aristocrats that haven’t given enough money or items to the capital. All we have to do is find a large grouping of aristocrats and look for the red-haired guard. It’ll be fairly easy since she’s a redhead and the rest of the soldiers are wearing hoods.”  
 
    “Should we head out now?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded, “but I’m only bringing Edony and Josephine this time… Since they’re my two augmented monster-women, their powers are stronger than yours. I don’t want to go out into the open searching for Cecelia when there are guards running around. All of you need to stay here and wait for us. Edony, did all of you train while we were gone?”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” the she-wolf nodded. “I taught them a few control techniques and a couple of specialized attacks. They caught on pretty quickly, though they’re a little stiff. I’m sure if they practiced while we’re gone, they’d master them.”  
 
    “Good,” I nodded. “I want all of you to practice and train. Fill Valerie in on everything you learned and make sure she practices. You know how distracted she gets.”  
 
    “Hey, now!” the cat-girl laughed. “I don’t get distracted! I get… uhm… side-tracked! There’s a difference!”  
 
    “I’m sure there is,” I chuckled, bent down, and kissed her forehead. “We’ll be back as soon as we can.”  
 
    “Charles,” Daisy squeaked, stood, and then rifled through our bags on the floor. “Take this with you. For safety.”  
 
    The bear-girl offered me the staff and smiled up at me softly. I reached out for it, and immediately, the elemental core glowed, and the runes flashed. It was almost as if the staff were alive and was excited to be reunited with its user. I held the cold metal loosely in my hands and then gripped it hard as I turned toward Josephine and Edony.  
 
    “Should we put on our disguises again?” the drake-woman asked. “They were--” 
 
    “Uncomfortable,” Edony muttered. “But we’ll wear them if we have to, Charles.”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “It’s late, and most of the aristocrats must’ve gone home by now, but we’ll stick to the shadows just in case. If anyone sees us, I’m sure that Josephine can force them to move down the street. Not only that, but… most of the nobles out and about at this time of night are drunk, and if they saw two monster-women walking down the road, they wouldn’t question it for a second.”  
 
    “Very smart,” the she-wolf giggled and pressed herself close to my body. “Now, let’s get out of here and find this Cecelia person. Charles, you remember what she looks like, right?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “She has fiery red hair, emerald eyes, and has a tall, athletic build. As I said before, she’ll be the only one without a hood, so she should be pretty easy to spot.”  
 
    “Do you know what area of Birskonn they’ll be raiding in?” Edony asked, and I shook my head.  
 
    “No,” I uttered. “But Edony, this used to be part of your duchy, right? You said earlier that you know the streets like the back of your hand.”  
 
    “Well, I used to,” the wolf-woman muttered. “Before they industrialized. I used to split my time between Edenhart, Birskonn, and Granhamn, but that was before the Queen sent in the marchioness. Birskonn was modeled after Edenhart initially, and if you look at the old layouts of the land, you can see they’re based off a grid system just like home.”  
 
    “A grid system?” I asked and opened the door for both of my monster-women.  
 
    “Yes,” the Duchess nodded. “My ancestors, they were quite before their time, with the city’s planning. If you go to the capital, it’s similar to Edenhart, but if you go anywhere else where my family wasn’t involved, their streets and avenues are messy. The grid system runs at an angle where all the other streets connect. It’s not like a maze of side-streets and alleyways, just a clean grid from point A to B… but looking at it now, I can barely recognize my old stomping ground. Everything in Birskonn used to be orderly and well-routed. It seems that the Queen and marchioness destroyed all of that once they industrialized everything. I mean, I could probably guide us merely by sense of direction, but it might be a little more difficult than I first thought.” 
 
    We set off down the hill for the second time tonight, and I stopped on the crest to look out over the city. The air was cold, and I held my coat a little tighter around my body as my women stepped closer. I squinted down at the city’s streets and saw what Edony had just told us about. The grid stretched out over the whole town, but once it got to the middle, the roads were more jumbled and harder to understand.  
 
    “Look,” the Duchess pointed to my side. “There… You can almost see them. It looks like they’re in the seventh borough… Or at least, that was what it used to be when I controlled the city. You can almost make them out against the darkness, but since they’re wearing dark clothing. They look like nothing more than dancing shadows than anything else.”  
 
    I squinted my eyes toward the place where the she-wolf indicated and, for a second, didn’t see anything against the darkness and pinpricks of light from the streetlamps. Then I noticed what Edony said, shadows moving a little too quickly to be naturally made, and every once in a while, a flash of color danced by as the guards carried out items or the owners of the houses.  
 
    “Let’s get down there,” I grunted. “We have to find Radisha before dawn breaks. We’ll bring her back here with us if she agrees to speak with us… I don’t want everything to go down without her knowing. If that happens… she’ll be forced to fight against us, and I doubt she’d want to do that.”  
 
    The three of us set off down the hill and moved quickly now that we knew the terrain pretty well. I held both of Edony’s hands tightly in my own and clasped the staff in the other. Josephine ran along behind us with her hand held in Edony’s, so she wouldn’t get lost in the dark forest on the way down. Once we made it to the street, the Duchess swiveled her head and sniffed the air. The she-wolf’s pointed, turquoise striped ears twitched, and finally, the left one pressed against her head as the right changed direction and listened to something off in the distance.  
 
    “I can hear them,” Edony murmured. “And just as we thought, they’re in the seventh borough. Let’s head that way. I may not know the streets anymore, but I can track them down by scent pretty well. Come, they’re down this way.”  
 
    The Duchess pressed herself pretty close to the side of a building, and purposefully walked faster in the scent’s direction. Josephine and I quickly followed after her through the maze-like streets. The city was darker now that night had finally set in, and as I’d thought, most of the wandering aristocrats had gone inside for the evening. A few slumped against street lamps with their consorts in tow, but none of them seemed to sense or notice our presence as we hurried past.  
 
    “Josephine,” I uttered under my breath.  
 
    “Yes, Charles?” the drake-woman replied. “What is it?”  
 
    “You said that earlier the Harlots use code names,” I grunted. “Just out of curiosity, why is that? I already know it’s probably to hide your real identities… but I’d love to hear more about it.”  
 
    “As you suspected, it’s to conceal ourselves in whatever city we live in,” the drake-woman explained. “But it’s also to keep some autonomy. We never know when an aristocrat will try to break into our ranks and find us out. We have to protect ourselves, so we keep the codenames. Generally, we pick them out, and some of them, like Cecelia, are based on their powers.”  
 
    “I thought there was a book that updated every year that kept the tally of women’s powers?” I asked. “Couldn’t they track you down if they knew what type of power you have?”  
 
    “No,” Josephine shook her head. “There aren’t any names. Only the number of women who hold the same or similar powers.”  
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking,” Edony broke in, paused to glance around the shadows, and then tiptoed forward. “What was your codename, Josephine?”  
 
    “I’ll never tell,” the honey-blonde giggled and covered her mouth with one hand. “Just joking! It’s Seraphine.”  
 
    “That’s beautiful,” I breathed and glanced over my shoulder at the drake-woman. “Where is that from?”  
 
    “It wasn’t ‘from’ anywhere,” the heiress shrugged. “If I ever had a sibling, my mother wanted to name her that. I thought it would be a great way to honor my mother and keep her legacy going. Seraphine means ‘burning ones’ in my mother’s native language and… that’s what I wanted to be. I wanted to burn the ugliness off the earth and build it anew… and here we are, doing just that.”  
 
    “Maybe we should come up with codenames for everyone in the family,” Edony giggled. “Charles can be ‘Dowelled.’” 
 
    “Huh?” the drake-woman asked and tilted her head. “What, what does that mean… Ohhhh, I get it now.”  
 
    “Well, endowed,” I snorted. “I assume because I’m well-endowed, correct? Very clever, but I think we’ll stick with our given names, for now, thank you. Edony, how far away do you think we are now? We’ve gone down quite a few blocks.”  
 
    “We should be getting pretty close,” the she-wolf answered, leaned her head back, and sniffed at the air. “Only a few blocks away. The seventh borough is the smallest, therefore, the poorest area in the city, so we kept it pretty close to the outskirts of town. It used to house a lot of the red light district, consorts, and courtesans, but… it seems that aristocrats live there now.”  
 
    “I don’t feel sorry for them,” I grumbled under my breath. “But they don’t deserve this. I hate the aristocrats and how they treat men, but what the Queen is doing is wrong. All of this is wrong…”  
 
    “Good thing we’re here to fix it,” Edony grinned. 
 
    The Duchess glanced around the empty streets and then hurried across with Josephine and me following closely behind. We were closer now… I could feel it in my bones. There was palpable animosity brewing in the air, and it stemmed from all of the guards just a few streets away. It was louder here, too, and when I focused on the sounds echoing down the empty street, I realized what it was. The sound of glass breaking, heavy items being thrown down on the pavement, and the wails of terrified, angry women.  
 
    Cecelia had to be here somewhere, and we needed to find her as soon as possible. If any of the guards noticed us, we’d be attacked and taken to Samila. We couldn’t let any of that happen, especially not now when we were so close to our first attack on Birskonn. The three of us pressed ourselves against the brick of a building and crept closer to the sounds. Other voices were louder now, and I recognized two of them… One was the voice of the guard we’d seen in Samila’s rooms, and the other was Cecelia’s.  
 
    I snuck closer to the corner and peeked out from around it. Guards moved around the houses, lifted their batons, and smashed in storefronts. Aristocrats raced around with their hands pressed to their terrified faces and screamed for someone to stop them. One of the buildings farther down the street was on fire, and the flames blazed wildly toward the black sky.  
 
    It was chaos… utter chaos. I’d only ever seen a scene like this once before, and it was probably the night that nobles of Edenhart went out and burned the Duchess’ mercantile.  
 
    I searched the teeming crowd for Cecelia and panicked when I couldn't find her, but suddenly, the throng parted, and the redhead stepped out. The guard held a wicked looking riding crop tightly in her hands and struck out at any passing aristocrat. She seemed so different than before… like a completely different person, and I questioned if my hunch was really true or if I’d imagined it. Then… I noticed something. As the guard moved to hit an aristocrat with the crop, she pulled back at the last second, and the weapon passed through the air. The wicked tip of the riding crop never actually touched any of the nobles… even when a consort burst through the crowd, she chased after him, but her attempts were feeble and fake.  
 
    There was no way she wasn’t a Harlot, but… if she wasn’t, I’d whisk her away to the caravan and transform her. All we had to do now was lure her away from the crowd…”  
 
    “I have an idea,” Josephine uttered and shouldered her way to the front. “There are certain phrases that all Harlots learn and have to memorize. Let’s see if this works.”  
 
    The drake-woman lowered herself closer to the ground, steadied herself against the brick wall, and then cupped her hands around her mouth. The honey-blonde settled her orange, cat-like eyes onto the woman in question and then shouted above all of the noise. 
 
    “Regsam!” Josephine shrieked. “Hilf mer! Die Hure!”  
 
    Across the street, Cecelia’s back snapped straight as an arrow, and her emerald eyes widened out of shock and fear. No one else seemed to notice Josephine’s voice, and the guard turned in place as she searched for the speaker.  
 
    “Helf!” the honey-blonde called. “Schwester! Hier druben!”  
 
    “What are you saying?” Edony whispered.  
 
    “That I need help,” Josephine repeated. “I called her sister and referred to her as a Harlot. I told her to come here… She should understand those meanings.”  
 
    Cecelia glanced around at the other guards and bit her lip nervously. For a second, I thought she wouldn’t come, but once she made sure that nobody was looking, Cecelia followed the voice she’d heard. I ushered Edony and Josephine into a dark alley and then gestured toward Josephine to call to the guard again.  
 
    “Schwester!” the honey-blonde shouted. “Hier druben!”  
 
    We waited for what seemed like hours for Cecelia to appear, and suddenly, the redhead peered down the darkened alley toward us. The guard glanced over her shoulder at the carnage happening before her very eyes, and then she stepped a little closer.  
 
    “Who are you?” the redhead asked and squinted through the darkness.  
 
    “I’m a friend,” Josephine murmured. “Or I think I am… Are you who I think you are… Cecelia?”  
 
    “How do you know that name?” the guard barked.  
 
    “You’re a Harlot, aren’t you?” I asked, stepped forward, and gazed at her evenly. “That’s how you were able to understand what she said to you, isn’t that correct?”  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the guard shook her head and took a step backward. “I… I didn’t hear anything.”  
 
    “You did,” I nodded and stepped even closer. “That’s why you came over here to investigate. We know what you are, and we don’t mean you any harm.”  
 
    “Your name is Cecelia, isn’t it?” Josephine asked. “But you go by Radisha… air-dash, right? You have super-speed, correct?”  
 
    “How do you know these things?” Cecelia stammered. “What do you want from me? Are you trying to extort me? Are you going to go to Samila or… even the Queen? Don’t come near me! I’ll kill you! My secret cannot get out! I’ve lived underground for too long to see it end this way!”  
 
    “We’re not here to kill you,” Edony chuckled, leaned against the brick wall, and examined her fingernails. “We’re here to warn you and help you… and maybe you can help us in return.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” the guard asked. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “My name is Josephine,” the honey-blonde smiled. “But you probably know me by another name… a codename through letters. Seraphine. You recognize that, don’t you? I can see it in your eyes… you do, Cecelia.”  
 
    “Seraphine…” the guard echoed. “You mean… you mean the daughter of the leader of the… Harlots?”  
 
    When she said the last bit, the redhead leaned forward and whispered. The honey-blonde nodded and opened her arms wide. Suddenly, the clouds covering the moon parted, and light flooded down onto us. Cecelia’s eyes widened as she spied Josephine’s horns and whipping tail, then the redhead took a tentative step forward.  
 
    “What are you?” the guard asked. “You’re… not human, are you?”  
 
    “I’m a monster-woman now,” the drake-woman giggled. “I was transformed by this man… the love of my life.”  
 
    “Cecelia, listen,” I grunted. “We’re on your side. Josephine is a Harlot, and she’s joined my forces. There’s going to be a war… men and monster-women against the aristocrats. It’s time to end the males’ suffering.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Cecelia squeaked. “A w-war? What?”  
 
    “We’re rising against them,” I smiled. “After so many years,… and Birskonn is the second target in our mission.”  
 
    “What?” the guard gasped. “I don’t understand any of this…”  
 
    “I created monster-women by accident,” I explained. “I’m a scientist and doctor by trade. I was hired by Edony, the Duchess of Edenhart, to create super-soldiers for her to attack the Queen. Edony had her own reasons at the time, but I didn’t know nor did I care to learn. I built the machine she asked for, but the experiments never worked until I added in two new factors. The first monster-woman came into existence shortly after. Before long, my family grew and grew, but the society around us never changed. We decided that we no longer wanted to live in a world that was made only for the comfort of women. I took over Edenhart easily and swiftly, and now, I’m going to do the very same with Birskonn. We saw you earlier, and I sensed that there was something about you. Something not like the nobles of the city. You’re a Harlot, aren’t you, Cecelia?”  
 
    “Yes,” the guard bowed her head and closed her eyes for half a second. “I am… I joined when I was fifteen, and I’ve been a loyal agent since then. I fight for the things I believe in, and that’s why… I believe that all men and women are born equal.”  
 
    “We believe that, too,” Edony chuckled. “Do you know who I am? Do you recognize my face?”  
 
    “You… You…” Cecelia stammered. “You look like Edony… The Duchess of Edenhart, but that can’t be true… You hated men more than anyone I’ve ever met.”  
 
    “And yet, here I am,” the she-wolf grinned. “A monster-woman, too. I fight for Charles and the equality of all men. My body has changed as much as my beliefs have.”  
 
