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 Chapter One 
 
    All around me, my soldiers and monster-women bustled as we prepared to transform Birskonn’s aristocrats. Within the last few days, we’d arrived, infiltrated, and captured the marchioness. When I glanced over my shoulder and looked behind me, I spotted her easily inside a cage all by herself. Samila was slumped over with her eyes tightly closed and neon pink hair covered most of her face, but her lips pursed as if she were having a bad dream. 
 
    With the core in our possession, it now held all of her powers and there wasn’t really a need to keep her sedated but… we kept her that way because her incessant squabbling and screaming grew to be too much for all of us. In a few minutes, we’d take Samila inside the caravan and transform her into a brand new monster-woman.  
 
    Her life was about to drastically change, but it was for the better. 
 
    “Charles?” a low, feminine voice called from the left of me. “Are we ready to begin? We have a lot to do before we can head out to Granhamn.” 
 
    I swiveled my head in the direction of the woman’s voice and laid my eyes on Daisy. The brunette stepped forward through the falling autumn leaves, and her honey-colored eyes sparkled in the bright afternoon sunlight. Her short, chin-length chocolate brown hair shifted around her round face and when she smiled, the corners of her eyes wrinkled happily. She was the smallest of my monster-women but that didn’t mean she wasn’t powerful. Long ago, I’d watched as she ripped five of the Duchess’ guards apart with her bare hands, and I marveled at the sheer strength she held in her tiny body. 
 
    “Yeah!” Another voice giggled. “Let’s hurry up and finish, then we can hit the roooooad!” 
 
    My eyes moved through the trees as the feline-woman jumped from branch to branch. Finally, the cat-girl landed on a thick one, gripped it tightly in her hands, and then flipped down to the yellowing grass below. 
 
    “You’re pretty energetic this afternoon,” I chuckled. 
 
    “It’s a beautiful day!” Valerie grinned. “Not only that, but we’re bringing more monster-girl sisters into the world! What’s not exciting about that, Charles?” 
 
    Valerie’s wide, oceanic blue eyes glittered happily as she skipped over, launched herself forward, and cartwheeled hand over hand to where Daisy and I stood. 
 
    “I have to say,” a boisterous voice broke in. “After Cecelia’s transformation, I’m pretty excited to see what the rest of the monster-women look like. I’m an imp, so I’m aware that I look like some sort of demon summoned from the netherworld, but Cecelia looks like a beautiful, sultry succubus.” 
 
    The black-haired beauty brushed her dark hair over her shoulder, pressed her taloned hands into her wide hips, and then glanced over all of the busy soldiers. Her yellow eyes burned intensely like the stocked coals of a lively fire. Her thick lips pushed out for a moment as she thought, and then she turned back toward the three of us with a crooked smile. 
 
    “I’ll truly be happy when we’ve rid ourselves of the horrible Samila,” a sultry, purring voice uttered right over my shoulder, and I turned to face the speaker. 
 
    Edony leaned closer to me and pressed a tender kiss to my cheek. Her colorless white hair laid across one bare shoulder, and her sharp, violet eyes settled on the doll-like woman slumped against the bars of the cage. Her thick lips pressed into a thin line, and her smooth forehead wrinkled for a second. I loved all of my women equally, but I had to admit, Edony’s facial features were the most striking out of all of them. 
 
    When I looked at her, it was clear her mother had picked out the handsomest consort to breed with. Edony was the product of impeccable breeding, and when she looked at me, it sent shivers down my spine. I’d seen the Duchess’ mother on multiple occasions, and I’d thought she was beautiful despite all of her horrendous views on men and my sex. I wondered what the rest of my women’s mothers looked like. Daisy certainly didn’t look like Delphine, maybe a younger version of that woman, but when I’d met her, she’d been nothing more than an old, wrinkly crone. 
 
    “I hope Samila turns out like Cecelia,” another voice reached us. “The combination of the drake’s powers and the marchioness’ is something I’ve never seen before, and I hope as we collect more and more of the marchioness’ powers, it’ll only become stronger and more impressive.” 
 
    The turquoise-haired nix-woman stepped forward and held her thin hands behind her back. Her mint-colored eyes glowed and a small, shy smile spread over her lips. Kleeia was tall and thinner than most of my women, but her hips were wide and her breasts enormous. When she moved, her large chest bounced, jiggled, and swayed, and it was hard for me to keep my member down from all of the arousal. 
 
    “I have a hunch about that,” I uttered. “When I read about the elemental cores, the book mentioned something called, fundamental permutation. There wasn’t a lot of information about it, and when I tried to research it in other places, I found nothing or barely a mention of it. From what I could surmise, it’s essentially the combination of two cores. The more you collect and combine, the more powerful it becomes.” 
 
    “How do we do it, then?” Valerie asked. “Did the book specify what we’d have to do to combine them?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I have no idea how to do it or if it’d even work.” 
 
    “We’ll just have to find out,” Daisy grinned. “We’ll get another core and try a bunch of things out. I’m sure that there’s something in your alchemy books that we could try.” 
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled. “There’s no harm in trying and if it doesn’t work, well, then we have another core to use once the other ones wear out and crumble to dust.” 
 
    “Shall we get started, Charles?” Kleeia asked. “I know that you’re itching to get on the road to Granhamn.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded and then scanned the crowd for my trusted soldier. “Aschere, over here!” 
 
    The older man lifted his head from what he was doing, cracked a wide grin, and then hustled over in his heavy, silver armor. Once he reached us, he planted his feet and saluted me respectfully. 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the guard uttered. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Prepare the aristocrats,” I explained. “Have your men line out of the caravan’s door, and once another batch of monster-women comes out, bring in another one. I want to leave Birskonn as soon as we finish but just like Edenhart, we’ll leave a few soldiers and monster-women here to make sure we’ve captured all of the aristocrats.” 
 
    “Yes, sire,” the guard smiled, bowed low to me, and then hustled off to shout orders to the other soldiers. 
 
    “What about Samila?” Daisy asked. “We’re transforming her first, right?” 
 
    “Yes, my love,” I nodded. “Let’s bring her inside and begin.” 
 
    “Where’s Josephine?” Rian asked. “And Cecelia?” 
 
    “I sent the two of them down into the city,” I replied. “To make sure we got all of the aristocrats and the consorts out.” 
 
    “A lot of the houses in cities like these have something like… bunkers,” Edony explained. “Something like hidden rooms, secret doors in walls or in the floorboards. So, the two of them are going through the city with some of the army and monster-women to look for anyone hiding out. Though, I doubt they’ll find anyone. We all know how aristocrats are… They’d rather fight than hide inside their houses. They fully believe that they’re more powerful than anyone else and can win any battle that comes their way.” 
 
    “If they don’t find anything,” Daisy shrugged. “They can just bring back the aristocrats’ money and other valuables that we can sell in other cities along the way. We received a lot of things we could sell back in Edenhart but eventually, if we continue buying supplies or… shoes, Valerie, we’re going to run out at some point.” 
 