    “Why did you seek me out?” the redhead asked. “What can I do for you? I’m just… a guard, trapped under Samila’s thumb…”  
 
    “For one, we wanted to come here and warn you about the coming war,” I explained. “And second, if you agree with our plight, we humbly ask you to join our side. If you don’t wish to fight, that’s fine. You should leave Birskonn tonight if you don’t want to fight on their side. If you do… you will be captured by our soldiers and transformed into a monster-woman. After that, well, you’ll become part of my monster-women soldiers and fight along our side.”  
 
    “That’s a lot to think over…” Cecelia murmured and twiddled her fingers.  
 
    “We wouldn’t have come out here to warn you if you weren’t a Harlot,” Edony stated. “You have two options. Come with us and fight for your beliefs alongside an army of like-minded individuals or… run away with your tail between your legs and hide from the Queen for the rest of your life.”  
 
    “I would’ve said it a bit kinder and not as blunt,” Josephine chuckled. “But yes… Since you’re one of my comrades, I wanted to warn you first before anything happens. You don’t have to come with us, but we would love it if you did… Think about it, Cecelia. If you come with us, you’ll be a part of a family, and you won’t have to hide how you feel about issues. All of us who stand with Charles share the same dream, but with him… we don’t have to keep it hidden anymore. Men deserve to be free and live doing whatever they choose.”  
 
    Cecelia’s parted lips tightly clamped shut, and her emerald eyes fell to the dirty ground for a moment as she thought. I sensed her unease, but I wouldn’t push her to join us if she didn’t want to. All I wanted was to let her know what was coming and give her a chance to escape. If she wanted to come with us and join our fight, then that was entirely her decision, but I wouldn’t force her either way.  
 
    The redhead raised her eyes and stared at me for a long moment. It seemed as if she was trying to figure out if I was a good man or not… or if all of this was a trick to lure her out into the open about her beliefs. The guard cleared her throat and then glanced over toward Josephine, then Edony. Finally, Cecelia raised her head and looked directly into my gaze.  
 
    “I’ll go with you,” the redhead uttered. “I’ll fight alongside you. If I won’t stand up to injustice when I have the chance, why the hell did I join the Harlots in the first place? I wanted to leave the guard as soon as I joined it, but… I was able to get an inside look into the Queen’s operations, so I stayed even though I hated every moment of it.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I bowed my head and then immediately snapped back up with a stern expression. “But I need you to prepare yourself… We attack tomorrow, and… there might be bloodshed. Our goal is to capture and transform all of the aristocrats in Birskonn… but our eyes rest on Samila. She is the target of this attack. All of the marchionesses are our enemies, and we must take them down no matter what.”  
 
    “Good,” Cecelia grinned. “I’ve wanted to eliminate that bitch from the moment I laid eyes on her. Will you transform her into a monster-girl, too?”  
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled and then outstretched my hand to her. “Come with us, Cecelia. Tomorrow, we destroy Birskonn and take back the control that we deserve.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    We brought Cecelia back to the caravan, and I introduced her to all of my monster-women. My women were excited to meet another Harlot other than Josephine, and they nearly bombarded the poor guard with hundreds of questions. I allowed them to ask as long as Cecelia was comfortable, but once all of that finished, I led the redhead into the rear cabin of the caravan and showed her my machine.  
 
    It was just the two of us alone, and the green-eyed Harlot stared up at the copper exterior for a long time without speaking. Suddenly, she turned with her mouth hanging slightly ajar and reached out for my hand. I didn’t know her, but I had already felt a connection to the redhead.  
 
    “You built this?” Cecelia asked in a hushed tone and then took a tentative step forward.  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “I did. It’s much different than it was in the beginning… I’ve reconfigured it quite a few times, but this is my masterpiece. Edony originally commissioned me to build it…”  
 
    “She said that she wanted super-soldiers, correct?” the guard murmured and pressed a hand to the cold, metal exterior. 
 
    “Yes,” I grunted. “And she offered me a good amount of money to create them. It’s strange to think about how far I’ve come since then…”  
 
    “You’ve worked very hard,” Cecelia nodded and then turned to me with a small smile. “If I’m frank… I would’ve never thought this day would come. I’ve spent my entire life navigating my way around the aristocrats, and there have been no signs of change. Sure, I had the other Harlots and Seraphine… ahem, sorry, Josephine, but… our numbers were small and with all of us spread out over the country, there wasn't much we could do.”  
 
    “Listen,” I began. “There is always something that you can do. No matter how hopeless situations may seem, there is always something we can change to better our aspect. Look at what the Harlots are doing in the capital… They’re taking a stand and not backing down. I’m not sure what the Queen will do to them to get that part of the city back… but these women fully believe in their side and won’t back down. I hope… I hope that we can reach the capital in time and can aid them in their battle.”  
 
    “I fear the worst for them,” Cecelia murmured and squeezed my hand for strength. “But I have to keep hope in my heart that maybe… just maybe they’ll keep fighting and take more land under their control. The Harlots may be small, but they are mighty… That’s why I’m so glad that you found me, Charles. I was so close to giving up… I couldn’t take working under Samila for one more day. If you hadn’t come for me, I don’t know what I would’ve done, but it probably wouldn’t have been good.”  
 
    “Earlier,” I breathed. “When you spoke to Samila in her rooms, you said that you worked under Ortensia Payne in the royal guard. Is that true?”  
 
    “You heard that?” the guard gasped. “I shouldn’t be surprised, but yes, she was… a horrible woman who made me do horrific things but there were a few times… I disobeyed her. As the guard, we’re supposed to protect the city and patrol the streets. Similar to what we do here in Birskonn. Ortensia would order me to patrol different areas and give me explicit orders to beat any men that I came into contact with. So, I’d go out with my squadron and find ‘brutes,’ but I’d take them into back alleys and yell at them. I never hurt them, and then I’d let them go as soon as the other guards were out of earshot. Though… there were other times that I couldn’t pretend, and I would have to do it in front of the other guards… I didn’t want to do it… but I had to. No one could suspect me.”  
 
    “You met Rian,” I chuckled. “It’s hard to believe, but… before the transformation, she was the very same woman you’re speaking about right now.”  
 
    “Wait,” Cecelia gasped. “Rian was… Ortensia? Really? I would never have known!”  
 
    “The Queen sent Ortensia to Edenhart to spy on the Duchess,” I chuckled. “And… we transformed her. She’s a lot different now, and I’m grateful for that. You’ll get to know her better as time goes on. She’s quite fiery and boisterous, but she’s kind and caring to those around her.”  
 
    “Charles,” Cecelia whispered. “Will I be transformed, too? Will you turn me into a monster-woman?”  
 
    “If that’s what you wish,” I nodded. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to. That’s the thing about the future I’m building. It’s your choice to join the monster-woman army or if you want to fight alongside us as you are now.”  
 
    “Do your women like it?” the Harlot asked and dropped my hand. “Being monster-women?”  
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled. “They’re much happier than they’ve ever been. They live lives that they would’ve never had if I hadn’t transformed them. Aristocrats have everything in this world: money, property, and power, but they’ve never known what it’s like to be loved… by anyone. From what I’ve seen, they throw away consorts like they’re trash once they’ve gotten what they want from them. Not only that, but I’ve seen how aristocratic mothers treat their children… Even Edony said that her mother abused her occasionally. Nobles don’t know what love is, not from family members, each other, or men. That’s what I give my monster-women. Love that isn’t conditional or by any terms. No matter what they do or say, I will always love them.”  
 
    “That sounds wonderful,” Cecelia sighed. “But is it only if they’re monster-women, or is it anyone included?”  
 
    “Anyone,” I shrugged. “For the longest time, Josephine was a human, and she was part of our family. I loved and accepted her because she was pure of heart.”  
 
    “Seraphine… oops, I’m sorry, Josephine,” the Harlot corrected herself. “Is an angel. Her mother created our cause, and we’ve followed her and her teachings ever since then. I’m sure it was difficult for Josephine’s mother in the beginning… she had to find other women like her all over the country, but she did it.”  
 
    “Was your mother a Harlot?” I asked. “Or did you become one later in life?”  
 
    “No,” Cecelia shook her head. “My mother was more aristocratic than any other woman that I’ve ever met. She hated men with a passion, making sure to beat them before sending them off to the red light district. My mother… bought consorts and then ruined them, so they couldn’t work or serve another noble in the city. I can’t even imagine how many lives she ruined. I saw their pain, and I knew it was wrong of me, as an heiress, to look at these men and feel pity for them when I heard every day that they deserved it.”  
 
    “But, you joined the guard anyway?” I asked under my breath. “Isn’t that… even worse than standing aside and helping them when no one was looking.”  
 
    “The guard is my birthright,” Cecelia murmured. “My mother and grandmother, almost every noble in my family joined the guard after their seventeenth birthday. I couldn’t refuse… I had to do it. So, I promised myself that I would help any man that I could indiscriminately, even if it meant that I could be caught, jailed, or sent to an insane asylum. I did it regardless of my own safety.”  
 
    “Do you want to join the monster-women?” I asked and took a step closer. “I could transform you right now if you wanted, but I will only do it if it’s what you want. The only downside to the transformation is your power won’t work automatically after… You have to wait until it reactivates to use it.”  
 
    “Let me think about it,” the guard smiled shyly. “Let’s fight our battle tomorrow. Let me observe the monster-women and their powers. Then I will decide if I want to join you or not.”  
 
    “Very well,” I nodded. “You can be a part of my family as long as you want to be. I won’t force you.”  
 
    “I would like to be, Charles,” the redhead smiled. “But let me think it over first. I see how you treat your women, and it’s something that I would like to have, too, but… let me think about it over the next few days.”  
 
    “Very well,” I smiled. “My machine and I will be waiting once you make your decision, but I will tell you… becoming a monster-woman is more than you think it is. Yes, you will receive my love and adoration, but your powers, they’ll be amplified ten times, especially now that I’ve collected the elemental core and broken it into pieces. I used one for my staff, and the others went into my machine. Once you’re transformed, your existing powers will either change and become more powerful, or they’ll be augmented.”  
 
    “Oh?” Cecelia gasped. “Really?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Most of the monster-women who came out have different powers and personalities than the ones they possessed when they came in. The exceptions are Josephine and Edony, but I believe that’s because they were already in love with me when we experimented. I’m not trying to persuade you, but there are upsides to the process.”  
 
    “Thank you,” the guard nodded.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” I grinned. “There are two very comfortable couches in the other rooms if you’d like to sleep there. We’ll be waking early in the morning since my army will be here. Tomorrow… a war starts. I don’t think it’s hit me yet. Birskonn is larger than Edenhart… not by much, but it is. This is a harder task than any of the other battles we’ve fought so far.”  
 
    “Our belief system is right,” Cecelia stated, curled her hands into fists, and whipped her head in my direction. “I’ve waited for this… waited for the rise of the ‘brutes’ for so long, and it’s finally happening. I get to watch the revolution right before my eyes, and it’s so unbelievably exciting. I don’t have to hide what I feel and believe anymore… It’s a strange feeling. I thought that I’d have to keep all of these feelings closeted for the rest of my life, and then… you appeared out of nothing. Thank you, Charles, thank you for giving me, the other Harlots, and the men all over the world hope…”  
 
    “There’s no need to thank me,” I chuckled and lightly guided her out of the last cabin. “I’m simply doing what I think is right.”  
 
    “Charles?” Cecelia breathed, and I turned back toward her with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “I would like to sleep with you and your women,” the guard smiled gently. “I don’t think I could stand to be by myself right now… I’m far too excited.”  
 
    “You’re more than welcome to,” I nodded. “My women should be getting ready for bed now if you want to go in and get to know them a little better.”  
 
    “What are you going to do?” the guard asked with a tilt of her head.  
 
    “I’m just going to go outside for a moment,” I uttered. “Look out over the city and relax before all of the excitement begins tomorrow.”  
 
    “So, you’re going to look out over your soon to be domain?” The guard raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Something like that,” I chuckled and then hurried out of the caravan’s door.  
 
    The cold night air slammed into me and bit into my skin, but the glittering lights from below made it all worth it. Birskonn was so different than Edenhart, and though the quaintness of my hometown was nice, I still thought the unfamiliar city was beautiful. I wondered for a moment what it would’ve looked like before the marchioness had moved in and industrialized everything. It probably resembled Edenhart back then, with it’s easy to navigate streets and manors outcropping the city’s edges. I wondered what the capital would be like… I’d never been there before, and I imagined it to be like Birskonn but much larger.  
 
    I stepped away from the caravan but kept my eyes glued to the streets below me. I’d seen cities before, but for some reason, I was fascinated with Birskonn. Was this what all cities would look like in the future? With their towering buildings and long, confusing streets zigzagging in between? I could get used to it, but… I felt like a part of me would also long for the quiet, lazy streets of Edenhart. As much as I hated and resented the city I came from… there was still beauty to it that I hadn’t taken the time to admire until now.  
 
    As I moved in between the trees, they broke apart, and the ground rose up above the blinding lights below on a rocky cliff. I stepped out onto it and stared down at the towering buildings below. They seemed so close that if I reached out my hand, I could almost touch the roofs of them… My hand outstretched from my body, and I splayed out my fingers as the lights shined in between the digits.  
 
    “What are you doing?” an alluring voice from behind me chuckled. “Grabbing at the city like a child reaching for a toy they want? It’s not yours yet… but it will be, Charles.”  
 
    “What are you doing out here so late, Edony?” I asked, turned, and grinned wolfishly at the Duchess.  
 
    “Taking a midnight stroll,” the she-wolf snickered. “When I brought the caravan to your manor, I thought it’d be freezing in there, but the wood-burning stoves in each room actually make it quite uncomfortably toasty. I just wanted to cool off before all of us head to bed. I know I asked, but what are you doing out here? I’m sure it can’t be what I said.”  
 
    “It’s nice during the night,” I commented. “When we’re all cuddled up together, but I think Daisy’s been manning the stoves. You know how she is.”  
 
    “She loves to keep warm,” the wolf-woman laughed. “It must be the bear inside of her. It’s getting pretty close to winter… I wonder if she’ll still have the urge to hibernate.”  
 
    “I doubt it,” I chuckled. “But you never know. We’ll have to keep an eye on her in case she starts building nests around the caravan.”  
 
    “It’s strange to think… that’s our home now,” Edony murmured and glanced over her shoulder in the caravan’s direction. “We live in a bunch of cabins pulled by our horses. I used live in a mansion with fifteen bedrooms and seven guest rooms. I used eat my breakfast, lunch, and dinner at a table long enough to seat at least twenty-five people. Now… I live with my sisters and the love of my life in a caravan.”  
 
    “Does it make you sad?” I asked. “Do you miss it?”  
 
    “Do I miss empty rooms and halls filled with silence?” the Duchess asked. “No. I don’t think I wanted to admit it back then, but I was so lonely… I had no one in that big house, and yet, I still thought I had everything I wanted and needed. I knew that something was missing, but it never knocked me off of my pedestal. Do you want to know what I was missing all of that time, Charles?”  
 
    “Was it me?” I chided through chuckles.  
 
    “Yes,” Edony giggled, slipped in beside me, and took my hand into hers. “You were the missing piece in my life. Sure, I needed to be transformed, and my beliefs changed, but all I needed was you. I was so in love with you, but no matter how hard I tried to possess you, it never happened. I think I understand why now.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “I can’t possess you,” the Duchess breathed. “You’re not an object… Even now, I don’t own you, but I’ve accepted that because I love you and my sisters. You belong to all of us in different ways, and that’s what makes us a family. Your love and adoration brings all of us closer together. I cannot own you, and you can’t possess me. I think the other monster-women feel it, too, but not as much as me. Maybe Daisy… because she was once Delphine, but… even then, I don’t think it’s as severe as mine.”  
 
    “We belong together,” I nodded. “But why don’t my other women feel it as strongly as you do? I don’t quite understand your meaning?”  
 
    “I’ll explain,” Edony smiled. “Delphine wanted you as one of her consorts, but it was short-lived. She didn’t want you as long as I did. I loved you for months, and I couldn’t get the thought of you out of my head. I needed to own you even if it meant trapping you, or… even killing you because if I murdered you, your soul would belong to me and me only. After my transformation, I understood this feeling inside of me better. We’re in tandem… harmony, if you will. We belong to each other, but you also belong to my sisters. There’s so much love in this family, and I’m thankful for you, Charles. You saved me… You saved all of us from ruination.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t say I saved you,” I chuckled and shook my head. “Maybe fixed a broken part of you, but definitely not saved.”  
 
    “Don’t say that,” Edony breathed and squeezed my hand tenderly. “You did save us, and you’re going to save all of the enslaved men. I think you should accept your position as our savior, Charles, because that’s what everyone will see you as when all of this ends. The single man that overcame the aristocratic oppression and destroyed the matriarchy. I feel like you haven’t realized that yet…”  
 
    “I have,” I laughed lightly. “But I don’t want to let it get to my head. I know that I’m stronger and more capable than I thought prior, but I don’t want to overstep that… I want to stay humble and set out to do what I wanted to in the beginning.”  
 
    “And what is that?” the she-wolf asked, and her tails brushed my pants leg lightly.  
 
    “Protect my family,” I uttered and then smiled. “Create more monster-women, and defeat the Queen.”  
 
    “I heard you and Daisy speaking earlier,” the Duchess commented. “She asked you if you think you’ll kill the Queen or spare her.”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “What of it?”  
 
    “I agree with Daisy,” Edony uttered. “I think we should kill her. She can’t be excused for what she’s done to humanity… and to me. She's attempted to destroy my family at every turn… she even laughed in my face when my mother died. I know you had issues when you transformed me… You weren’t sure if you could love me or accept me into your family, but… this is different. I don’t think I could find it within me to forgive her even after she went through the experiment. Sure, she’d feel bad about what she’d done… but that doesn’t make up for it.”  
 
    “But doesn’t everyone deserve redemption?” I asked, and Edony’s eyes widened out of surprise. “I’ll think about it, Edony. It’s entirely my decision what we do with the Queen, but I’ll ask you again. Doesn’t everyone deserve redemption? If we transform her, all of her vicious attacks will end, and men will be free from their invisible chains. I’m not defending her, but she could do some greater good. There may be darkness now, Edony, but there is always light that we can look for. Not everything has to end in death… that’s why I’m postponing my decision. I’ll decide once we reach the capital. She won’t be the same person who hurt you and your family… Just as you aren’t the same person who hurt me.”  
 
    “I didn’t think of it that way, Charles,” Edony breathed and tightly wrapped her arms around me. “I’m sorry… I will stand by any decision that you make. If you want to kill her, I will honor that, but… if you want to let her live and become one of my sisters… I’ll stand by that, too.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered into her hair and pressed her body into mine. “It’s a difficult decision, Edony, and I can’t make all of you happy, but it’s mine to make. I just want all of you to remember that I love you all so much, and I would never do anything to hurt or upset you, but I have to do what I think is right.”  
 
    “I understand that,” Edony murmured into my ear. “And I will accept that whatever your choice is for the betterment of our future together. If you decide to make the Queen my sister, I will try my best to accept her as one of our own…” 
 
    “Thank you,” I nodded and turned back toward the direction of the caravan. “Should we turn in for the night? The soldiers will be here in the morning.”  
 
    “Well, Charles,” Edony breathed and paused on the ledge. “There’s something else I wanted to speak to you about.”  
 
    The Duchess stood backlit by the city’s lights, and her violet eyes bored into mine. She looked so beautiful, but her face had a hint of sadness to its expression. The she-wolf stepped forward and regarded me with admiration and love for a long moment.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “What’s the matter?”  
 
    “Rian is pregnant,” the wolf-woman stated. “I want a baby, too, Charles. I want you to fill me with your fertile seed and give me a child. You are the love of my life, and I want nothing more than to give birth to your children… Give me a child… make love to me… right here… under the stars and the watching city. Take me where no one can hear or see us… I need you so badly, Charles, please.”  
 
    I didn’t have to answer her pleas, only stepped forward with my arms outstretched. We came together and wrapped our arms around each other as our lips smashed together. Edony’s delicate hand snaked up between my legs, caressed my thigh, and then moved upward toward my member. As soon as her fingers came into contact with it through my trousers’ fabric, my penis sprung to life and throbbed angrily against my underwear. I grunted under my breath, her hand stroked me softly and slowly at first, and then she moved it faster and with more purpose.  
 
    “Edony,” I grunted. “Oh, yes.”  
 
    I leaned my head back and gasped softly. The wolf-woman pulled out my pants’ waistband, reached inside, and held my erect penis in her palm. She stroked her faster and faster until my chest rose and fell with a roaring breath. I felt on the verge of orgasming when she suddenly pulled her hand away. The she-wolf sauntered away, quickly slipped out of her outfit, and leaned against a tree with her hips pushed out toward me.  
 
    “Come, Charles,” Edony purred. “Make love to me… I need you inside of more than ever.”  
 
    “Yes, my love,” I breathed, reached for my belt, and slowly undid it.  
 
    My pants fell to the ground, and I stepped out of them as I pulled down my underwear. I held my throbbing member in my hand, stroked it a few times, but the Duchess shook her head and clicked her tongue.  
 
    “No, you shouldn’t be the one doing that,” she whispered. “It belongs inside of me, not in your hand.”  
 
    I pressed my body against hers. My member slipped in between her lips, rubbed against her slick womanhood, and I growled under my breath. My hands went to her enormous pale breasts, grasped them, and took her hardened nipple into my mouth. I sucked on it, twirled my tongue around it, and then bit down on it slightly.  
 
    “Charles!” Edony screamed, dug her nails into my back, and rocked her hips against my hardened member. “Oh yes, Charles, yes!”  
 
    I pulled away, and her nipple slid out of my mouth with a soft pop. I took my member into my hand again. I guided it toward her womanhood, rubbed it against her lips for a second, listened to her explosive moans, and then thrust into her. Pleasure rocketed through me, an explosive groan roared up my throat, and I gripped her by the hips.  
 
    Edony hooked her right leg around my waist, lifted her hips, and slid my penis all the way inside of her.  
 
    “Ohhh!” I gasped for air, hung my head back, and relished the feeling of her velvety walls as they tightened around me.  
 
    I held onto her hips tighter, pulled back, and thrust into her velvety tunnel. The wolf-woman’s back curled, her head rocked back, her lips opened, and she screamed at the darkened sky in ecstasy. 
 
    “Yes, Charles!” the Duchess cried. “Yes! More! More!”  
 
    I slammed into her, lifted her other leg, held them at my waist, and pounded into her savagely. The forest was filled with our lovemaking’s wet sounds, the slap of our bodies as they came together, and Edony’s echoing screams of pleasure. I smashed my lips against hers, rocked my hips so fast that I couldn’t feel their movement anymore, and relished the convulsing of her body around my aching cock.  
 
    Every inch of her felt like silk, and every time I thrust into her, I felt seconds away from cumming. Her nails dug into my back, her hips bucked against me wildly, and I buried my right hand into her silky colorless locks. I gripped the hair tightly in my fist, listened as her moans heightened, and tugged on it lightly at first.  
 
    “Harder, Charles,” the she-wolf begged. “Harder!” 
 
    As I yanked the hair downward, Edony’s mouth fell open, and she screamed so loudly that my ears started to ring. I chuckled lightly, held the hair in my hand, and tugged on it with every thrust of my hips. The Duchess’ entire body shook and trembled against me, the sounds of her moans were airy now, almost desperate, and I could tell she was close.  
 
    “Are you ready?” I panted.  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” the wolf-woman pleaded. “Fill me with your seed. I need to feel it inside of me. Breed with me. Give me a baby. I want one so bad. I begged for this… Give me the heir no other man could ever give me… It has to be yours. Only yours, Charles.” 
 
    I leaned my head back, let go of her hair, and gripped her by the hips. I pounded into her, fought off the rising orgasm, and timed my thrust along with her bucking hips. Suddenly, Edony’s convulsing walls tightened around me, loosened, and then gripped me so hard that I groaned out of pleasure.  
 
    “Yes!” the wolf-woman screamed at the top of her lungs. “Yes, Charles! Yes! Oh, Charles, it feels so good! Harder! Harder! Faster! Yes, Charles!”  
 
    Her voice echoed through the forest, filled it with life, and just as she asked, I moved harder. My penis plunged into her, hit the soft walls of her vagina, and then pulled back as she tightened around me even more. I felt the orgasm rising through my body now. It started in my groin, shot through my belly, and then circled my brain’s confines. I pumped into her, gasped for air, and then tensed as my penis hardened one last time.  
 
    “Edony!” I groaned. “By science, you feel so good!”  
 
    “I was made for you, Charles!” the Duchess cried. “Made for you to love, care for, and breed with! Yes, fill me up, Charles, I need it. I need to feel you pouring inside of me! Give me your seed! I want it! I need it!” 
 
    Pleasure shot through my entire body. I roared to life, slammed into her two last times, and spilled all of my frothy semen deep into her womb. Our climaxes lasted for a good minute, and we each cried out over and over again as my cock poured a gallon of seed into her eager body. 
 
    “Wooow,” I gasped for air after we both started to come down. Then I held onto her tightly and rested my head against her shoulder. “That was… That was intense.”  
 
    Edony clutched me to her bare chest, and I pressed soft kisses to her enormous breasts’ tender flesh. Her body felt so good pressed into mine, and if she stayed like this for much longer, I’d want to make love to her again. Within the last twenty-four hours, I’d had sex with three of my monster-women, and I barely felt winded or tired. I was sure that the others would come to me with the very same demands over the next few days, and I would do it. It wasn’t a sure-fire thing that they’d get pregnant every time we had sex, and I was sure they’d be jumping me every chance they got.  
 
    Edony’s head fell forward and rested against my shoulder for a moment as I held her. She breathed in deeply, and finally, her legs relaxed from around me. The Duchess raised her head and grinned up at me. Her cheeks were flushed, and her violet eyes sparkled with the reflection of the city behind us.  
 
    “Thank you,” the she-wolf breathed. “I needed that.” 
 
    I slowly lowered her to the ground and then helped her redress. I pulled on my clothes, too, and finally, when we finished, the two of us stood on the ledge together for a second time. We stared out over the city for a long moment as a cold breeze brushed through and forced the wolf-woman closer to my side.  
 
    “You know what tomorrow brings?” Edony whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” I grunted. “Tomorrow is the beginning of a long war… but I’m ready.”  
 
    “Charles,” the she-wolf whispered. “Are we going to kill Samila?”  
 
    “No,” I chuckled darkly, held her a little tighter, and glared toward the marchioness’ building. “We’re going to transform her and add her to the army… but she’s going to be a part of a specific branch of our monster-women military.” 
 
    “You’ve thought a lot about your next move,” she purred. 
 
    “I do have a plan,” I growled. “Each city on our way to the capital has a marchioness, correct? Imagine if I collected them all… A whole squadron of marchioness monster-women… I want you to put yourself in the Queen’s shoes for a moment. We suddenly attack, and you prepare for battle, calling all of your soldiers to you and give them commands. Right before all of it starts, you step out onto the balcony and there below you… all of the marchionesses stand before you, fully ready to tear you out kicking and screaming, like a worm pulled out of its hole by a hungry bird.”  
 
    “How devilish, Charles,” Edony giggled. “Absolutely wicked.”  
 
    “All of it starts tomorrow…” I grunted and then grinned even wider. “Samila is our target. She doesn’t know what’s coming, and I think that’s what excites me the most… By the end of tomorrow or even the day after, she’ll be my brand-new monster-woman, and we’ll move on toward the capital. Come, my love, let’s head to bed. Tomorrow… the battle starts, and it will be brutal, but… we will win. I can feel it in my bones.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    I awoke before dawn, and the sky was still an inky blue with spots of royal purple against the heavy blanket of clouds. To my satisfaction, Cecelia slept directly next to me, and her delicate hand with its spindly fingers rested against my bare chest. She’d only been here for one night, and she already fit in so well with the rest of my monster-women. When I rolled out of bed, all of my women slept soundly pressed together underneath the heavy blanket we’d brought with us. 
 
    I pulled out clean clothes from the bags we’d brought with us and dressed quietly in the room’s corner. I wanted to let my women rest for as long as they could before the day began, but I didn’t sleep a wink for myself. Birskonn was our first step toward world domination, and I couldn’t help but feel excited. I hurriedly stepped out of the caravan, and the cold autumn air bit at my face. As I scanned the horizon, I sensed something approaching… something big, and I knew it had to be my army of soldiers and monster-women moving through the forest.  
 
    I made my way through the woods toward the cliff where Edony and I had been last night and looked out over the still sleeping city. Most of the lights I’d admired the previous night had gone out, but some were still on here and there throughout the maze-like streets. I assumed that those who were awake at this ungodly hour were the working class. Maybe aristocrats who owned and operated shops down on the sleepy streets and needed to start work before daybreak. We’d heard earlier that most of the consorts, workers, and servants had been sent back to the capital to serve the Queen, and that meant that all the nobles living in Birskonn had to shoulder the burden of actually working in the shops they owned.  
 
    I didn’t feel bad for them, but maybe the way of aristocratic life had been so ingrained in me, I felt a pang of pity for them. Sure, the nobles were terrible people and deserved a little bit of retribution for what they’d done to men for so long, but what the Queen was doing here wasn’t right, either.  
 
    It didn’t feel bad for the aristocrats: to put it more clearly, I felt pity for the city of Birskonn as a whole. To me, the city was a living thing… a being all on its own, and the people living there were the blood and organs that kept it alive. If the Queen and the marchioness kept doing what they were doing now, Birskonn would wither and die.  
 
    It made me wonder… how many times had they done this before? Were their other cities… other lives that were ruined simply by the ruling class’ greed and selfishness? Not only that, but I’d seen the raids and heard what Samila was doing to the other nobles and men. How many males had lost their lives to these two women? Not just these two women, but the Queen and all of the other marchionesses as a whole?  
 
    A quick whistle, almost like a bird’s song, broke through the forest behind me, and I turned to listen in case it came again. I’d given Aschere strict instructions on how to find me once he and the army reached Birskonn. Our signal was two short whistles, and I’d even taught him how to cup his hands properly to make the exact sound. Three seconds passed between the first whistle, and then it came again.  
 
    My army was here, and they were prepared for battle. I moved away from the cliff and the city below toward the caravan. I cupped my hands together, allowed a little space between my two thumbs, and then inhaled sharply. The sound was shrill as it came out but right as it cut off, I blew into my hands, and a louder sound exploded through the forest. Birds rustled in the branches above my head and finally lifted into the darkened air. They were here, and all I had to do was find them in the thick forest and lead them back to the caravan. Once there, we'd run through the plan and then… begin our attack. 
 
    Another step toward freeing this world from tyranny and reshaping it in the manner I saw fit.  
 
    I moved through the forest but didn’t call out to my trusted soldier. Though I wanted to, I didn’t raise my voice just in case an aristocrat or carriage passed by on the road and heard me. When I stopped by a tree a few yards away from the caravan, I listened hard to anything in the distance. I couldn’t hear anything at first, but after I concentrated for a little bit, I heard the rattle of their armor. From the sounds of it, I surmised, they were fairly far into the woods but not to the actual caravan yet.  
 