    The six of us moved toward Samila’s cage, and one of the soldiers rushed forward to unlock it for us. The drugged woman didn’t wake or stir as I stepped inside and bent my knees. I easily grabbed and hauled her over my shoulder before stepping out of the cage. She was light, she could’ve been a child, and when I glanced at her face out of the corner of my eye, her face was smooth and serene in whatever dream state she was currently in. 
 
    I wondered for a moment, what would she look like when she went through the machine… What would it be like for her when she came out? She’d receive some of her powers back with a few added abilities from the drake, but… would she look more like Josephine and her drake legion or Cecelia with her strange tattoo-like markings, horns, and tail? Not only that, but what kind of power would she wield? What could I even call the combination of the drake’s powers and the marchioness’? How Cecelia came out was totally different than the rest of my monster-women, but… I knew I had to get used to it. If we continued on with the experiments while using the core, more and more of my monster-women would come out as odd mixtures of beasts and powers. 
 
    I walked toward the door into the caravan, and Kleeia rushed forward. The turquoise-haired woman opened the door for me and gestured for the rest of us to come inside. We hurried to the back cabin, and once we reached it, I rested the marchioness against the rough, wooden flooring. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” a familiar voice boomed inside my head. “Welcome back to my lab. I hope you enjoy your time here and hopefully… you can take me out of this goddamn tank once and a while! When I agreed to come along on this journey, you promised I’d see the world! The most I’ve seen is that damn tree out the window, and we haven’t moved since!” 
 
    “Good afternoon to you, too, A.B.,” I chuckled. “The battle finished up nicely. This is the Marchioness Samila. We just finished up capturing her… I’m sure you would’ve loved to go out and battle against the aristocrats, but as you stated prior… if you were to do that, they would’ve kicked you around like a ball. So, be grateful you had a tree to stare at and not the sky from a dirty gutter after they kicked you across the whole town.” 
 
    A.B. fell silent for a long time, and the rest of us waited for him to respond. The brain bobbed nonchalantly in his crystal clear liquid, swiveled a little bit in my direction, and then sighed in defeat. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” the brain chuckled. “You win this one, Charles. Alright, so this is the marchioness of the town? I assume that she’s going to be the first monster-woman made here.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” I shook my head, crossed the room, and grabbed the small container of my blood from a shelf. “Cecelia was the first person in Birksonn to become a monster-woman. You haven’t met her yet, but I’m sure you’ll love her.” 
 
    “Hey!” the brain barked. “I’ve been here for every monster-girl created, and you didn’t bring me in from on top of the mantle to watch? That’s not fair!” 
 
    “Sorry, A.B.,” I tittered. “It was just one, and I’m sure that you’ll be there for all of the other experiments… once I finally build you a body.” 
 
    “Wait… wait, wait, wait,” the brain gasped. “You’re building me a body? You’re really going to do it?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “I don’t have all of it fleshed out yet, but I have quite a few ideas. From my prior testing of your spinal fluid and your grey matter, you’re pretty resilient. Whoever created you never intended for your consciousness to die, and I’m sure if I kept you in this state, you’d live on until the world ended.” 
 
    “Flesh out…” the brain giggled. “Very clever… but Charles, are you saying what I think you’re saying? I can’t die?” 
 
    “Technically, yes,” I nodded. “You don’t have a body that will grow old or rot, nor do you have any other organs that are susceptible to diseases. Unlike the rest of us, you don’t need food, water, or air to live… You merely exist. I’m not sure how the scientist created you, but she did so beautifully… though, her means were horrible and disgusting. When I found you, you were in a pretty bad state, but as I nursed you back to health, I slowly realized that if I left you alone and only cleaned your tank every few weeks, you’d probably survive.” 
 
    “A.B.,” Valerie whispered. “Have you remembered anything else about your past? You told us a little bit before we left the manor, and I’m interested to learn more about your past.” 
 
    “Only flashes here and there,” the brain sighed. “But none of it is from the initial extraction. I remember… how we were together, and how I served her so diligently. I realized after reliving all of these memories… I was in love with her. I think I told all of you that before, but… I was really in love with her. She promised me that I could become her permanent consort if I went through the extraction… though I had no idea what that entailed.” 
 
    “Charles,” Valerie broke in. “Do you think this is the same scientist we’ve heard about? The one who made the super-soldier and attacked the Queen’s convoy?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” I shook my head. “I seriously doubt that someone who could do such horrible things as that would attack the Queen. The scientist who extracted A.B. is probably some other woman who wholly agrees with everything the Queen does. Not only that, but A.B. is fairly old… So, the scientist who created him is most likely dead and gone by now.” 
 
    “I wish we could find her,” the bear-girl spat. “And rip out her entrails.” 
 
    “You know we can’t do that,” Rian chuckled. “We have to transform all of the aristocrats into monster-women.” 
 
    Silence draped itself over our shoulders as we prepared for the experiment, and what Rian said weighed on me. I’d already discussed it with a few of my other women, and I’d heard their thoughts on what we should do with the Queen… but did that mean that all aristocrats were deserving of redemption? Did the scientist who did this to A.B. deserve to become a monster-woman and live out her life happily, or… did she deserve to die? 
 
    A.B. certainly wasn’t miserable in his state, but I couldn’t speak for a reanimated brain inside a jar of cleansing liquid. I shifted my gaze toward him as I carried Samila toward the open door of Compartment B. From what I’d learned, the brain could see but only ever so slightly. He could also hear and speak but only through telepathy which only stemmed from my blood’s power. Was he happy? I didn’t even want to answer that… Sure, he probably had moments of happiness but for the most part, he was trapped inside a jar where he couldn’t move or wander around freely. His social interaction only came when we entered the makeshift laboratory or if we moved him into another room… 
 
    “A.B,” I stated. “Are you happy?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the brain asked. 
 
    “From your memories,” I started and then paused. “Do you think you were happier in your body? Or are you content in the state that you’re currently in? What I’m trying to ask is… are you happier without your body? I try to imagine what it’d be like if I were just a brain, floating in a jar, and I simply… cannot.” 
 
    “Charles,” A.B. muttered. “You ask me this, and… I can’t really answer because I don’t remember what it’s like having a body. I don’t know what it feels like to have arms or legs anymore. When those memories came back, specifically the one where I was tied to a chair, it was so alien to me. I had the use of my arms and legs, but I was restrained… I couldn’t move no matter how hard I fought. I don’t remember what it was like to walk or what it feels like to reach out and grab something. I’ve lost all of my sense of touch… So, I would say that, yes, I’m content in this form… but I’m not happy in it. Why do you ask, Charles?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking a lot the past few days,” I uttered and all of my women turned to listen with intrigued expressions. “There are actions in this world that are unforgivable… Things that aristocrats have done that are inexcusable. I believe if we found the scientist who did this to A.B.… I would allow you to kill her. Men have been treated so lowly throughout the years… we’ve been workers, sex slaves, pack-mules… and science experiments. I know your views on the Queen already and what you think we should do with her but I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about abuse that oversteps the norm. A.B. is a case that we cannot ignore. What happened to his goes above and beyond the normal things that aristocrats put their men through, and whoever did this to him should be punished.” 
 