    I cupped my hands together, brought them closer to my face, and let out two quick whistles. Instantly, a response came from my left, and I set off in that direction. I kept my eyes peeled for any movement or sign of Aschere and my army. I stepped in between two gnarled trees, swiveled my head from side to side, and then I saw something move out of the corner of my eye.  
 
    If I hadn’t noticed the movement instantly, I probably would’ve missed it, but when I focused on a single tree about ten feet from me, I noticed something unusual about it. The bark seemed to match, but when I looked closer, the coloring was a bit off, and it seemed to bulge off the actual trunk… 
 
    “Aschere?” I grunted.  
 
    Suddenly, two eyes opened against the dark, rough wood, and my trusted soldier grinned excitedly.  
 
    “Your Highness,” Aschere chuckled and stepped away from the tree he was pressed against. “How wonderful to see you again. How does this morning find you?”  
 
    “Good,” I chuckled and offered the man my outstretched hand. “Eager to begin the battle. Where are the other soldiers and monster-women?”  
 
    “Ten monster-women are stationed at the entrance of the city,” the guard nodded. “We left some at Edenhart, but we placed them outside of Birskonn, too, just to be sure. As you specified before you left and, well, the rest of my men… well, sir, they’re all around you.”  
 
    Instantly, it seemed as if the trees broke apart, and more soldiers and monster-women appeared from the bark covered in elaborate camouflage. I looked all around as they surrounded me, but as I looked, the paint on their faces faded, and I turned my gaze back to Aschere with clear questions hanging in the air between us.  
 
    “H-How?” I asked.  
 
    “One of your women,” the soldier chuckled heartily. “She developed her power on the way here, and it happened to be camouflage… not just camouflage but the ability to pass it on to others around her. Pretty nifty, isn’t it? We managed to get here pretty fast because of it, and I’m sure sneaking into the city will be much easier with it.”  
 
    “That’s… astounding,” I grunted. 
 
    “Charlie!” two familiar voices cried, and I turned as the two octopus twins bounded out from between the trees. “Charlie! Charlie!”  
 
    I grinned happily, opened my arms toward the two petite women, and hugged them tightly to my chest. Their deep purple hair shifted around their bare shoulders, revealed the tentacle-like wefts, and I shivered as the living tendrils caressed my arms. They’re enormous, lime-green eyes studied my face, and when I glanced down at them, their round cheeks flushed red. 
 
    “Sukizu,” I breathed as I tapped the slightly taller twin’s upturned, button nose. “And, ah, yes, Yureru. How are you, my loves?”  
 
    “So much better now that you’re here,” Sukizu purred and pressed her face to my chest. “We missed you soooo, soooo much, Charlie!”  
 
    “We just can’t stop thinking about the day we met you!” Yureru giggled. “Especially the examination paaaart. Since we can hear each other’s thoughts, well… it’s been the only thing in our minds for daaaays.” 
 
    “I’m glad to have you back,” I grunted as their hands wandered all over my body. “I’ve been thinking about you nonstop, too, my little loves.” 
 
    “We just couldn’t wait to get our tendrils on you again,” the taller twin simpered through her plump, wine-red lips. “Maybe after all of this is over… the three of us can have some time alone together. Yureru and I’ve been planning what we’d do to you… don’t you want to hear all about it?” 
 
    “Come on, Charlie!” the shorter twin squealed. “Let us tell you! There are so many surprises!”  
 
    “After all of this is finished,” I nodded. “But we have things we need to attend to first. Everyone, follow me, I’ll take you back to the caravan, and we’ll discuss the day’s plans.”  
 
    I led Aschere and the rest of my army toward the caravan's location, and right as we reached it, the front door swung open. Valerie leaned out, waved to me happily, and then noticed the waiting army behind me.  
 
    “Good morning!” the feline-woman crooned. “Good morning to all of you, too! I would ask if you wanted to come inside to warm up… but I doubt the cabins could hold everyone inside.”  
 
    “Valerie,” I grunted. “Is everyone else awake?”  
 
    “Yes, Charles!” the ash-blonde giggled. “They’re either getting dressed or eating breakfast? Do you want me to bring them out here, so we can listen to the plan, too?”  
 
    “Yes, please,” I nodded. “It won’t take very long, but I want everyone to understand the parts they will play in this attack.”  
 
    The cat-girl grinned and then disappeared back into the caravan. Before long, the rest of my women and Cecelia appeared from inside. Each woman wore heavy coats and held them tighter around their bodies in the frigid air. Rian was the last to exit, and the red-skinned imp-woman held a piece of toast between her lips. I chuckled lightly, and the black-haired beauty scarfed it down in a matter of three seconds.  
 
    “Alright…” I cleared my throat, pressed my hands behind my back, and paced through the grass. “We all know why we’re here. Birskonn is our first step toward taking the capital, and since it’s one of the smaller cities, I believe it’ll be quite a success, but I don’t want that statement to ease your minds. You are my army, but this is your first battle… it’s also your first time to prove yourselves to me. I am your leader, and I expect results, so follow all of my orders, and there will be rewards afterward. Now, on to the plan. Aschere, how many monster-women do we have?” 
 
    “More than enough to defeat any who oppose us, sir,” the soldier grunted.  
 
    “Good,” I stated. “And what about the apparatuses I asked you to craft? How many did you end up creating?”  
 
    “Hundreds,” Aschere chuckled good-naturedly. “I had trouble in the beginning since I was doing it by myself, but I taught about ten of my men how to build them, and… we worked up until the last second making them. Then, I created the potion exactly how you told me to. We even tested two or three of them, and they worked perfectly. We have them stored on five different wagons back at our camp, but we can go back and fill our pouches with them.”  
 
    “But how many do you think you have roughly?” I asked with a single raised eyebrow.  
 
    “I stopped counting after we reached five hundred,” the guard paused to think. “So, I would guess that we have about seven hundred or more.”  
 
    “Once the contraption is activated,” I started. “The smoke radius is roughly between ten to fifteen feet on either side, but that’s not factoring in wind or breezes that could guide it in different directions. Alright… How many of you are more than willing to sneak into the city and lay down the contraptions? You, of course, will be guided by monster-women to keep you safe from any type of attack.”  
 
    I glanced around the trove of soldiers, and immediately all hands went into the air. I grinned at their eagerness to help our side and then chuckled lightly under my breath as I shook my head.  
 
    “I need about thirty to thirty-five men,” I laughed. “You will be assigned a monster-woman, and you’ll drop a contraption every ten to fifteen feet. Do you have the device to activate them?”  
 
    “Yes,” Aschere nodded, reached into the brown satchel at his waist, and then rummaged through it until he found what he was looking for. “Here it is. I have a little bit of experience with electrical work, so I took the device you gave me and made it so that it’ll deploy all of the devices at once. I’m sure that’s how you had it configured initially, but since we made so many, it was essential to our plan that they’ll work all at once.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed and turned over the sleek, silver fob in my hand. “You said that the devices are on wagons? I’ll have a few men drive them down the streets, and you will lay them across the road and the sidewalks. You’ll use the same camouflage as before, so none of the aristocrats can see you.”  
 
    “What will we do after that?” another guard asked. “Should we return to you or wait?”  
 
    “You’ll wait,” I instructed. “Press yourselves against buildings or hide in alleyways. More soldiers will form an arrow formation with the monster-women at the front, the soldiers behind them, and then me and the rest of my women. I’ll need quite a few men and monster-women to guide us toward the largest building in the middle of the town, that is our target. The seven of us will enter but right as we’re about to go in, I’ll activate the devices. Before I do that, I want all of you to make as much noise as you can. Break windows, throw mailboxes, and maybe even tip over a few carriages. Do anything to draw all of the aristocrats out of their houses, and then I’ll deploy the canisters. Immediately after, find a place to hide or cover your faces with the cloth of your shirts. I want to make sure that all of you are out of the way and not harmed by the released gas. You can’t do work for me if you’re unconscious in the streets, do you understand?”  
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Aschere bowed his head, placed his hands on his hips, and immediately took charge. “Alright. You’ve heard our orders. Now, who wants to go into the city and lay down the devices?” 
 
    Throughout the crowd, hands shot up and men leaned in Aschere’s direction. The older guard chuckled lightly, rubbed the bridge of his nose, and shook his head. 
 
    “Now, put down your hands,” Aschere laughed. “We can’t have all of you going down there just yet. That’s better… Alright, you… you… you, too, Delaney--” 
 
    As my trusted guard counted off all of the soldiers who’d go into the city and place the devices, I turned toward my core monster-women. Valerie, Daisy, Rian, Kleeia, Josephine, and Edony waited for my response with bated breath, and when I looked into their eyes, I could tell they were both excited and nervous. Suddenly, the drake-woman stepped forward and tapped Aschere on the shoulder.  
 
    “Sir?” Josephine asked. “Aschere? Where are the other drake-women? I can feel them here with us… but I can’t see them just yet. Where are they?”  
 
    “We’re here,” a low, raspy voice answered, and the sea of soldiers and monster-women parted. “We’re back, sister.”  
 
    All seven of the drake women stood before us, and they regarded us with sly smiles over their vaguely serpentine faces. Josephine’s worried expression broke, and she flew forward with her arms outstretched. The crowd of drake-woman enveloped her tightly in a hug, and for a moment, the honey-blonde disappeared from view.  
 
    “We’ve missed you so much,” Althea breathed. “It’s so good to be back together. I know we communicated while we were away, but… it’s not the same as speaking face to face.”  
 
    “I know,” the heiress nodded and grinned. “I missed all of you so much… Elina, Veronika, Anja, Camilla, Astrid, and Nadia. It’s so good to have all of you here with me…”  
 
    “Ayyyy!” Valerie squealed. “Drake Legion! Back together!”  
 
    “I just can’t get over how beautiful they are,” Kleeia commented. “Even though they look like they could be twins… Each of them has such different facial structures…”  
 
    “Heeey,” Sukizu cried and threw her arms around the nix-woman. “What’s so wrong about having similar facial structures?”  
 
    “Yeah!” Yureru pouted and hugged Kleeia tightly. “We’re twins! It’s not like we can help it!”  
 
    “I didn’t mean you two,” the turquoise-haired woman laughed. “You two are just as adorable as the first time I met you.”  
 
    “Alright,” I grunted and came to stand beside my guard. “That’s enough dallying. I want to finish the first phase of our plan before the sun comes up. Aschere, you collected all of the men and monster-women to go down first?”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” the guard nodded. “Shall we move on?”  
 
    “Yes,” I grunted. “Go get the wagons and get to work. Go with them and once you’ve finished, let out the very same whistle as before, and all of us will set out down the hill.”  
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Aschere bowed his head, and then he, the monster-women, and chosen soldiers raced through the woods.  
 
    “I thought we were going to run down there and just attack,” Valerie pondered as she untied her horse from the caravan’s front. “It seems strange to sneak around like this.”  
 
    “Well, if you remember a lot of the history books I read to you,” Daisy smiled. “Battles and wars don’t always start with weapons raised and immediate bloodshed. Sometimes, they’re thought out and methodical, just like this. We have to put everything into place… set the stage, if you will.”  
 
    “This isn’t like any other war that’s been fought,” I reminded all of my women as we climbed onto our horses’ backs and rode toward the entrance of Birskonn. “Most wars are started to injure, kill, and beat the other side. That’s not our intention with all of this. No aristocrats are going to die during this fight. We do this with the intention to bring all of them back to the caravan and transform them into monster-women. An aristocratic life lost… well, that’s another monster-woman we’ll never be able to bring to life.”  
 
    “So, no killing,” Rian grumbled. “So, what you really mean to say is ‘don’t have any fun.’”  
 
    “Rian,” I warned through a chuckle. “You know that we can’t harm any of them.”  
 
    “I know, I know,” the red-skinned imp snorted. “Just once I’d love to hear you say ‘go on, Rian, kill them. Burn them with fire!’”  
 
    “Rian,” Kleeia smiled. “You do know that Charles is never going to allow you to do that, right?”  
 
    “Yes,” the black-haired beauty sighed. “But an imp can dream, can’t she?”  
 
    “Kleeia?” Daisy asked over her shoulder with furrowed eyebrows. “Are you alright? You look a bit pale, my dear.”  
 
    “I’m fine,” the nix-woman replied and then shrugged. “I mean… I feel fine, but there’s something definitely off.”  
 
    “Do you think it has anything to do with the battle?” Edony asked. “If you’re feeling sick, maybe you shouldn’t fight. I’m even apprehensive about allowing Rian here with us.”  
 
    “Why not?” the imp-woman cried. “Is it because I can’t hold back my fire? Is it because I already stated I wanted to tear some aristocrats apart?”  
 
    “No,” the she-wolf laughed. “Because you’re pregnant, silly.”  
 
    “Oooooh, yeah,” Rian nodded. “Forgot about that for a second.”  
 
    “You forgot you were pregnant?” Josephine laughed. “How can you forget something so important like that?”  
 
    “I guess I’m so used to ‘not’ being pregnant,” the black-haired woman shrugged. “So, it hasn’t gotten to become a constance of being in my mind.”  
 
    “I guess that makes sense,” Daisy nodded. “I feel like the first few weeks, it’d be hard to remember that there’s another being living in your body with you.”  
 
    “What do you feel like?” I asked Kleeia. “Do you feel sick? Or feverish? It could be the cold…”  
 
    “No,” the nix-woman shook her head. “I don’t think it’s the cold or any type of illness. I just feel different… more powerful, maybe? But the power is making me queasy.”  
 
    “It could be your power manifesting,” I grunted.  
 
    “Does it feel like something is building up inside of you?” Rian asked. “Mine felt like my whole stomach was on fire.” 
 
    “No,” Kleeia shook her head, furrowed her eyebrows, and pressed a hand to her flat stomach. “I just feel cold… Not like cold from the weather, but cold through all of my veins. Maybe it is my power…”  
 
    “We’ll just have to wait and see,” I smiled and offered the turquoise-haired woman my hand. “But if you feel like you need to stop fighting, you’re allowed to come back to the caravan.”  
 
    The seven of us rode toward the entrance of Birskonn, and it didn’t take us long to reach it. As the wrought-iron structure appeared out of the trees, I spied the ten monster-women that Aschere stationed there per my request. All of them turned, squinted into the darkened distance, and then relaxed when they realized it was only us. The rest of the soldiers and monster-women followed us and then stepped into the arrow-like formation in front of us on the hill’s slope.  
 
    As I observed the city, I realized that Samila hadn’t stationed any guards around the streets, on the watch towers, or walls of her building… How careless of her… I'd suspected that the feudal leader wasn’t competent to run a city, but this… this was just reckless.  
 
    From where we stood, we looked over the whole of the city, and below us, I watched as the four wagons trundled down the incline and then disappeared into the streets. I wasn’t sure how long it would take for them to spread the devices throughout the busiest roads, but if they moved quickly, we’d reach the marchioness’ building before the sun even rose.  
 
    I held my staff tightly in my hands and felt its strange, unbridled power coursing throughout my entire body. We’d practiced with it, and I’d summoned the shadow guardians, but I still didn’t know all of its abilities. What other things could the weapon do?  
 
    “Cecelia,” I grunted and glanced over my shoulder toward the redhead.  
 
    “Yes, Charles?” the ex-guard breathed. “What is it?”  
 
    “How long did you work for Samila?” I asked.  
 
    “For about seven or eight months,” Cecelia admitted. “I was sent here shortly before Ortensia was sent to Edenhart. Why do you ask?”  
 
    “So, you’ve spent a lot of time with Samila?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, too much time if you ask me,” the ex-guard growled. “I hated every minute of it.”  
 