    “Sooooo,” Rian giggled manically. “Does this mean we can finally kill someone?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “But within reason. We’re not going to run around and kill people willy-nilly. They have to have crimes that go beyond what normal aristocrats do.” 
 
    “I think it’s a good idea, Charles,” Edony nodded. “Though… there are a lot of aristocrats who treat their servants, workers, and consorts poorly…” 
 
    “You’re misunderstanding me,” I shook my head. “We all know that the aristocrats treat men badly. I mean aristocrats who go out of their way to torture their servants… experimenting on them scientifically, for example. The rest of them get turned into monster-women… Those who’s crimes aren’t as harsh receive redemption but there are certain things that aren’t forgivable.” 
 
    I lugged Samila’s limp body into the compartment, slung her down onto the floor, and then brushed off my hands before I closed the door tightly behind me. My women regarded me in pensive silence, and when I glanced over at the Duchess, the she-wolf clutched her elbows and stared down at the rough wood at her feet. She looked upset, and when I cleared my throat, the wolf-woman slowly raised her face to mine. 
 
    “Were my crimes forgivable, Charles?” Edony asked. “Why wasn’t I punished for what I did to you? Not only you, but to all the others. I’m sure you heard the stories about my past, and what I used to do with poachers who were caught hunting on my land… Why wasn’t I punished? Why was I chosen for redemption?” 
 
    “Because I saw you,” I explained. “I saw you and knew you before you were transformed. The Edony I met out on the street was a vicious, cunning woman who’d do anything to get what she wanted, but you have to understand, I saw other sides of you… You loved Edenhart furiously, and you did everything within your power to protect it. Yes, I may have said I could never love you even after I transformed you but look at us now. You were worthy of being transformed even if you don’t believe it deep down in your own heart. I believed you were and that’s what matters. You deserved to live a different life and become a different woman.” 
 
    A small smile snaked over the Duchess’ plump lips and finally, her arms dropped from around her into a more relaxed position. I glanced over the rest of my women and pressed my clenched fists onto my hips as I began to speak again. 
 
    “I need all of you to listen to me,” I boomed. “You are here for a reason. Valerie was a happy accident that created a domino effect of creation. Each of you used to be an aristocrat who treated either me or other men horribly and yet, all of you stand before me as monster-women. Daisy, you were Delphine, and she tried to trick me into becoming one of her consorts… Rian, you were once Ortensia who tried to have me jailed and then attempted to kill me when you couldn’t pin a crime on me… Kleeia, you were Kelara who was sent by the Queen to spy on us and kill me in the end. All of you were very different people than who you are today and there’s a reason for that. Because I saw sparks within you… reason to believe that you could live better lives as monster-women, and I transformed you without any regrets. Lately, I’ve been hearing you speak about this a lot… and I’ll tell you right now, I don’t like it, and it has to stop. All of you were used in the experiment for a reason. Yes, a few of those reasons were to escape my own death, but I could’ve killed you. I didn’t, did I? Because I saw something within each of you and whatever it was, it still burns within you today. I don’t want you to ever question your worth ever again. I love all of you, and I wouldn’t take my decision to transform you back. I’m sure that once we’re finished with Samila’s experiment, I feel the same way about her, too. She tried to kill us, and she fought hard against our resistance but that doesn’t change the fact that I see something within her. Perhaps it’s the possibility for her to do good in the world, just like the rest of us.” 
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” Edony breathed and offered me a wide grin. “I don’t think you understand how much it means to hear you say such things…” 
 
    “Yes,” Kleeia nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    “There’s no need to thank me,” I chuckled. “I’m simply telling you how I feel. I’ve felt this way for a long time, and I needed all of you to listen for a moment.” 
 
    “We’re listening,” Daisy giggled. “We understand, and we’ll never talk about ourselves that way again.” 
 
    In one swift movement, I opened up the door to Compartment C, held out the container of blood in one hand, and swiftly uncorked it. The corrugated floor reflected my grimacing face back to me, and I stared down at it for a moment before I held out the bottle of preserved scarlet liquid. Then, I counted off the droplets in my head and right as the last one plinked off the metal, I pulled my arm back. 
 
    “Is the core already inside?” Kleeia asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I assured.  
 
    In a few strides, I crossed the room and headed toward the large panel of bulbs, lights, and switches. I rested my hand against the largest one, glanced over at A.B., and then rested my eyes against my crowd of monster-women. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked, and each of them grinned excitedly. 
 
    “Ready!” the chorus of feminine voices sang back. 
 
    I gripped the lever a little tighter in my fist and swung it down into its cradle. Instantly, electricity crackled to life as it passed through the panel, traveled through the snaking, black wires along the floor, and then finally reached the machine. Within seconds, the pistons at the top pumped to life and a low thrumming emanated from the metal center of the machine. The low noise loudened and reached such a height that it almost sounded like a chorus of voices. The sound combined with all of the others into a single, warbling song, and right as light flooded through all three of my machine’s windows, I shouted to my women. 
 
    “Close your eyes!” I boomed. 
 
    All of them clapped their hands over their eyes and lowered themselves closer to the floor. I quickly followed suit and listened as the noise reached a pinnacle. Right as I thought it’d keep going, the sound died away, and my machine clicked softly on the other side of the room. I opened my eyes and lifted my head as the sheer heat coming off my machine hit me at full force. I felt sweat bead on my face, and I hastily wiped it away with my shirt sleeve. My women and I slowly stood, and Valerie wafted her reddened face softly with a hand. 
 
    “It’s certainly hot in here,” the cat-girl uttered. “That’s not…normal, is it?” 
 
    “Was it that way with Cecelia’s transformation?” Edony asked. “I don’t think it was… Charles, is it hotter in here?” 
 
    “I think I know what it is,” I stated, stepped forward, and reached for the door handle into Compartment C. “We took away Samila’s power, correct? We added it to the core and then used it on Cecelia. My machine used to give off a bit of heat and smoke before I made the changes to it, but after I improved it, it’s worked seamlessly.” 
 
    “What could it be?” Kleeia asked. 
 
    “Samila’s power is intended for Samila,” I repeated. “Her power is entirely her own. She was born with it. We took it away from her, combined it with the drake’s core, and then gave it back.” 
 
    “Soooo…” Rian uttered. “What does that mean? That’s kind of confusing.” 
 
    “I believe we’ve done something I’ve intended to do for a very long time,” I chuckled. “Something I’ve wanted to do essentially since we got our hands on the elemental core. We’ve successfully augmented Samila’s powers… It wasn’t the way I intended, but we did it. I wonder what she’ll look like… By science, I wonder what her powers will be like…” 
 
    My hand brushed against the metal of the handle, and I immediately pulled back with a low hiss from the sheer heat. I grabbed a swatch of cloth from a side table, wrapped it around my hand, and then grabbed the handle. I ripped the door open and right as I did, pure white steam poured out all around me. I wafted it away from my face and searched through the rising smoke for the shape of Samila. I stepped forward and then felt an immense amount of power wash over me. 
 