    “Can you tell me what her powers are exactly?” I stated. “What can she do? We already saw what she did to that Dracilla woman…”  
 
    “Yeah…” Valerie murmured. “That was… pretty scary. We haven’t fought a lot of aristocrats in hand to hand combat, but… I think she’s the strongest we’ve ever faced.”  
 
    “As you saw, and I’m sure Edony already explained, Samila has the power over portals,” Cecelia began. “They’re incredibly strong… I must warn you, if you get caught in one… it’s over. Her hold is unbreakable. Once she gets you in there, you can’t get out, and she can do whatever she wants with you.”  
 
    “Shit,” I grunted. “Anything else?”  
 
    “Well,” Cecelia sighed. “There is one downside to her power. Samila doesn’t patrol the streets because of it. She can only summon ten smaller portals at once, less than that if she summons larger ones. Using her powers tires her out quickly.”  
 
    “So, she has a limited amount of power she can use?” I asked. “That’s interesting…”  
 
    “Charles,” Daisy urged. “What’s the plan? What do we do once we get there?”  
 
    “I want everyone to distract her,” I explained. “Throw everything at her and force her to use up all of her power to defend herself.”  
 
    “What are you going to do?” Rian asked.  
 
    “As all of you distract her and force her to use all of her power,” I gripped the reins in my hands and then reached into the satchel at my waist. “I’ll race up to her and shoot her with this.”  
 
    I gripped the metal instrument tightly in my hands and then showed it to the rest of my women crowded around me. The object looked a little like a revolver except instead of a barrel, a long, thin needle protruded out. A capsule of clear liquid sloshed from the mechanism and all my women stared down at it in wonder.  
 
    “What… is… that?” Josephine asked.  
 
    “It’s a little something I invented a long time ago,” I chuckled lightly. “I actually intended to use it on the bear that would eventually become Daisy, but… I would have had to get a little too close for comfort to shoot it. It’s something like a tranquilizer dart but the liquid inside is magnified ten times the normal strength. If I manage to get within five or six feet from her and shoot her with this, she should pass out within a minute.”  
 
    “But, Charles…” Kleeia gasped. “After you shoot her, you’ll still be in close proximity to her…”  
 
    “Yes,” I grunted and then shoved the contraption back into my satchel. “That’s why I need all of you to keep fighting her. Keep distracting her from me while I do this and hopefully, I can get a good distance away before she can shoot a portal at my head.”  
 
    “We’ll do it, Charles,” Daisy promised. “We’ll keep you safe and get you as close to her as possible.” 
 
    We waited in silence for a long time, and I began to think that my men had been apprehended. Right as I began to run through new courses of action, a shrill, distant whistle broke the silence and echoed up toward us. A second sounded immediately after, and I gripped the reins tighter in my hand. 
 
    “Let it begin,” I growled under my breath, kicked my heels against my horses, and bolted forward down the hill. “Yah!”  
 
    The monster-women in front broke out into a run with a loud roar, and immediately after, the soldiers followed. My women and I stayed in the middle of the procession as the city grew nearer and nearer. My staff heated up in my hand as if it sensed the oncoming battle, and I held it closer to my horse’s side. We moved through the city’s streets right as my soldiers began their attack. The devices were scattered across the brick-paved roads, and we had to maneuver our way around them on the journey toward the marchioness.  
 
    Chaos broke out around us as soldiers used their weapons to smash in windows and lifted carriages from the ground. The enormous vehicles tipped over, and then they crashed to the ground with a thunderous noise that shook the whole street. Above our heads, windows snapped open, and the bleary faces of tired aristocrats peered out. Their expressions quickly changed from confusion to fear or rage, and I knew that all of this was enough to lure them out of their houses.  
 
    Josephine’s Drake Legion flanked us on all sides, and I watched as each one slammed out their palms, and fire blasted out of their fingertips. I didn’t want to burn Birskonn, but I would if I had to. If this continued, I knew that eventually, the whole city before us would be demolished, but I would build something bigger and better here, so it didn’t matter to me what they did as long as it brought the nobles into the streets.  
 
    Along with the reins, I held the small, metal device in my right hand, and once we reached Samila’s building, I’d press the single button and release the gas that would knock out all of the aristocrats. I knew that my other monster-women would have to fight off the aristocrats as they poured out of their homes, but I was confident in them and their training.  
 
    “That way!” I roared and pointed my staff down a street that tilted upward, and my soldiers immediately responded.  
 
    We moved as a single, high-speed unit, and before long, we’d be at Samila’s doorstep. I wondered for a moment as the wind brushed back my hair… Would she be expecting us when we arrived or would we catch her entirely by surprise? I assumed that she’d see what was happening from her vantage point and know that something big was on its way to her. I already knew that she’d have no idea who we are and what we stood for, but she was about to learn.  
 
    Even if she saw us coming, the marchioness had no way to send out a message to the Queen or any other comrades in close by cities. If she managed to send out a message, my monster-women waiting at the city’s entrance would catch her messenger and detain them.  
 
    “We’re almost there,” I growled and then glanced over my shoulder to the streets behind us. “Then we’ll deploy the canisters… Half of the fight will be over.”  
 
    “That part was probably easier than this!” Daisy shouted over the roaring wind. “We have no idea what Samila will throw at us! We only saw a small fraction of her power last night! She could be way stronger than anything we’ve fought against!”  
 
    “Don’t say that,” Edony peeled with laughter and threw back her head. “You do realize that all of you fought against a fully grown Raiju and won? We killed a drake with our bare hands, strength, and abilities. I was there with you! I saw what the seven of us can do! We are a force to reckoned with!”  
 
    All of my women blinked out of surprise, and then wide grins spread over their faces. They hadn’t realized everything we’d accomplished so far, and yet, we were stronger than any opponent that stepped in our path. Samila was just the one in our way now, and we could easily overcome her.  
 
    “There’s the building!” I shouted to my soldiers and monster-women. “Once we get there, break apart and allow the seven of us through! If guards are waiting, immediately engage but prepare to scatter and hide while I activate the canisters!”  
 
    “Yes, Charles!” Althea cried from the left. “We’re ready and willing!”  
 
    Samila’s building loomed closer and closer through the cracks between structures, and I watched the darkened windows carefully for any sign of change. We were almost there when a light came on, and I recognized some of the furniture inside from this distance away. The marchioness was up and probably had just heard about our quick approach. I suspected that she’d be waiting for us on the front steps by the time we got there.  
 
    We came around the last corner, and I was surprised to find that no guards were stationed outside the marchioness’ building. I leaned my head back to look toward the window above, and the lights were still on, but there seemed to be no sign of life. I thought from this angle, I’d see the top of Samila’s head at least, but the only thing I spied was the single wardrobe, the bed, and the corner wall in the distance.  
 
    I glanced at each of my women right as the crowd in front of us broke apart and gave us a straight shot toward the front door. Valerie slipped from the saddle, swung her leg out of the stirrups, and hopped to the flagstones in one swift motion. All of us quickly followed suit, and I thumped up the stairs in front. My hands reached for the gilt door handles, but I immediately pulled back as they blasted open on their own.  
 
    “Well, well, well,” a familiar voice purred. “What do we have here? Is this some sort of revolt? Have the aristocrats finally had enough and come to attack me?”  
 
    Samila stood firm in the foyer in a pink nightgown and sheer robe overtop it. Her long curls were piled on the top of her head in a sloppy bun, and the makeup I remembered from last night was smeared across her cheeks. Finally, the petite woman glanced up toward us as she examined her nails, paused, and then crooked a single eyebrow. The marchioness’ mouth hung open for a moment and then snapped shut with a soft click.  
 
    “Who the hell are you?” Samila asked and then scoffed. “Some uprising of brutes? Well, it’s nothing I can’t ha-- What in the actual fuck are all of you? Some type of animal hybrid women? What is this? Who are you?”  
 
    “My name is Charles Rayburn, and these are my monster-women,” I growled through a wicked grin, depressed the device’s button, and took a step forward into the building. “And we’re the New Order.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    “Am I supposed to know what that is?” Samila barked and took a step back into the marble foyer of the building. “You just look like… a rough and tumble group of ruffians to me… but if it’s a fight you’re looking for, then you came to the right place. Let me call my guards… I’m sure they’d duke it out with you. I really don’t think you want to fight against me… It’ll be over in a second.”  
 
    “Go ahead,” I growled, stepped forward, and gripped the staff tighter in my hands. “Call your guards. They won’t respond. They’re probably already dead.”  
 
    I knew they weren’t dead, probably knocked out from all of the gas, but I didn’t want the marchioness to know that.  
 
    “Samila, this is the New Order,” I grunted and grinned down at the tiny woman. “Your aristocratic reign of terror ends tonight.”  
 
    “Is that so?” the pink-haired marchioness asked. “And you… a brute with a fancy stick and a bunch… of freakshow women are going to stop me? Hilarious!”  
 
    “It’s best if you gave in now, Samila,” a familiar voice broke in through the crowd of soldiers behind us. “Resistance is futile… If you fight them, you will lose. Give in and let them take you.”  
 
    The redheaded guard pushed through the trove of soldiers and monster-women and came to stand beside my family and me. Samila’s wide, doll-like eyes narrowed on Cecelia’s face, and a variant of emotions slipped across her tiny face. First came surprise, shock, anger, and finally, realization.  
 
    “Radisha…” the marchioness barked. “I… I want to say I’m surprised that you’re behind all of this, but I’m not. I always suspected that you were a Harlot, but I never had enough proof or any reason to take you in front of the Queen. You were part of the royal guard, for fuck’s sake. I couldn’t say anything bad about someone in such a high position, but here you are, doing exactly what I thought you were.”  
 
    “I’m not behind any of this,” Cecelia grinned. “I joined them last night. This is all Charles Rayburn and his monster women’s doing. You need to prepare yourself, Samila, this is the revolution. Your reign of terror over Birskonn ends today.”  
 
    “I’m tired of talking,” I snarled and then whipped the staff through the air. “Let’s just kill her and be done with it.”  
 
    My women understood my meaning… not a literal death, but the symbolic one when we placed her within my machine and transformed her into a new, better woman. I dashed forward with the staff lifted over my head, and my monster-women spread out all around me with their arms raised.  
 
    Rian slammed her feet down, bent her knees, and then lifted both of her hands in front of her body. Slowly, the palms of each hand began to glow a hateful orange, and as she concentrated, the color changed to a neon blue. Valerie’s sweet, innocent face split with an expression of pure rage, and she flipped hand over hand in a graceful cartwheel. Right as she was about to land firmly on her feet, the ash-blonde fazed out of view.  
 
    “I think we need a bit more room in here,” Daisy grunted through a grin, turned toward the metal doorframe, and bent both of her legs. “Why don’t we let in a bit more air.”  
 
    The bear-girl chuckled lightly, lifted her right leg, pivoted her torso, and slammed her heel into the doorframe’s metal base. A thunderous crack vibrated through the room, and the marble that lined every wall cracked and then exploded. Pieces tumbled down to the floor with loud clacks and then skittered toward Samila’s feet. In one swift movement, the bear-girl shifted her body, and slammed her right foot down as she turned toward the other side. The brunette’s arm and clenched fists were a blur through the air but the marble and metal doorframe on the other side detonated with her powerful punch.  
 
    Slowly but surely, the building’s outer wall began to crack and crumble into a hole large enough for my entire army to run through. Daisy turned, pressed both of her potent fists together, grinned wickedly, and bowed like a showman.  
 
    “No fair!” Valerie cried from wherever she was. “Show off!”  
 
    “Man,” Rian whined. “I want to do something cool now, too!”  
 
    “It’s too late, girls,” Edony purred, stepped forward, and came to stand a few feet away from me.  
 
    Finally, Samila’s eyes landed on the Duchess, and her face paled with the sudden and evident recognition. Sure, the she-wolf had changed in more ways than one, but her striking, intimidating features and curvaceous body stayed the same. Edony stood tall and glared down at the petite marchioness with her violet eyes filled with hatred and disgust. 
 
    “E-Edony?” Samila squeaked. “Is that… Is that you? What happened to you… What has this madman done to you?”  
 
    “Charles made me better, Samila,” the wolf-woman chuckled. “And soon, he’ll make you better, too. Don’t worry. We’ll try to make this as painless as possible.”  
 
    Suddenly, Edony’s cunning, violet eyes glowed with a blinding white light, and the she-wolf lifted off the floor with her hands held out on either side of her. Her blue-tipped hair shifted around her, and giant, undulating orbs of electricity zapped to life above her palms. Yellow shimmered all around the wolf-woman, and when I looked upon her, I saw nothing more than a goddess in the flesh.  
 
    In one swift movement, Edony brought up both of her hands and smashed both of the electrical orbs together. A loud buzzing sound lifted into the air, and as the she-wolf brought her hands back down, more and more orbs rippled to life until they completely surrounded her in a golden halo.  
 
    “I learned a lot of things in my life as marchioness,” Samila chuckled. “But the most important thing I learned is if you take out the leader… and all the pillars of support underneath them crumble to nothing. So, all I have to do is kill Charles Rayburn.”  
 
    The petite marchioness held her hands tightly behind her back, grinned wolfishly, and then slammed both hands out in front of her. Two enormous portals opened up above my head and right below my feet. I felt my body being pulled down and up all at once, and my rage-filled eyes landed on Samila as she cackled with wild, manic laughter. She intended to tear me cleanly in half with her portals, and I manically struggled to free myself.  
 
    “You won’t touch Charles!” a high, feminine voice screamed behind me, and a blur of blue clouded my vision.  
 
    It took me a moment to realize what was sparkling and glittering in front of me. I stared up at the enormous ball of ice surrounding my body and protecting me from Samila’s attack. The frozen water was clear, and as I stared out of it, I realized the person who protected me was Kleeia. The nix-woman stood in front of the colossal ball of ice with her back hunched, and her ice blue-colored eyes focused on the petite marchioness in front of her.  
 
    “No one touches Charles,” the turquoise-haired woman screamed and then clenched her outstretched hands. “No one hurts him! We’re his women, and we’ve sworn to protect him with our lives!”  
 
    She’d already summoned two portals… and they were huge. That could only mean that the marchioness only had a few left before she’d have to rest and recharge her power. Samila’s red face tensed, and the tiny hands held out in front of her tensed as she attempted to force the two portals down on her intended target, but the orb of frozen liquid was too big to force into the already summoned portals.  
 
    “Crumble our armies,” Josephine shouted and lifted her horned head into the air proudly. “Kill our soldiers, but we will still stand tall and fight against you and our oppressors.”  
 
    The marchioness’ eyes widened as the monster-women behind us broke rank, and the seven other drake-women stepped forward to flank the heiress. Even looking at them through the clear ice around me, it sent shivers racing up and down my spine.  
 
    “You think a little ice is going to stop me?” Samila cackled. “You silly, stupid little girls! As if that’s the only thing I can do!”  
 
    The two vortexes above and below me retracted and Kleeia stepped to the side as she swept both hands down. The orb of ice dissolved, and I would have expected to fall to the ground, sopping me in cold water, but that didn’t happen. The water all around me began to ripple and then sizzled with unseen heat. My feet pressed firmly against the marble floor, and my eyes instantly went to Kleeia as she evaporated the liquid. Her power had finally manifested, and it was so much more than I’d expected. Sure, I’d guessed it would’ve probably had something to do with water since she was part nix, but I never thought she’d be able to manipulate it in such ways as this.  
 
    “We can’t let the portals touch Charles, or us,” Kleeia barked. “Thanks for the heads-up.”  
 
    Instantly, the turquoise-haired woman’s hands drifted through the air fluidly, and flowing water shifted in front of her like a small wave. I bent my knees, gripped the handle of the staff in both hands, and set my sights on the tiny marchioness in front of us. I knew what I had to do, but… executing it would be a difficult task since Samila’s powers worked both in close and long-range.  
 