    It felt like the very first few times I’d stepped into the presence of the Duchess. Such an amount of power that it was barely contained within her body… This felt exactly like that, and I walked toward the entrance to call out to the marchioness. 
 
    “Samila--” My voice started strong and then died in my throat as a hand reached out of the steam and gripped me by the wrist. 
 
    “Chaaaaarles,” the monster-woman snarled in a raspy voice. “Chaaaaaarles Raaaaaayburn. Get over here.” 
 
    Samila was still encapsulated by billowing steam, and I squinted to make out any of her features but suddenly, the marchioness pulled me to her. My eyes widened and my mouth fell open as I took all of her monstrous, terrifying beauty. I’d done it… I’d successfully augmented a woman’s powers, and she… and she was my masterpiece of scientific genius! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    The strange marchioness let go of me, and I took an instinctive step back to get a better look at her. The woman before me looked almost like the depictions of angels I’d seen in books, and I wondered how she’d turned out like this when Cecelia looked so different. Samila’s long pink hair had lost all of its colors, and the slightly curly wefts shifted all the way down to her back. Horns spiraled out of her hair, but instead of pure black like the Harlot’s, hers were entirely gold. When she strode forward through the rising steam, her pale, milky-white skin seemed to glitter and sparkle.  
 
    Samila’s eyes connected with mine, and I finally realized that they were the amber color of honey, just like Daisy’s. Her eyelashes were so long that they brushed against the soft flesh of her cheeks when she blinked. Her lips were plump though a little smaller than the rest of my women’s with an adorable pout as she pursed her lips. Their surface glistened as if she wore some type of sheer lipstick, and when she reached out for me, her long fingernails brushed against my skin.  
 
    As the steam cleared, I took in more of her appearance. She was still just as short as she was when she went into my machine, but her body seemed more womanly than ever. Her large, bare breasts jiggled, and the pink, pert nipples hardened against the rapidly cooling air. Her ribcage looked nearly nonexistent against her tiny, flat waist, and as she moved forward, the taut muscles under her skin flexed. Behind her, a purely white tail with a single golden tip flicked back and forth excitedly.  
 
    I almost couldn’t believe it… This woman was the product of the same core we used for Cecelia, yet she looked totally different. It was almost as if the marchioness and the guard were polar opposites despite receiving the same transformation. How could this be? Could it possibly be because we’d augmented her powers instead of replaced them?  
 
    “Bring her out!” Valerie chanted. “Bring her out!”  
 
    I offered the strange monster-woman my hand, and she took it without hesitation. Slowly, I led the white-haired woman out into the open, and all of my waiting women fell silent. Kleeia pressed her hands to her chest, gasped, and a giant grin spread over her lips. Valerie’s oceanic blue eyes widened out of surprise, and her mouth hung open for a second before it snapped shut. Daisy’s eyebrows instantly raised, and then she shook her head with a slight giggle.  
 
    “What is she?” Rian asked. “She’s like Cecelia… but also not like Cecelia.”  
 
    “She’s augmented,” I reminded them. “Though, for the change in her appearance… I’m not sure how I’m going to explain that. I think it has something to do with the core and the woman’s powers that she already has. I think we’ve reached a point in our experimentation process where we’ll never have another ‘normal’ monster-girl again. Of course, that’s if we continue to collect aristocrats' powers and solely use the core in the transformations. Sure, we’ll have monster-girls like you that are entirely one animal and one human if we capture more beasts, but I think we’ve reached a pinnacle of our process. These are the new and improved monster-girls, and we’ve honed their abilities to their finest.”  
 
    “That doesn’t explain the fact that she looks so much different than Cecelia,” Daisy broke in. “You said it’s because she’s augmented, so does this mean that this form is some sort of higher form of her power?”  
 
    “I believe so,” I nodded. “I intended to augment all of your powers before we reach the capital, but I’d like to collect more of the aristocrats’ and marchioness’ powers before we do that.”  
 
    “So,” the brunette uttered. “What will happen when we’re augmented? Does that mean I won’t be a bear-girl anymore? Or will it simply amplify the powers that I already possess.”  
 
    “I don’t know much about this process,” I explained. “Not only that, but this is the first time that this has ever been done. We’re the pioneers in this field, Daisy, so everything that we’re doing is something that’s newly discovered. I’m sure that we’ll figure it out after we test it a few more times. Now, may I introduce you to your new sister?”  
 
    “Yes, yes, yes!” Valerie squealed and rushed over. “Hello, my name is Valerie! I’m your oldest sister! I was the first monster-girl to ever come into existence. Daisy is your second oldest sister, then Rian, Kleeia, Edony, Josephine, and finally, Cecelia! You have so many more sisters! A whole army of them, and they’re going to love you more than anything! Oh, my goodness, you’re so beautiful. Just wait until Josephine and Cecelia get back from their mission! They’re going to looooove you!”  
 
    “Can we name her, Charles?” Rian asked. “Or do you think she’ll want to keep her old name?”  
 
    “Why don’t we ask her?” I chuckled, turned toward the white-haired woman, and repeated the question. “You were once named Samila. You can either keep that name or choose another one. It’s entirely up to you.”  
 
    The white-haired marchioness seemed to think for a minute, glanced over the rest of my women, and then rested her eyes on me. Her gilt eyes glittered in the bright sunlight filtering through the window, and she tilted her head curiously.  
 
    “Did you name the rest of your women?” she asked. “Or did they keep their names after their transformations?”  
 
    “The only three who kept their names were Cecelia, Josephine, and Edony,” I explained. “That’s because they remembered their pasts and who they were before their transformations. Do you remember anything from your past currently?”  
 
    “No,” the petite woman shook her head. “I don’t remember a thing. I only know that I love you. I love you so much.”  
 
    “That’s common,” I nodded. “You’ll regain your memories slowly, but they’ll never fully return, but it’s for the better. Most of my monster-women don’t like to remember their past lives and what they did to those around them.”  
 
    “Was I a bad person?” the marchioness asked. “Did I do things that… that I won’t want to remember?”  
 
    How could I answer that question? It was a clear and decisive no but from the pleading look in her golden eyes… I didn’t want to hurt her by telling her the truth. I had to tell her something… explain our situation and what we were doing with my machine for the betterment of our country, but faced with it in the form of a question… I wasn’t sure how to tell her.  
 
    “We’ve all done things that we don’t want to remember,” Edony spoke up in the gentlest voice. “All of us in this room were once aristocrats who did terrible things to our servants, workers, and consorts. We’ve done unforgivable things, but after we go through the transformation, we’re different. Our beliefs have changed, and when we look out over our society as a whole, we see that we can make a difference despite who we used to be. Yes, you did things you won’t remember, and I can assure you… from what my sisters have told me, you will, but that doesn’t mean that you are the same person you were. You’re a different person, and you feel differently than you did before. We’ve come together as a unit to change the world, and that’s what we’ve done with both Edenhart and Birskonn.”  
 