    “Let’s get ready to ruuuuuumble,” Valerie squealed from across the room, and suddenly, the cat-girl fazed into view. “Samilaaaaa, come get me, you big ninny!”  
 
    Instantly, Valerie’s body multiplied ten times, and the versions of the ash-blonde raced around the room. Samila’s eyes observed all of them, but her hands twitched and shook as she held them out in front of her. I realized what was happening… Josephine activated her augmented power and held her perfectly still in an opening meant only for me.  
 
    “Good,” I chuckled. “Good.”  
 
    I zipped forward, swung out the staff in front of me, and barely had time to register the flashing blue light as it glowed inside of the core. I moved surely and confidently, and suddenly, blasts of fire raced alongside me. I glanced out of the corner of my eye and watched as Rian flipped through the room with a trail of flames following after her. Shards of ice and whips of water rained down above me, and right as I turned my head, one of Edony’s electrical orbs blasted past me on a streamline of whipping air sent by Daisy.  
 
    Right as all of our attacks were about to slam into the tiny woman, Samila broke free from Josephine’s oppressive hold and slammed out her hands in every direction. I gritted my teeth and watched as the spires of ice disappeared into a portal and reappeared in Kleeia’s direction. The nix-woman lifted her hand, screamed as she evaporated the ice, and then sent another hail of them in Samila’s direction. The small marchioness managed to deflect all of our attacks, and as I ran closer, an enormous portal opened up on the floor in front of me.  
 
    That was four portals in total. She only had one left inside before she had to stop. All I had to do was keep pushing forward. 
 
    I didn’t have time to think, only move, and slammed my boots against the hard marble. I launched myself into the air, curled into a tight ball, and sailed over the blackness below. Samila growled and went to move her hand, but Rian was about to reach her. The black-haired imp raised both arms over her head and roared with unfathomable rage. Fire blasted out of the imp-woman’s palms and obscured the marchioness from view. Rian flipped once more, landed a few feet away, and wiped the sweat from her brow.  
 
    I landed squarely in front of Samila right as she raised her singed head. My hand reached into the satchel at my waist and gripped the injector tightly in my free hand. I pulled it out, aimed it directly at her thin neck, and then squeezed the trigger. The needle and canister flew through the air with an explosive crack, and in a blink of an eye, it buried itself into Samila’s pink flesh.  
 
    The petite marchioness shrieked in pain, stumbled backward, and then gripped the needle in her hands. It was already too late… it had already injected her with all of the serum, and she wobbled on her legs for a second. Suddenly, her eyes met mine, and for a second, I thought she’d accept her fate. Her large, doll-like eyes swiveled over my shoulder toward my approaching monster-women.  
 
    “You’re... so... stupid,” the marchioness croaked out right as I stepped forward and gripped my staff even tighter. “Just like... any... other brute…” Her voice was belabored from the serum, but her magical strength was so powerful that she was able to fight its effects. 
 
    Before I could scramble away, a portal opened up beneath her feet and she flew forward through it. Next thing I knew, her face was inches from mine and her hot breath hit my face. Samila sneered up at me as her hands whipped out in front of her like an elegant martial artist. I couldn’t scramble away and all of my women were too far away to protect me from her attack. I lifted the staff and moved to swing but a strange, cold sensation washed over me.  
 
    Suddenly, my view was completely different, and it took me a moment to realize my head was no longer attached to my shoulders. Well, it was, but my body was so far away on the floor, and my head floated high among the winding staircases near the domed ceiling. She’d gotten me… I’d had her, but she still managed to activate her power and use it against me.  
 
    “Charles!” Valerie screamed. “No! Science, no! Cecelia! What do we do? We have to get him down! We can’t let this happen!”  
 
    All of my women’s voices lifted into the air, and I felt my arms struggle for purchase, but I couldn’t reach anything. Suddenly, all of the anger and hatred I’d built up in my heart filled my entire body in blazing flames. I couldn’t let it end like this… I couldn’t let some unknown marchioness end this so soon. I had so much more that I needed to do before my life ended.  
 
    “No!” I roared, and my voice echoed against each of the room’s walls. “Not like this!”  
 
    My hand tightened on the staff still held in my blind hands, and I felt it’s unfathomable power flow through me. The metal bit into my skin, and I felt my skin break from my tight grip. Suddenly, a dark blue, royal purple, and gold light flooded all around me. The runes carved into the weapon’s shaft flickered, and slowly, the blue light died within them, only to reignite in scarlet hues. When she’d first trapped me, I couldn’t move my body and certainly couldn’t pull myself out, but as the core’s immense power surged through me, I bent my legs.  
 
    I felt my body pass through something, and as I dove deep through the portal, I closed my eyes and held my breath. Suddenly, Samila came back into view as I crouched in front of her and panted. Sweat dripped down the sides of my cheeks, and my chest rose and fell rapidly, but… we weren’t finished yet. 
 
    This wouldn’t end just yet. 
 
    I was the single man who had the ability to change the world, and I would make sure that happened. 
 
    I needed to win so that this world would be safe for both men and women.  
 
    My blood dripped down from the cut on my palm and slowly coursed down the shaft. Instantly, the kaleidoscope of colors flashing around me shifted, blinked, and then glowed scarlet. Everything around me was bathed in a haze of red, and I lifted the staff above my head before I brought it down. The core glowed intensely with heat and power, and I slashed it down through the portal right above me. At first, I thought nothing had happened, but as I stared above me, the edges of the portal warbled then began to shatter. Even though I knew it was nothing more than a portal, I felt like I watched time and space break apart before my very eyes.  
 
    “What?” Samila whispered. “How?”  
 
    “Didn’t you know?” I chuckled. “I’m the first man ever to wield magic… That’s how.”  
 
    I raised my right hand, flipped the scarlet staff in my hands, and then right as it spanned the farthest point of my reach, I slashed down with it through the air. A sound lifted into the air like a warbling song, and a strong gale whipped around the two of us. Samila’s pink hair lashed through the air and blinded her for a second as her hands shifted in front of her. Before she could even move, I flipped the weapon to my left hand and slashed down across her body. The staff’s tip didn’t touch her, and if it did, I didn’t see it, but the tiny woman stumbled backward with a yelp of pain.  
 
    Samila fell as her heel connected with the first stair and landed on her back with her head thrown to the side. The petite marchioness twitched, and her large, doll-like eyes opened. She knew… She knew I’d won, but it was evident that she didn’t want to accept it just yet, and she chose to keep fighting despite the extreme difference in power.  
 
    “I won’t let you win,” Samila growled. “I won’t let you take Birskonn! This is my city! It was given to me by the Queen! No one can take it from me!”  
 
    “I already have,” I roared, lifted the staff over my shoulder, and stabbed it straight through the air.  
 
    The core glowed five different shades as it passed my face and blasted through the air toward Samila. The pointed spokes holding the core in place pierced into her chest, and with an explosive sound, the marchioness blasted backward up the stairs in a tumbling mess. She wasn’t dead… I didn’t know how I knew that, but something told me her heart was still beating.  
 
    The marchioness laid there in a heap for a long time, and then she sat up with a groan. The petite woman clutched her head, shook it a few times, and then scrambled to her feet. A wicked grin crossed her feverish, hair-covered face, and she slammed out her right hand toward me. I half expected a portal to blast out and behead me before I could even close my eyes, but… nothing happened.  
 
    Samila’s expression fell, she retracted her hand, and then stared down at it with wide, horrified eyes. The marchioness set her jaw, brought her hands back up, and slammed both of them out at me, but nothing came out again.  
 
    “W-What?” Samila gasped. “What’s… what’s happened to me? What did you do to me, sorcerer?”  
 
    I held the staff a little tighter in my hand and then stared into the elemental core’s shard. Inside of the piece, it looked as if smoke bloomed and brushed against the core’s confines, but when I squinted, something began to appear. The grainy image of a portal solidified in the smoke, spiraled, and then disappeared as the stone grew cold, and the light died.  
 
    “I’ll kill you with my bare hands if I have to!” the marchioness screamed and threw herself down the stairs with her arms outstretched.  
 
    “No, you don’t!” Valerie giggled, phased into view, and caught the tiny woman in her arms. “Just like Kleeia said earlier! ‘No one touches Charles!’.”  
 
    The ash-blonde held the marchioness at arm’s length for a second and then dropped her cleanly to the marble floor. Before Samila could move or shift an inch, the nix-woman strode over, glared down at her, and then whipped out her arm. The marchioness flinched and closed her eyes, but there was no reason. The sudden crackling of ice reached our ears, and when Samila opened her eyes, a pair of handcuffs, made entirely from ice, were tightly clamped around her thin wrists.  
 
    “What was that?” Edony gasped. “What… What did you do to her, Charles?”  
 
    “It was like…” Josephine whispered. “It was like you eliminated her power…”  
 
    “It was wild!” Valerie cried and leaped into the air. “For half a second, I thought we were going to have to pick up your body parts, stuff them into your machine, and build us a new Charles!”  
 
    “And I’m the morbid one?” Kleeia asked and pressed a hand to her chest. “That sounds… horrible and gross.”  
 
    “Hey,” the cat-girl broke in. “I’m just throwing out ideas here in case something like that does happen.” 
 
    “That won’t happen,” I chuckled, shook my head, and then lifted the staff so all of them could see. “I think… I think the staff took away her power, not me. Or, at least… my blood helped.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Rian asked. “You didn’t bring any vials of blood with you…”  
 
    “How did the staff take away Samila’s powers…” Josephine breathed.  
 
    “That’s what I want to know.” The marchioness grumbled from the floor, but we ignored her.  
 
    “I have no idea,” I shook my head, offered them my right hand, and showed them the red slice on my palm. “I cut my hand on the metal shaft while gripping it, and my blood trickled down onto the runes. I think it activated something within the staff… Or maybe my blood did it? I don’t know… I knew that the staff had to have more powers than it initially showed, but I didn’t think it had to be activated by my blood.”  
 
    “It’s because you’re maaaaagiiiiic,” Valerie sang. “Charles is maaaaagiiiiic! You’re just like us… I mean, not exactly like us, but similar!”  
 
    “Now,” Edony grunted, crossed her arms, and glared down at Samila. “What do we do with this little weasel? Should we torture her a little bit before we take her back to the caravan? I think of quite a few fun things to do with her before she’s transformed.”  
 
    When I swiveled my eyes down at the tiny marchioness through the crowd of monster-women. She looked totally spent as the serum finally ran its course and caused her to collapse.  
 
    “Sleep tight,” Kleeia commented with her back turned.  
 
    “In other news,” Josephine giggled. “Kleeia! Your powers finally activated! This is so exciting!”  
 
    “They were sooooo pretty!” the ash-blonde nodded. “I don’t think I’ve seen anything so beautiful in my life!”  
 
    “So, is its control over water?” Edony asked. “All stages of water? Ice, condensation, and in liquid form?”  
 
    “From my understanding,” Kleeia giggled.  
 
    “It’s amazingly powerful,” Rian swooned.  
 
    “I didn’t… exactly know what I was doing,” Kleeia continued as she blushed a bit.” I saw what she was going to do to Charles, and my body moved before I could even think. I just knew I had to protect him… We have physical abilities. He doesn’t… Charles, I’m not trying to say you’re weak or anything like that because clearly, you’re not, but I couldn’t just stand there and watch…”  
 
    “Okay, okay, okay,” Valerie uttered and lifted both hands into the air. “Going back to Charles. How in science did you manage to pull yourself out of that thing? Cecelia said that it’s near impossible to break Samila’s portal hold… but how did you do it?”  
 
    “It’s the staff again,” I repeated. “My blood activated it, and I felt this… rush of power that I’ve never felt before. It was amazing… It makes me wonder if I got a taste of what each of you feels like all the time… It was such a rush.”  
 
    The sound of running caught my attention, and I turned toward the broken doorway into the building. A man appeared in the distance, and as he raced closer and closer, I realized it was my trusted soldier, Aschere. When our eyes connected, the older man grinned and waved once before thumping through the destroyed door. The soldier slowed a walk and took in all of the damage around us. His mouth hung open, and his head fell back against his shoulders as he took in the scorch marks and broken marble.  
 
    “What did all of you do?” he chuckled, grinned, and then shuffled closer. “It looks like you nearly brought the whole building down on your heads.”  
 
    “If we’d done that,” Daisy chuckled, cracked her neck, and then stretched her arms. “I think that would’ve been way easier than what we all went through. I’m sure that the six of us nearly had three or four heart attacks because of Charles and his antics.”  
 
    “Charles and his antics?” I laughed. “Excuse me, ma’am, I was fighting against an enemy. Aschere, do you have news?”  
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the dark-haired man grunted and bowed his head to me. “The canisters worked perfectly, and we’ve managed to capture all of the aristocrats around the city. We’re loading them into the carts now, and some of the soldiers commandeered more from manors, so we’ll bring them to the entrance into the city. Whenever you’re ready, we’ll start feeding them into the caravan to be transformed.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I grinned and slammed my hand down on his shoulder. “You’ve done great work for me. I’m proud to call you one of my soldiers. Once all of this is finished, and the wars are won, you will be rewarded greatly.”  
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” Aschere bowed his head. “But I don’t want or require any type of reward. I simply fight at your side because I believe in you and your cause.”  
 
    “I will reward you anyway,” I grinned, let go of him, and then folded my arms behind my back. “Now, I need you to go and help the other soldiers.”  
 
    “Yes, my lord!” the guard barked, bowed his head, and then took off through the ruined door.  
 
    I stepped toward it, too, and from my vantage point, I looked out over the whole of Birskonn. Dawn was just starting to break, and the sun rose in the east with bright pinks and neon yellows. For a moment, the city looked as if it were engulfed in flames, and my heart beat contentedly. This was what we worked so hard for… Birskonn was now under our control, and before long, all of the aristocrats who lived there would be a part of my monster-women forces.  
 
    “Charles,” Josephine squeaked. “I’m still curious about what happened to Samila’s powers…”  
 
    “Ah,” I grunted. “I have an idea of what happened to them.”  
 
    “Then stop holding out and tell us!” Valerie giggled, raced forward, and gripped me by the arm excitedly. 
 
    “The core holds a lot of power,” I started. “We already know that, don’t we? We’ve seen its abilities in action through Josephine and Edony, but I always thought there was something else to it… but I couldn’t exactly put my finger on it. I believe that the elemental core took Samila’s power and combined it with its own. I think… I think if we repeat the transformation with the core inside of my staff, whoever comes out will have the combined powers of the drake and Samila.”  
 
    “What?” Edony gasped. 
 
    “No waaaay!” Rian boomed. “That’s fascinating!”  
 
    “Then what are we waiting for?” Daisy bubbled. “Let’s get back to the caravan and start transforming aristocrats!”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I want the first person who receives this power to be special.”  
 
    “Like who?” Kleeia asked.  
 
    “Are we going to augment everyone else’s powers now?” Josephine probed.  
 
    “No,” I shook my head, turned, and then offered my hand to the waiting redhead behind us. “Cecelia, you’ve seen what my women can do and what the transformation gives them… Are you ready to join our family as a monster-woman?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    “Yes,” the redhead breathed, closed her eyes for half a second, and pressed her clasped hands to her chest. “Yes, Charles, I’d love to become one of your monster-women.”  
 
    “Yaaaaay!” Valerie squealed. “Cecelia! You get to be one of our sisters! This is so exciting! Being transformed is the best part! You feel all warm inside, and then you get tingly! Oh, my goodness, let’s go! Let’s go! Leeeet’s gooooo!”  
 
    The ash-blonde rushed forward and grabbed Cecelia’s hands then pulled her down the building’s front steps. We all remounted our horses and began to calmly ride back to the caravan. 
 