    The marchioness stayed silent for a long time after Edony finished speaking. The white-haired woman stared down at the rough wooden floor at her feet, pursed her lips, and stood with her head hung low. Suddenly, she raised it and looked directly into my eyes with a determined fire burning behind her pupils.  
 
    “I want a different name,” the marchioness stated. “I want you to give me a new name. I’m no longer Samila, whoever she was, and I want to signify that change with a new name. Charles, will you give me a new name to christen my new life and purpose?”  
 
    “Of course,” I nodded and then cupped my chin thoughtfully. “Give me a moment to think, please.”  
 
    I paced around the tiny, doll-like woman and took in all of her features. She was undeniably beautiful, but the most striking part about her was the immense power that poured out of her. I already knew that her power hadn’t activated yet since it never did when they first came out of my machine, but when it did… I was almost certain that she would be one of my most potent monster-women, maybe even stronger than Edony, who’d received the full power of the raiju’s elemental core. 
 
    “Vespera,” I uttered finally, and all of my women perked up.  
 
    “Ah,” a familiar voice from behind us giggled. “The ‘evening star,’ correct, Charles?”  
 
    “Josie!” the feline-woman squealed, raced across the room, and threw her arms around the drake-woman. “You’re just in time to meet our newest sister! We transformed Samila before we started working on the rest of the aristocrats. Isn’t she beautiful?” 
 
    “She is,” the honey-blonde nodded, stepped forward, and offered the tiny woman her hands. “I think Vespera is a lovely name. It’s Algalic for ‘the evening star,’ and that’s precisely what you are. You look like an angel… or a goddess.”  
 
    “Ves-pir-a,” Rian repeated. “That’s pretty but also a name that could strike fear into the hearts of our enemies! She shall fight gallantly at our sides! The stunning, the vicious Vespera!”  
 
    “Do you like it?” I asked, reached out, and tucked a strand of her white hair behind an ear. “I can choose another name if you don’t. It’s entirely up to you.”  
 
    “No,” the marchioness shook her head. “I love it. It’s so beautiful. From now on, my name is Vespera, and Samila is a person of the past. We will never speak her name again because… as a family, we don’t look back. We settle our eyes onto the future and fight toward it with every ounce of strength in our bodies.”  
 
    “Now that’s settled,” Kleeia grinned, rushed over, and wrapped her arms around the marchioness’ body. “Welcome to the family! I’m sure that you’ll love it here and just wait until Charles indulges you in the best part of being his monster-woman. He’ll take you somewhere private and make the sweetest love to you.”  
 
    “Oh, yes!” Valerie nodded. “Charles is the best at making love! He also has the biggest and most beautiful penis, and as soon as he puts it inside of you, oh, my goodness, you’ll never want it to stop!”  
 
    The nix-woman and the ash-blonde glanced at me out of the corners of their eyes with sly smiles, but I chuckled and shook my head.  
 
    “If you’re trying to embarrass me,” I snorted. “Or make me blush, it’s not going to work. Maybe when I first created you, Valerie, but certainly not now. I’m completely open with all of you, and our individual sex lives aren’t kept secret. I love having sex with all of you and pleasuring your bodies until you can’t take it anymore. Is there any part of that I’d think is embarrassing? Absolutely not. Nice try, though.”  
 
    “Oh, phooey,” Valerie giggled. “I really hoped to get a good blush out of you again.”  
 
    “Josephine,” I said with a smile. “How was the mission? Find anything of interest while searching through the city?”  
 
    “Cecelia and I only found a total of three aristocrats hiding in the homes,” the drake-woman stated. “Maybe about twenty consorts locked away in hidden rooms, too. We’ve brought all of them back here. The men are being fitted into armor and given weapons while the aristocrats were given heavy doses of tranquilizer to keep them out during their transformations.”  
 
    “Where’s Cecelia?” I asked. “I suspected that she’d be with you when you returned.”  
 
    “She stayed outside,” the honey-blonde explained. “She’s helping the soldiers grab all of the aristocrats out of the cages. They’re all lined up and ready to begin if you’d like to begin the transformations.”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Instruct Aschere and the men to start bringing in the first few. Alright, ladies, it’s going to be a long day of transformations, but I’m sure that if we power through, we can get out on the road later tonight.”  
 
    “Tonight?” the feline-woman squealed. “Yes! Come on, let’s go! I can’t wait to get to Granhamn and defeat their silly marchioness! I wonder if it’s going to be as easy as Birskonn? I mean, the ending battle wasn’t easy, and you scared us multiple times, Charles, but it sure was fun!”  
 
    “I have to agree,” Rian cackled. “Fighting against Samila was certainly refreshing. It was an actual fight! I don’t mind when we have to use the smoke canisters to knock out the aristocrats, but I love whipping out a few good fireballs and tossing them at someone.”  
 
    “There will be plenty of fights in the future,” I chuckled. “Even somewhere I’ll let you go wild and maybe even kill an aristocrat, but I already explained the stipulations for that. It has to be an aristocrat that we know has gone above and beyond the normal level of abuse. Now, Josephine, if you’d tell Aschere we’re ready for the first batch of aristocrats, we can get started.”  
 
    The drake-woman nodded, turned, and headed out of the caravan. Before long, my trusted guard brought in the first aristocrat, and we got to work. It was a long process, and I wasn’t even sure how many aristocrats there truly were in Birskonn. Since the city was a bit larger and more industrialized than Edenhart, I surmised that the noble count was closer to two thousand than the original one.  
 
    It took longer than expected to transform all of them, but with the help of all of my soldiers and my monster-women, we managed to pack ten nobles in at a time. Each batch of monster-women came out with entirely different appearances, and I guessed it was from their varying abilities combined with Samila’s and the elemental core’s powers.  
 
    I was tired, and my arms ached from helping to carry all of the aristocrats to and from the machine, but I knew it was work that had to be done. Birskonn was mine, and the work we were doing would only aid me in the future. Once all of them were transformed, they’d be added to the monster-women army and trained by my core women. Edony had already been working with Valerie, Daisy, Rian, Kleeia, and Josephine, and they’d learned how to better control their new powers. They’d even learned new techniques and moves from the Duchess that I wouldn’t have been able to teach them in the first place.  
 
    I was grateful to have Edony on our side, now more than ever. The she-wolf knew more about how cities were run, what types of powers the marchionesses’ held, and how we could undermine them. Not only that but after the transformation, her powers were unbelievably strong. I intended to augment all of my women’s abilities before reaching the capital, and I often wondered what would happen. The wolf-woman was already a force of nature after her transformation, but if I augmented her, she’d be a literal weapon we could use against the Queen. Not just Edony, but all of my monster-women would be unstoppable if I went through the process of augmenting them.  
 
    They were strong now, but they’d be unbeatable by the time we reached the capital, and it gave me hope. I wasn’t worried about our battle against the Queen, but I did have a few reservations. I’d already proved to myself that we were capable of taking over cities, but both Edenhart and Birskonn were smaller and almost insignificant compared to the capital. Hell, I’d never stepped foot in the capital, so I had no idea what it even looked like, but I had to remind myself that with each city that we took and conquered, we were so much stronger. Each monster-woman added to our numbers meant that we had an even greater chance of winning against the Queen.  
 
    I’d hoped we’d finish the transformations by nightfall, but with the added number of aristocrats, it almost took another day and a half. Each woman who left the machine was fitted with armor specially made by a few ironworkers in our army and then reunited with the rest of their sisters.  
 
    “Alright, everyone,” I shouted to be heard throughout the enormous crowd standing among the streets outside of Birskonn. “Now that we’ve finished all of the transformations, it’s time for us to move on to Granhamn. Edony has told me that the city is a two-day journey from here. So, I want us to repeat what we did last time. The eight of us will head there via the main road, and then as soon as night falls, the rest of you will follow. Aschere, do you have the monster-woman with you who has the camouflage ability?”  
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the older man boomed. “We’re prepared to conceal ourselves if danger is near, but… there is a problem. She can only camouflage so many people at a time.”  
 
    “That’s fine,” I nodded. “Keep her at the front and send out scouts along the road to make sure that no one is coming as you go along. If there is danger near, hide out of sight until they pass and then continue on your way. We will meet you there in a few days, and again, we’ll come together on the outskirts of the city. Edony, is Granhamn surrounded by trees like Birskonn?”  
 
    “Only on one side, Charles,” the Duchess stated. “The other side leads to nothing but desert.”  
 
    “I see,” I murmured. “Then we will maneuver our way into the forest, and once you reach it, call out to me using the whistles I taught you.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Aschere nodded and then patiently waited for me to continue speaking.  
 
    “Now, I’ve never been to Granhamn, but Edony has,” I shouted. “From what she’s told me, the city is surrounded by a thin wall that we could easily break through and take the city. Aschere, while we’re gone, do exactly what you did before and craft as many of the devices that you can. Have the other soldiers aid you in this. We will need them when we finally take Granhamn.”  
 
    “Of course,” the guard nodded. “I will do anything that you ask.”  
 
    I nodded to him, offered him a hand, and shook it heartily. Then, I grabbed the wood of the caravan’s driver seat and hauled myself up into it as the rest of my women piled into the back. I stood, looked out at my growing army, and felt a proud grin slip across my face. I’d done this… I’d created all of this from my bare hands and ingenious mind. I’d successfully infiltrated and conquered two different cities already. Next, all we had to do was find Granhamn and attack it, too. The world was at my fingertips… All I had to do was reach out and take it.  
 
    I could almost feel the royal crown on my head at this moment, and when my soldiers looked up at me, they didn’t see their leader… They saw their future king, and I would make sure that would happen.  
 
    “Now,” I boomed. “Let’s tear Granhamn’s walls down brick by brick. No aristocrat will escape our grasp… No marchioness can fight against us. Look at each other. Look into each others’ eyes. The person standing next to you isn’t just a comrade or another soldier. They are the New Order. All of us are the New Order, and we cannot be stopped.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Since Granhamn used to be a part of Edony’s duchy, the she-wolf sat up front with me in the driver’s seat. The striking woman guided me through the forest to the main road and then directed me toward the second city. We’d have to travel through the mountains to reach the much larger town, but I was ready for the challenge.  
 
    I glanced out the corner of my eye and observed Edony’s face. Her expression looked a bit pinched as if she were in pain or deep in thought. I’d seen her make this face many times before, especially at me when I worked for her, but over the recent months, I hadn’t seen it in a very long time.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked, held the reins tightly in my hands, and turned to look at her fully. “Is something bothering you?”  
 
    “I haven’t been to Granhamn in a long time,” the wolf-woman uttered. “Since the Queen handed over my right to it and banned me from ever entering into the city… It’ll be strange to come back. So much had changed in Birksonn, and that was my smaller city… What have they done with Granhamn? What have they changed while I was gone?”  
 
    “What was it like?” I probed. “How much of a mental burden was it to have the cities taken from you? How concerned were you about the fate of your citizens?”  
 
    “It’s like… having a part of your being go missing…” Edony breathed. “Granhamn and Birskonn may have seemed like mere extensions of my power, but to me… they were just as near and dear to my heart as Edenhart. I split my time between all three of them and losing both cities was like losing limbs. I worried for the safety of the citizens… I wasn’t there to protect them anymore. We saw what happened to Birskonn, and I fear… that the same thing has happened to Granhamn. Of course running all three of them was annoying and stressful at times, but I would’ve never given up control willingly, and I certainly didn’t when the Queen took them from me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I urged. “You said it was stressful and annoying? What part of it was like that?”  
 
    “Well,” the she-wolf started. “Sometimes, there were more urgent issues, and I didn’t mind sousing them out. A few years back, they had a horrible problem with their sewage and water systems. I helped them get it back in order, but… a lot of the other issues were pettier, as you’d expect from the aristocratic class. A noble’s manor encroaching on another woman’s land… stupid things like that which could’ve been worked out without my help, but that’s not what troubles me about Birskonn and Granhamn.” 
 
    “Tell me,” I soothed. “I’m here to listen.” 
 
    “I… well, it’s hard to admit,” Edony breathed. “But it’s strange to see them under someone else’s instruction. Birskonn thrived without my direction… What does that mean about my ability as a leader? Edenhart… Edenhart was my escape. It was such a lovely little town… So quaint and hidden deep within the mountains surrounded by the massive, ancient forest… Picturesque.” 
 
    “I’ve often thought that, too,” I chuckled. “I may not have loved Edenhart the way that you did, but I will freely admit, it was a beautiful town. I haven’t been to many, but by far, it was my favorite.”  
 
    “I hate to think about how they survived without me…” Edony murmured over the roaring of the caravan’s wheels. “Not just survived, but… flourished. Of course, when we found them, they were suffering under the oppressive rule of the Queen but look at all the changes they made. The buildings and businesses were much larger than I ever planned them to be. When we came upon them, they were poor and forced to give away all of their useful goods but at some point in time after the marchioness came into power, their economies must’ve been good at some point... I never wanted Edenhart, Birksonn, and Granhamn to become like the capital, but when we arrived in Birskonn, that’s exactly what it looked like… A miniature capital. I never intended for them to become like that… They were supposed to stay the way they were, but… I guess that’s my old-fashioned way of thinking. Cities have to grow with the times, the same as the people who live there. I’ve tried to stay set in my ways… keep Edenhart the way my ancestors intended it to be, but nothing can ever stay the same. If it does… it’ll ultimately shrivel up and die. All of us, everything on this earth, has to grow and learn new ways to survive. I should know that as a monster-woman, but I don’t think I’m ready to accept it yet.”  
 
    “That’s understandable,” I nodded. “You spent so much of your life trying to save Edenhart from the Queen’s clutches… You didn’t want it to change like everything else around you, but it’s healthy for things to grow and change, as you said. I hope that Edenhart can stay the same after we take control, but… I won’t stop it if it changes.”  
 