    “Val,” Daisy chided through a wide grin. “This is all very new to her. Please try to be gentle with her.”  
 
    “Oh!” the ash-blonde gasped and dropped the redhead’s hand. “Sorry! I just get so excited. I love the experiment and how all of the women feel after! We didn’t even get to see your power, but I bet when they activate, you’ll be super powerful!”  
 
    “Don’t worry, Cecelia,” Rian boomed and slammed a hand down on the lanky woman’s shoulder. “You’ll get used to Valerie and her antics soon enough.”  
 
    “Antics?” the feline-woman squealed. “Antics! This is who I am, and if I wasn’t who I am, I’d just be some cat, wandering the streets again!”  
 
    “I don’t think she meant it in a bad way, Valerie,” Edony soothed, draped herself over the cat-girl’s shoulder, and pecked her cheek. “But like Daisy said, all of this is new to Cecelia, and it’ll take time for her to get used to all of us and our varying personalities.”  
 
    “I was the only one who went willingly into the machine,” Josephine smiled. “I mean, Edony did, too, but she had no idea what would happen to her. Cecelia, you may be scared and nervous right now, but I’ll tell you as someone with experience. Everything will be alright. There’s nothing to worry about. In fact, I’m sure that once the process is over, you’ll understand.”  
 
    “T-Thank you,” the redhead giggled nervously and cupped her elbows. “Should we head back to your… I mean, our caravan? I want to do this before I lose my nerve.”  
 
    “Of course,” I nodded, offered my hand, and took hers. “We’ll be busy over the next few days, but we’ll be headed to the next city before long, and I’ll have Aschere leave some troops to ambush the reinforcements the Queen sent. However, I doubt it’ll be like Birskonn…”  
 
    “What do you mean by that, Charles?” Valerie asked, and the eight of us began our journey down the slanted hill toward the caravan.  
 
    “The next city is much larger than this,” I grunted. “Right, Edony?”  
 
    “Yes,” the she-wolf nodded. “Granhamn is like a smaller version of the capital, though it is very poor. It was the last settlement we passed before we drove through the mountains and defeated the drake.”  
 
    “Do you think because they’re poorer,” Daisy uttered. “They’ll be weaker?”  
 
    “I can only assume that Granhamn is suffering the same parasites as Birskonn,” I explained. “They’re probably being bled dry… but at a much faster pace because they’re larger.”  
 
    “By science,” Valerie grumbled and then took a few practice punches in the air. “I don’t want to feel sorry for the aristocrats! But… I can’t help it… It’s not fair what the capital is doing to them… That big, dumb Queen! I can’t wait until we get our hands on her!”  
 
    “And what will we do then?” Rian sang.  
 
    “We’ll… We’ll…” the feline-woman stammered. “We’ll grab her up and give her a stern talking to!”  
 
    “Riiiiight,” Kleeia laughed. “We’ll chastise her, and then it’ll make everything she’s done in the past okay.”  
 
    “That’s not what I meant!” the ash-blonde cried. “We’re not going to give her a stern talking to! I’ve changed my mind! We’re going to kick her ass! Beat her until she begs for mercy!”  
 
    “That’s better,” the red-skinned imp woman chuckled and then ruffled her sister’s hair. “I think the Queen needs a bit more than a few harsh words.”  
 
    “Are they always like this?” Cecelia asked. “So… boisterous and happy?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “I think it’s the way of the monster-women. I’ve never seen them in sour moods, and nothing really upsets them except for injustice. It’s gotten even better because Rian carries my child in her womb, and we think Valerie might also be pregnant.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” the feline-woman gasped as her hands flew to her tummy. “I forgot about my little kitten. Hello? Charles Junior? Are you okay in there? Sorry for the bumpy ride!” 
 
    “We don’t know for sure yet, Val,” I chucked. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure,” my beautiful cat-girl purred.  
 
    “I wonder what that feels like…” the redhead commented as her eyes fixated on Val’s lean stomach. “To be loved and to feel a new life growing inside of you that the man you love put there. To not feel burdened by the whole of society. To not be tormented by aristocrats and their actions while also being pained by the way men are treated…”  
 
    “They are,” I explained. “I believe once you wholly immerse yourself in our family, you’ll see it. It weighs on their minds a lot more than you’d think. Daisy especially… She comments on it more often than the others, but all of them openly express their outrage.”  
 
    “I wonder what it feels like to be a monster-woman…” Cecelia breathed. “I mean, I’m about to find out, but what does it feel like to someone who used to be human?”  
 
    “You could just ask,” Edony chuckled over her shoulder and then turned back toward the sloping road. “I’ve read in books about gods and goddesses. Of course, none of those things exist. They’re simply lore, but I think… being a monster-woman is the closest thing to being a god. Our bodies, powers, and emotions are all highly tuned. It’s divine… but the best part of this is… we’re not holy beings simply born into the world like gods are. We were created solely by the genius and brilliance of a single human. He saw how ugly the world was and made something so beautiful… so perfect that it emulated the gods. He didn’t intend to do it. I know that for a fact since I’m the one who commissioned him to create the machine, and Valerie was simply a happy accident.”  
 
    “I became fixated on the monster-women,” I chuckled. “I completely threw off all of my responsibilities Edony gave me and focused on them. Maybe it was careless and reckless of me, but I don’t regret it for a second. I’d discovered something that no other man or woman had ever seen before in their lives. Do I regret not continuing to work for Edony? Yes and no. I knew when she hired me, I would receive no recognition. Not like that matters because no male in this society can be seen as ‘famous’… but I felt in my soul that what I’d discovered meant more to the world than a few successful super-soldiers.”  
 
    “Wait,” Cecelia gasped. “Edony, you were trying to create super-soldiers?”  
 
    “Yes,” the she-wolf laughed. “Isn’t it silly? It’s strange to think about… That time of my life seems so far away now.”  
 
    “Why did you want them?” the redhead asked.  
 
    “To attack the Queen, of course,” Edony shrugged. “She’s been the bane of my existence before I was even born.”  
 
    “Charles,” the guard gasped. “Did you ever manage to make one? Did Edony ever attack the capital with one of your successful super-soldiers?”  
 
    I stopped in my tracks and stared down at the redhead for a moment. Her face looked pained, and her emerald eyes were wide, and the color in them was feverish with fear.  
 
    “What?” I asked and scrunched up my nose. “No. All of my experiments failed until I accidentally made Valerie. Why do you ask?”  
 
    “Ortensia,” Cecelia cried and pointed toward the imp-woman. “Her eye… Oh, my goodness… When I first met you, I thought it was you… but if it wasn’t you, then who could it be?”  
 
    “What’s she talking about?” Valerie asked. “What about Ortensia?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Rian barked. “That’s not my name anymore. I’m pretty sure I already introduced myself. I’m Rian, Ry-Ann. The imp-woman with fire powers? I thought I was pretty recognizable… I mean, my skin is red.”  
 
    “No, no, no,” the guard whispered. “That’s not what I meant.”  
 
    Cecelia turned and grabbed me by the arm desperately. The redhead stared up into my face with pleading eyes, yet I still didn’t understand what she meant. I furrowed my eyebrows and tried to remember anything I could about the Chief Constable before we transformed her… then the realization hit me.  
 
    “Ortensia’s eye,” I repeated. “Daisy, you remember when we had to trick the courier into the drinking game, and Ortensia showed up? She told us a story about how she lost her eye!”  
 
    “W-What?” the brunette gasped, scrunched up her face, and tried to remember. “I remember her saying… there was a promenade through the streets, and the Queen’s carriage was attacked by… a giant… hulking… man…”  
 
    “Wait,” Edony gasped. “What?”  
 
    “I thought it was just a story,” I grunted. “Something she made up to look more intimidating, but… Cecelia, tell us more. Tell us what happened.”  
 
    “I was part of the procession,” the redhead began. “I was a direct lieutenant under Ortensia, so I had to stay close to the Queen’s carriage and protect it in case any brutes or Harlots attacked. We were nearly to the palace, right in front of the royal guards, and people started screaming. Ortensia shouted that I should stay with the carriage and protect it with my life, so I did, but I could still see what was happening all around me. People were thrown through the air like ragdolls, and all I could hear were their pitiful, pained screams… It was horrifying.”  
 
    “Go on,” I urged. “We need to hear it.”  
 
    “Then this… huge, hulking beast erupted out of the crowd,” Cecelia explained. “I wouldn’t even call it a ‘man.’ It was like ten men combined into a single, ravenous creature. His muscles were huge, and his back curved forward from carrying his enormous torso. I just remember the look in his tiny eyes. It wasn’t human anymore… and it certainly wasn’t like your monster-women.”  
 
    “What happened?” I asked. “Did they kill it?”  
 
    “Yes,” Cecelia nodded. “All of the soldiers not protecting the carriage rushed toward it and started attacking, with their weapons and powers. It didn’t take long for them to kill it, but when it died… It just flopped forward with a loud, anguished moan. I don’t know what they did with it after… I think they burned it and threw it into the ocean for good measure.”  
 
    “What does this mean, Charles?” Edony asked.  
 
    “There are quite a few conclusions that it could be,” I uttered. “Someone may have created the super-soldiers that you wanted in the beginning, or it could be some type of strength serum, but… magnified twenty times the normal potency. Cecelia told us that it wasn’t powerful, but its body was enhanced above the normal size. So, whoever created it… could’ve used a serum and then augmented the body of a single man or multiple men.”  
 
    “How do you know all of this?” the Duchess probed.  
 
    “I toyed with the various ideas when you asked me to create the super-soldiers for you,” I explained. “But none of those are permanent solutions. The serum wears off, and imagine the up-keep of a body like that… It can’t survive on its own. Cecelia, did they ever find out who this man was, or who sent him to attack the Queen?”  
 
    “No,” the guard gasped. “They merely killed him and then got rid of him as soon as possible. They never bothered to investigate or anything of the sort… but that’s how it is in the capital. The Queen has her guards take care of the problem, and then nothing changes.”  
 
    I breathed in heavily and then looked out over all of my women. This could be a big problem for us or… maybe, just maybe an aid. I rested my left hand on my hip and then rubbed at my temple for a second while my monster-women waited for me to speak.  
 
    “What does it mean for us, Charles?” Daisy asked. “Could this be… a new enemy that we’ll have to fight against?”  
 
    “I don’t think so,” I shook my head. “If they attacked the Queen, that can only mean one thing. They are on our side… but we have no idea who it is and what they want from the Queen. It could easily be another aristocrat like Edony in the beginning. The noble could simply have been wronged by the Queen and wanted to exact revenge or… it could be a Harlot… or even someone like me who was commissioned to create super-soldiers.”  
 
    “How do we learn more about this?” Kleeia asked. “How can we track this person down?”  
 
    “We have too much on our plates right now,” I replied. “We can’t abandon our plans to go look for this person. I think we keep on track and keep the super-soldier in the back of our minds until we reach the capital province. Once we get there, then we’ll investigate more into this, but for now, we need to conquer more cities and add their citizens to our armies.”  
 
    “You’re right, Charles,” Rian sighed. “Imagine if we can find this person, join forces with them, and use our combined powers to crush the queen!”  
 
    “It is fascinating,” I chuckled and then turned toward the redhead. “Thank you, Cecelia. Thank you for being comfortable enough to tell us this information. You’re already a crucial piece of our family, and you only just got here.”  
 
    “I caaaan’t wait until we find out what you’re going to be like once you come out of the machine!” Valerie squealed. “We’ve done tons of transformations after we got the core, but now that we have the drake and Samila’s powers, I wonder what you’ll look like and what your powers will turn into!”  
 
    I chuckled lightly under my breath and then looked out over the city as my women continued to talk. We moved through the streets and passed many of my soldiers as they loaded aristocrats into the backs of wagons and carriages. More guards appeared out of the homes as they searched for anyone waiting inside, but it looked as if we’d managed to capture all of Birskonn’s aristocrats.  
 
    It warmed my heart to know that we’d saved Birskonn from Samila’s clutches, and before long, all of them would live happy lives with me as their leader, lover, and most importantly, King. My eyes wandered over each of my monster-women, and finally, my gaze landed on Cecelia.  
 
    She was a beautiful woman with hair the color of a warm fire, large emerald colored eyes. She was a lot taller than most of my women and lanky with lean muscles in her arms and legs. She reminded me of a willow tree, and when she moved, she did so with such elegant fluidity. It was evident that I would fall in love with her, and as soon as she stepped out of my machine later today, she would be mine, just as all the other monster-women were.  
 
    By the time we reached the incline toward the caravan, the sun had fully risen, and the cold air dissipated the tiniest bit. I knew that we needed to reach Granhamn before the first snowfall or be stranded somewhere in the mountains. If we made it there on time, we’d be able to come out on the other side without any further problems and then move on to the even larger cities beyond the mountains. Past the hills were larger beach-side cities where the climate didn’t change as much.  
 
    Before Edony commissioned me to create the super-soldiers, I’d only been out of the city once or twice, and the farthest I’d gone was the west to a larger city where they sold alchemy ingredients cheaper than most. I hadn’t stayed in that city for long since I was a lone, wandering brute, and anything could happen to me if I didn’t stay vigilant.  
 
    “We’re almost there!” the feline-woman sang. “Oh, this is so exciting! I can’t waaaaait to meet the new you, Cecelia!”  
 
    “Technically,” Daisy giggled. “She won’t be ‘new’. Look at Josephine. The only thing that changed about her was her appearance. She’s the same sweet Josie that we met.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” the ash-blonde shook her head as we rode closer to the caravan. “I’m just excited to see her appearance and what her powers will be! I always get so excited when one of my sisters’ powers activates! Like Kleeia! Hers is sooooo fantastic! Kleeia, do another one of those icicle projectiles again!”  
 
    “Alright,” the nix-woman chuckled. “But everyone stand back. I don’t really know how to control it yet. I don’t want to hit it or have it explode, and hit you with ice shards.”  
 
    The turquoise-haired woman planted her feet as the rest of us shuffled away and then pressed her lips into a firm line. The nix-woman shifted herself lightly, lifted her right hand, and found a tree a few feet away. Instantly, three ice projectiles flew out of her palm, passed through the air, and then slammed into the tree’s trunk. Valerie gasped, clapped her hands together, and then rushed forward to hug her sister tightly.  
 
    “That’s so amazing!” the ash-blonde giggled. “I love it. I love it!”  
 
    Kleeia laughed heartily and then clenched her right hand into a tight fist. As I watched, the jagged icicles melted, and the water flew through the air back toward the nix-woman. The liquid flowed to the middle of her palm and then evaporated back into her body.  
 
    “It’ll be great in battle,” Edony commented. “I was amazed that you managed to completely encapsulate Charles in an ice ball. It certainly was a wonder to see in person.”  
 
    “Thanks,” Kleeia blushed. “I don’t really think it’s anything that special, but… I appreciate your compliments.”  
 
    “Don’t say that,” I grunted. “All of your powers are special and unique. I don’t want to hear you say anything like that ever again. You are one of my monster-women, and your powers are stronger than any force on the face of the earth. You need to remember that.”  
 
    “T-T-Thank you, Charles,” Kleeia stammered. “I won’t say anything like that again. If you believe that I’m special and worthy of my powers, then I do, too.”  
 
    The caravan slowly came into view through the trees, and I noticed the three wagons waiting on either side of it. Aschere came into view as he shouted commands to the rest of my soldiers, and suddenly, the guard turned. The older soldier bowed deeply to my women and me, saluted once, and then turned back toward the wagons and their drivers. He was a good man, and I respected him in many ways, mostly for his courage and loyalty.  
 
    “Unload them,” I commanded over my shoulder. “And then bring up the next cartload. I’m going to take care of something first, and then we’ll start the transformation process.”  
 