    “I have to accept that,” the Duchess smiled. “I have to turn my eyes to you, Charles, and see you as my inspiration. If you hadn’t wanted to change in the world around you, well, you’d probably still be slaving away for the old aristocratic me… I’m glad that you made the decisions that brought you to where we are today. If you hadn’t… I’m not sure what the old me would’ve done to you. I once told you that I wouldn’t have stopped until you were mine, even if that meant I had to kill you… It was true. I would’ve killed you and kept your soul. So, thank you. Thank you for altering me for the better, and I will work hard to see the beauty in the changing cities ahead of us.”  
 
    “Is there anything else you’re worried about, my love?” I asked. “You still don’t look satisfied…”  
 
    “Yes,” the Duchess breathed. “I told you that a wall surrounds Granhamn, and we should be able to break through it easily…”  
 
    “What about it?” I asked.  
 
    “About a year ago,” Edony started, paused, and stared straight ahead of us. “The Queen mandated for shipments of stone to be shipped to four different cities across the country. There were never any explanations… just to send stone from quarries as soon as we could. We don’t have any granite quarries in Edenhart. Sure, we had Josephine’s mines, but those were mainly for iron, coal, and diamonds. I sent off the letter to Josephine and then never heard another word about it.”  
 
    “So,” I grumbled. “The fortification around Granhamn could be much larger than expected?”  
 
    “I have no idea,” the wolf-woman shook her head. “There are hundreds of things they could have used the stone for. New buildings, updated streets, or larger manors, but… it could’ve easily been used for a larger wall around the city. A heavily fortified city in the mountains could be… complicated to take militarily. I wanted to warn you about it before we reached the city proper.”  
 
    “Thank you for telling me,” I nodded. “I appreciate it, but that… that could pose some problems ahead of us. Our soldiers and monster women are strong, but they are inexperienced in siege craft.”  
 
    Edony bit her lip, breathed in deeply, and then reached out to grab my hand. The Duchess gave it a tender but reassuring squeeze and then nodded once.  
 
    “I know…” the Duchess uttered. “If the fortifications are stronger than we expected… we don’t have any weapons to break through.”  
 
    I breathed in evenly but gripped the reins a little tighter. I hoped beyond hope that wasn’t the case, but I’d suspected it. If Birksonn had expanded more than Edenhart under the rule of the marchioness, then Granhamn must’ve done the very same. Not only that, but the second city was much larger. Therefore, it was more likely that they’d expanded.  
 
    “My exact line of thought,” I nodded. “But let’s hope that they were merely building more homes and businesses. I do have a few other plans if that’s not the case.”  
 
    “Are you worried about it, too?” Edony asked. “I feel as if… it’s the only thing I can think about. Thankfully, the way Birskonn was built, it would’ve been nearly impossible to build a wall around it, but… Granhamn sits where the mountain slopes down, and the other side is the cusp of the desert where the land is fairly flat. It’d be effortless for them to fortify the city.”  
 
    “I’m not worried,” I shook my head. “I am a genius, after all, and any wall built by man or woman can be destroyed by us and rebuilt better.”  
 
    “I just hope that Granhamn would be as easy as Birskonn,” the she-wolf admitted. “I mean, the battle against Samila wasn’t easy, and I don’t think for a minute that the fight against the second marchioness will be any easier, but getting in and out… that was the simplest part of all of it. Your soldiers went in, laid out all of the contraptions, and then all of the aristocrats were knocked out in an instant… If Granhamn has done what I suspect, it’s going to be so much harder.”  
 
    “Edony, I need you to listen,” I stated and then cleared my throat meaningfully. “It’s not going to be easy… None of it is going to easy. I fully believe that Edenhart and Birskonn were our trial runs, and it’s only going to get harder going forward. We’re going to struggle, and we’re not going to know if we’ll make it through during trying times, but… I can guarantee we’re going to win. Things may seem uncertain and bleak… there might be fear and worry in your heart, and all of that is alright, but we’re stronger than you think. Look at yourself. More than that, look at your sisters. We have a whole army of monster-women on our side. They’re more than capable; you just have to believe in them and yourself. I’ve seen what you can do… I know you are capable of more than you think.”  
 
    Edony fell silent and lowered her head as she played with her delicately thin fingers in her lap, but a small smile bloomed across her plump lips. We sat together in the driver’s seat for a long time and said nothing, but the silence wasn’t uncomfortable. The Duchess seemed to think for a long time, and I allowed her that. I didn’t know if we’d succeed in our endeavors, but I had the feeling that we’d win no matter what.  
 
    All of my life, I’d pretended to be a weak, cowering man in the shadows of my oppressors. The key to my survival had been to skirt away from any type of confrontation with the aristocrats, may it have been with the other alchemists or the women who employed me. When I accidentally created Valerie, that’s the first time I’d taken back some power for myself. I quickly learned that I didn’t have to live like a vile vermin… I could have a life where I had a family and was allowed to be happy… All I had to do was fight for it, and here I was, doing precisely that.  
 
    I hadn’t decided to change… it was as if the world around me wanted to do so and forced me to become a different man. When Valerie first came into existence, I had no idea what I would do… I’d been tasked with creating super-soldiers, and yet, I changed direction for the monster-women. Maybe it was stupid of me to divert from the job Edony had given me completely… but if I hadn’t, I wouldn’t be where I was today. Edony wouldn’t have been sitting directly beside me on this very driver’s seat if I hadn’t grown as a man.  
 
    “What are you thinking about, Charles?” the she-wolf giggled. “You’re the one who looks pensive now…”  
 
    “I was just thinking,” I muttered. “I wonder what my life would be like if I hadn’t created Valerie… What would I be doing at this very moment if I hadn’t changed my life completely by accident? Would I still work for you, or would you have killed me just as you said you would?”  
 
    “I don’t like to think about those things, Charles,” Edony chuckled. “I don’t like to imagine what I would’ve done if I’d stayed the way I was… I think we dwell on the past too much. We should look forward to the future and try not to imagine what we’d be doing if things hadn’t changed. We’re in the future, and we should settle our sights on the bright future ahead of us. As you said, it’s going to be difficult, but I, for one, believe in us.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I smiled. “You and Daisy always know what to say to bring me back to the present moment. I’ll try not to dwell on the past too much, but it’s important for us to remember where we came from and what point all of this started.”  
 
    “Out of a basement laboratory,” the she-wolf giggled. “In a manor owned by my family and left empty for centuries. I haven’t forgotten, and I doubt I ever will, even when we’ve taken up residence in the palace in the capital. Our humble beginnings… but look at us now. We have a whole army behind us, isn’t that beautiful?”  
 
    “It’s hard to remember that sometimes,” I murmured. “I feel as if in some ways, I haven’t changed at all, and I’m still an alchemist parading around as a scientist, but I know that isn’t true. My hours of pouring over medical books and journals prove me wrong every time. I’m not that same man, and I know it deep down in my heart. It wasn’t my genius that changed me… It was all of my monster-women. You changed me into the man I am today, and I’m eternally grateful.”  
 