    “Yes, my lord!” Aschere shouted back. “Right away!”  
 
    The eight of us piled into the cabin and then moved through them toward the last room. I opened up the door, and finally, my glorious machine came into view. Sometimes, I forgot how beautiful it was in all of its warm, coppery hues, and when I stared at it, it nearly took my breath away. Cecelia’s emerald eyes widened just as they did the first time she looked at my machine, and I knew when someone reacted to that way after seeing it, they were a perfect candidate for the transformation.  
 
    “Shall we get started?” I grinned, lifted the staff in my hands, and stared at the core shard.  
 
    I reached for it, held it between two fingers, and lightly tugged on it. I thought since the shard had matched with the weapon so quickly and easily, it’d be challenging to pull it out, but the stone lifted out of its holder without much effort. I stared into the core’s center and searched for any signs of the power it’d taken earlier, but the swirling colors inside it showed me nothing. Daisy hurriedly opened the door into compartment A, grabbed the piece of core, and then gestured for me to place the new one in.  
 
    I rested the colorful piece on the ground and then closed the door with a light click. Then I crossed the room and grabbed the small container of my blood. I opened the door into Compartment C with one hand and uncorked the bottle with my other. I held out the bottle of blood in one swift motion and then tipped it so that the liquid inside would spill out.  
 
    “One, two, three,” I counted off. “Alright, Cecelia, are you ready?”  
 
    The redhead’s eyes met mine, and she gave me a small, nervous smile but nodded. I held out my hand to her and then guided her toward the open door of Compartment B. We walked slowly and ceremoniously toward the small, corrugated-walled room, and when we finally reached it, the redhead turned to me.  
 
    “Will it hurt?” Cecelia asked.  
 
    “No,” I smiled. “Just like Valerie said, you’ll feel warm at first and then tingly all over. You’ll barely register what’s happening to your body, and then, boom, it’ll be all over. Then you will be reborn.”  
 
    The redhead breathed deeply, stared into my eyes for a little longer, and then nodded decisively.  
 
    “Alright,” Cecelia grinned. “I’ll see you on the other side, then.”  
 
    The ex-guard stepped inside the small room, and I tightly closed the door behind her before crossing the room toward the panel of lights, switches, and bulbs. All of my women crowded together and waited with bated breaths as I reached for the biggest switch. I wrapped my hand tightly around it and then aimed my eyes through the tiny window of Compartment B. Cecelia stared through it, but she looked calmer than before, and it eased my mind a bit. 
 
    “Here we go,” I breathed.  
 
    I swung the giant lever down into its cradle, and electricity crackled to life. All of the bulbs above our heads snapped to life with a loud hum; the sound rose in our ears as blinding white light poured out of all three compartments. Cecelia’s silhouette glowed against the window in Compartment B for a moment before the light blocked her completely. 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. 
 
    The copper exterior of my machine glowed with heat, and steam poured through the bolts’ cracks. The pistons at the top of the machine moved so quickly that they were blurs through the air. The noise coming from my machine heightened to a single pitch and almost sounded like an opera singer’s warbling voice. The blinding white light intensified and then changed in tone to light emerald green, and it filled the entire cabin.  
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” Daisy asked. “Every time I see it, I think it’ll get old, but it never does… I’ll love seeing this for the rest of my life.”  
 
    “Close your eyes,” I commanded, and all of them responded immediately as the green light intensified.  
 
    I lowered myself toward the wooden floor out of habit and tucked my head in closer to my chest to stop the rays of emerald light from damaging my eyesight. Before long, the sounds all around us died down, and I rose to my full height again before opening my eyes back up.  
 
    I stepped toward Compartment C and held out my hand toward the door’s handle. From what I could see, a forest and emerald green smoke wafted through the chamber. I grabbed the handle tightly in my hand and ripped the door open with a loud creak. The swirling smoke shivered for a moment and then billowed out behind me. Daisy and Rian hurriedly opened the windows on either side of the cabin, and slowly, the colors wafting around dissipated. I spied a familiar shape directly in the middle of the corrugated floor, and I moved toward it.  
 
    “Cecelia?” I asked. “How are you feeling? Are you alright?” 
 
    “Charles?” her voice gasped, and I instantly noticed the lighter tone to it.  
 
    “Yes,” I grinned, reached out my hand toward her through the smoke, and pulled her to her feet. “It’s me. How do you feel?”  
 
    Suddenly, the redhead came into view, and I stared down at her in surprise. I’d suspected that she’d look vaguely like Josephine and the Drake Legion when she went through the transformation, but her appearance was totally different from theirs. Most of her appearance had stayed the same, but a black tail with a single-pointed tip whipped out behind her and wholly black horns spiralled out of her hair. The arms that clutched me by the forearms were partly black with what looked like solid tattoos of onyx. When I glanced down at her nude body, I saw the black there, too, but each of them was outlined with what looked like emerald green.  
 
    “What are you?” I asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a monster-woman like you before.”  
 
    “Bring her out!” Daisy called. “We want to see her, too!”  
 
    I gripped Cecelia’s blackened hand in my own and slowly stepped out into the open in front of the rest of my monster-women. Daisy’s eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open out of shock. Valerie’s grin widened even more, and her hands clutched her chest as she jumped from foot to foot. Edony leaned forward, furrowed her eyebrows, and squinted at Cecelia.  
 
    “What…” the she-wolf grunted. “What is she?”  
 
    “Can we…” Kleeia whispered. “Can we even consider her a monster-woman? She is soooo beautiful. It almost hurts to look at her.”  
 
    “I mean, she has a tail and horns,” Rian shrugged. “That’s… animal-like, right?”  
 
    “I believe that this is the combination of Cecelia’s power, the core, and Samila’s,” I said. “It has altered her form, and it is breathtaking.” 
 
    “I also think she is soooo beeeeautiful,” Valerie gasped. “Look at all the patterns on her skin! She kind of looks like a tiger! Or a leopard!”  
 
    “Or…” Edony giggled. “A Raiju. All of her markings are in the same places as the magnificent beast. I’m sorry we hurt your feelings, Cecelia. We merely meant that you’re the first to ever come out without any specific markings of the beast we intended.”  
 
    “This is a new breed of monster-woman,” I chuckled. “This is the combined power, and from now on, all of our monster-women will be some variation of this.”  
 
    “I love it,” Kleeia commented. “It’s so unique. I think she looks great and intimidating. I’m sure if I encountered her out on the battlefield, I’d probably run in the opposite direction.”  
 
    “Is that…” Cecelia murmured. “Is that bad?”  
 
    “No,” Josephine grinned. “Not at all, my love. You’re part of our family now, and we’ll gladly accept you. I love your markings, especially your tail. It looks mine but darker and more menacing.”  
 
    “T-Thank you,” the ex-guard smiled and held her tail tightly between two hands. “I feel… I feel so good, but there’s one thing that’s concerning, Charles. I can’t feel my magic. I keep trying to activate it, but… it won’t work.”  
 
    “Ah, yes,” I nodded. “I should’ve explained earlier. You won’t be able to use your power until it reappears, much like when you’re a child, and it first starts to develop. It’ll come back within a week or two… maybe longer since Kleeia’s took a very long time, but it will. I promise.”  
 
    “That’s a relief,” Cecelia laughed. “For a moment, I thought the core took away my power completely.”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “That’s not possible with my machine.”  
 
    “Now,” Valerie sighed, placed her hands on her hips, and turned to me. “What do we do now? Should we start transforming aristocrats or what?”  
 
    When I glanced over at Cecelia, the ex-guard’s eyes wandered over my body hungrily, and I knew what she wanted. It was the same thing that all of my women wanted once they laid eyes on me. I expected her to take a few days before she came to me and asked to be deflowered but apparently, the redhead had other plans.  
 
    “No, not yet,” I shook my head. “I need the six of you to go out to aid Aschere in collecting the rest of the aristocrats. Help load them and Samila into the wagons and then guide them up the hill toward the city’s entrance. I want to do all of the transformations in one swoop, ten women at a time. That way, it’ll be fairly easy and quick before we get on the road toward Granhamn. Oh, and also, he needs to prepare an ambush for the Queen’s incoming reinforcements.”  
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain!” Valerie sang, bowed, and then disappeared through the cabin’s door.  
 
    The rest of my women quickly followed after her, and Daisy glanced over her shoulder with a knowing look. The bear-girl smirked, giggled, and then closed the door behind her. I turned and moved my eyes over Cecelia’s slim hips, thin stomach, and long, willowy arms and legs. Her breasts were small, probably small enough to cup in the palm of her hand, and when my eyes wandered to her bare womanhood, a small tuft of fiery red hair sprouted there.  
 
    “Is this what you want, Charles?” Cecelia asked and hooked a leg over my metal examination table.  
 
    The redhead glanced at my face, but I didn’t look into her eyes, but instead at her exposed pink rosebud below. I felt myself instantly hardening in my trousers, and my hands went to my belt.  
 
    “Cecelia,” I grunted. “I need to make sure this is what you want. Do you want me to take you and make you mine forever? Do you want me to fill your womb with my seed? Do you want to bear me a beautiful child?”  
 
    “Yessss,” the ex-guard gasped, positioned herself on the edge of the table, and spread her legs to give me a better view of what was waiting for me. “Take me, Charles, I need it. Make me yours. Fill me with your baby. I desperately want it.”  
 
    I pulled my pants, tucked my thumbs into the edge of underwear, and then slid them down. My erect penis bounced against the pressure, and I gripped my member tightly in one hand, then used my free one to open her legs a little wider.  
 
    Cecelia giggled softly, wriggled excitedly underneath me, and hastily moved her thumping black tail out of the way. Her pussy lips were slick with lubrication already, so I pressed my penis’ tip to her rosy lips and then laid my hands against her hips. I raced my callused hands over her flat stomach and softly brushed the pad of my thumb against her hardened nipple.  
 
    Cecelia’s back curled and forced her forward with a loud mewl of pleasure. Her shining eyes closed, and soft gasps whispered up her throat in the dimly lit laboratory. She was so beautiful that it was almost painful to look directly at her. Already, she loved me with all of her heart and wanted to fight alongside me for the things we believed in.  
 
    I fell forward and took her pert nipple into my mouth and suckled it gently. Cecelia’s head rocked backward, and a roaring moan echoed around the room. The ex-guard’s hips lifted, and my penis’ tip entered into her warm, wet walls. I pulled away from her, and her rosy nipple fell from my mouth with a loud pop. I sensed the great need within her, and it only continued to build as I pushed my entire member inside of her convulsing walls.  
 
    “By science,” I growled through gritted teeth. “Cecelia, you’re so tight.”  
 
    “I was made specifically for you, Charles,” the redhead giggled. “Every part of me was tailor-made for you and your use only. My tunnel was made to massage and milk your manhood while you make love to me; my womb was made to accept your seed and grow your beautiful child. My hips were made to birth that baby, and my breasts will feed and nourish it. Isn’t my body perfect for your love?”  
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled darkly, gripped her by the wrists, and slammed her hands down above her head. 
 
    Then I began to make my dark-dragon-woman mine 
 
    I pumped into her as hard and as fast as I could, and Cecelia’s eyes slammed shut. Her ecstasy filled moans lifted into the air and bounced off the wooden walls. I ran my fingers through her hair as I pounded into her and whispered sweet words into her ear.  
 
    The redhead let out little airy gasps each time I thrust into her tight tunnel, and suddenly, I pulled out of her. I grabbed her by the thin hips, flipped her over onto her hands and knees, and slammed inside her again. She cried out louder this time, almost a full scream, and hastily covered her mouth to muffle the sound. I drove my penis back inside of her, and Cecelia moaned into her hand as she fought to keep herself quiet. 
 
    I thrust into her harder, clutched onto her hips with both hands, and her small breasts bounced with each of my movements. I watched them deliriously as I licked my lips and enjoyed the feeling of her warmth wrapped around my massive member. Cecelia felt like exquisite oil each time I dipped into her, and I had to fight off my orgasm each second. 
 
    The redhead looked over her shoulder with heated, hungry eyes, and I could tell from the way she tightened around me, she was close. I held her hips so tightly that her rump’s skin turned scarlet with imprints of my hands. The ex-guard panted, glanced over her shoulder one last time, and then let out a ringing scream. The redhead’s hips bucked against me, and without thinking, my hands instinctively went to her tail. I held the stunning woman in place as I drove my steel-hard penis inside of her velvety walls.  
 
    Cecelia gasped airily three times in quick succession, threw back her head, and her entire body tensed against me. I pumped inside of her, slowed my pace, and aided her orgasm as it rocketed skyward.  
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted. “Cecelia! By science!”  
 
    I couldn’t help but move faster inside of her, and the more Cecelia reacted and bucked her hips, the closer my orgasm loomed in the distance. With one last thrust, both of us were thrust into the roils of a powerful orgasm. I threw back my head and roared up to the ceiling as my seed exploded into her. I pumped into her as I felt it pour out of me all the way to the depths of her womb. 
 
    “Charles!” Cecelia screamed. “Your warm seed is filling my body! Yes! Yes! Yesssss!”  
 
    I moved slowly now and drew out all of my movements as her womanhood tightened and finally relaxed around me. Then I slowly pulled out of her, and a long drip of my semen pooled onto the metal examination table. Cecelia flopped over onto her side, clutched at her bare chest, and panted for air. The redhead’s emerald eyes met mine, and a small smile twinged at the corners of her lips. I’d given her what she wanted, and now, the two of us panted for air.  
 
    “Hopefully, my seed-filled womanhood will produce a child,” Cecelia gasped. “It feels so strange to say those words… but the moment I looked at you, I knew I wanted to breed with you and produce a child. Is this what it feels like to be a monster-woman, Charles?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded and held her to my chest. “It only gets better, my love. It's a new world for us… and it’s not just on the horizon or an image in all of our minds. Take one step out that door, and you’ll see it. My soldiers, my monster-women, and the defeated Birskonn with the wagons full of aristocrats… It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Yes,” the redhead nodded. “I can’t wait to get out there and start helping you, Charles.”  
 
    “Then why don’t we do just that?” I asked, slipped off the table, and hurriedly dressed.  
 
    After I dressed, I found something proper for the tattooed-woman to wear, and we stepped out into the bright morning sunlight. Cecelia’s emerald eyes widened as she looked out over Birksonn, the wagons filled with incapacitated aristocrats, and the soldiers bustling around. I spied Valerie shouting to some soldiers in the distance as she guided them and their wagon toward the caravan. The rest of my women helped unload the nobles and placed them in the hastily erected cages.  
 
    It was strange to see, yet I thought it was beautiful when I looked over all of it. I’d worked so hard to achieve this… broke my back to build my machine, and finally, all of my efforts had shown some payoff. I didn’t know that all of this would happen when I first created Valerie, but I’d had a vision. I simply wanted a world where all men and women lived together in harmony, and it seemed… that could happen. My army was strong, and my trove of monster-women were even more powerful than I’d ever expected.  
 
    This was my reality now. I had both Birksonn and Edenhart under my control. All of the aristocrats in my hometown served me as their leader, and soon, the citizens of Birskonn would do the very same. I stepped forward toward the incline that led to the city’s streets and obscured my domain.  
 
    It was mine. It was all mine, and no one, not even the aristocrats, could take it away from me.  
 
    I turned, gazed through the trees in the distance, and searched for the south. Using the sun as a guide, I quickly found it and made a mental note of it. Granhamn was next… and they have no idea I was coming. I couldn’t be defeated… it’d already been proven, and before long, maybe even in a blink of an eye, I would crown myself King, and I would rule the world. 
 
    With my thousands of monster women wives at my side.  
 
      
 
    End of book 6 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Making Monster Girls 6! 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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