    “I hope we get to know more about Cecelia during this journey,” the she-wolf breathed, glanced over her shoulder, and gazed inside the caravan through the open window behind us. “It’s so strange meeting someone who grew up exactly as I did, as an aristocratic daughter to a powerful mother and… making completely different choices than I did. I easily could’ve been her… could’ve changed my ways if I wanted to and become a harlot but… I never met someone who changed my mind.”  
 
    “If there’s anything you want to ask me,” a voice piped up from behind us. “You can go ahead. I’m more than willing to tell you more about myself…”  
 
    When I peeked over my shoulder, I noticed the redhead sitting in the corner of the room at the kitchen table. If I hadn’t looked close enough, I would’ve totally missed her, and the ex-guard scooted closer in her chair.  
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t see you there, my love,” Edony smiled. “I’m just so curious about you… I guess I’m curious about the Harlots as a whole since I was born with these beliefs and never felt any way otherwise. You explained a bit about how you became a Harlot, but I don’t think I heard the full story. Do you mind telling us?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Cecelia smiled, pressed her elbows against the window’s frame, and leaned in a little closer. “I told you that I became a Harlot at fifteen, but… I didn’t tell you everything. I grew up as any heiress would. I was waited on hand and foot by a large array of servants, and on the eve of my sixteenth birthday, I was given a consort as a rite of passage, but… I never indulged with him. I’d heard of the Harlots but only from my mother’s mouth. She hated them and believed that all of them should be purged off the face of the earth. I didn’t understand at the time what the word ‘harlot’ meant. I’d already begun to feel sorry for our workers, but I’d never breathed a word to my mother about it.”  
 
    “So,” I probed. “How did you find out about the Harlots and what they really do for men?”  
 
    “There was this… strange rally,” Cecelia explained, furrowed her eyebrows, and rested her chin against her folded arms. “I used to sneak out at night, you know, typical teenager things. A few friends of mine and I would just… steal some wine or other alcohol from our mothers’ cabinets and then wander around until we were tipsy. It’d snowed hard, and it was cold, so we cut through a back alley while we tried to get back to our houses, and there was a light on in a basement. The door was open a crack, and loud voices exploded out from inside, but it wasn’t just a woman speaking. There was a man, too… My friends thought it was a man and a woman fighting, so we went to investigate in case there was a crime happening… you know, like a man abusing his master or something like that.”  
 
    “You said it was a rally?” Edony asked. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “I’ll get to that,” the black-drake-woman giggled. “Once we crept down the stairs, it was just a long hallway with a door at the end of it, and my three friends were scared to go even further because if we were caught, we’d get into trouble. So, they went back upstairs, but… whoever was speaking, her voice was so strong, assured, and confident, and I had to know what she was talking about. I moved down the hall and slowly opened the door… The room beyond was massive. It dropped down far below the normal depth of a basement, and off in the distance, I made out a woman and a man standing on the stage, but that wasn’t what shocked me… The man and woman were holding hands, standing together closely almost the same way an aristocrat and her favorite consort would do, but it was different. The man wasn’t cowed, and his shoulders weren’t slumped forward. He stood tall with his head held high, and he looked out over the crowd as the woman spoke…”  
 
    “Was it Josephine’s mother?” I asked, and Cecelia’s emerald eyes lit up.  
 
    “Yes,” the ex-guard nodded. “It was her… and her words were so beautiful… She spoke about a future where men and women could stand together, shoulder to shoulder, and live happily as they used to do many hundreds of years ago. I believe that the man there was Josephine’s father, but… don’t quote me on that.”  
 
    “It wasn’t my father,” another voice broke in. “My father passed away shortly before I was born. That was most likely my mother’s companion, Gregor. She bought him on the black market as a ‘consort’ but didn’t use him as such. He toured different cities with her and spoke to the crowds that came to see her. They were close friends, but they certainly weren’t lovers… My mother only loved my father, and it broke her heart because she could never love him openly.”  
 
    “That is very sad,” I pondered. “That’s what I don’t want for all of you… I want a world where you can show everyone how much you love me and how I love all of you. Sorry, Cecelia, continue with your story.”  
 
    “I listened to her words,” the Harlot explained. “And they resonated with me… I already felt this way toward the men we employed, but finally hearing someone say it out loud, it was so gratifying. I felt crazy all of my life because I felt this way toward the ‘brutes,’ but I could never tell anyone… I couldn’t listen for long because my friends were waiting for me, but I came back every day for the rest of the week, but the basement door stayed closed until I returned on the same day of the week at the same time, and it was finally open. I snuck inside and crept into the crowd, just to listen to Josephine’s mother’s words…”  
 
    “You’re from the capital, correct?” the drake-woman asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Cecelia nodded. “From the eleventh borough.”  
 
    “You must’ve seen me a few times, too,” the heiress breathed. “Or had you gone into the guard by then? I didn’t take over until my mother fell sick and had to be sent away… That’s why the meetings were so far and in between… Then I had to stop because the word was getting out that Harlots had infiltrated the capital. I slunk back to Edenhart and continued sending my letters and corresponding with my comrades, but it wasn’t the same.”  
 
    “No,” Cecelia shook her head, grinned, and stared up at her role model with wide, sparkling eyes. “I saw you every chance that I could get before the rallies ended. You were such an inspiration, and I wanted to be just like you… but I couldn’t… I had to join the guard like all of my family before me.” 
 
    “Sometimes, you have to do things you don’t want to do,” the drake-woman nodded. “There were quite a few times that I had to give in and pretend to be a normal aristocrat. Those were the hardest moments of my life, and I hated every second of it.”  
 
    “It’s quite funny,” Edony chuckled. “Josephine and I were close friends when we were children… I remember how soft and tender she was with our servants. I was a quite precocious and mischievous child, so I enjoyed playing cruel tricks on our servants and even my mother when I had the chance. I always wondered why she was so kind to people below our station… now I understand, and I feel so horribly for you, Josephine. You had to stand by and watch as I did horrible and vicious things to the men around me… It wasn’t just as a child… but as an adult, too.” 
 
    “I don’t fault you for that, Edony,” the honey-blonde shook her head. “You were misguided by those around you, along with the society we were raised in. I’m sure if you were my full-blooded sister, you would’ve believed in all of the same things as me. My mother showed me how the aristocrats treated the men around them and then guided me in the right direction. I’m not trying to say my mother forced me to believe in the same things she did… she gave me the option to join our aristocratic society, but I didn’t because I thought what she was doing was right.”  
 
    “You had the option to choose to become a Harlot or not?” Edony gasped. “Really?”  
 
    “My mother… she believed that no one’s beliefs should be restricted,” Josephine explained. “But if I were to choose that life, she would’ve kicked me out and made sure that I told no one about her being a Harlot or the other Harlots around the country.”  
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. “It sounds pretty ominous.”  
 
    “I may have been her daughter,” the drake-woman chuckled, shook her head, and then breathed a heavy sigh. “But she was fully prepared to kill me if I broke my silence. She wouldn’t have killed me right away, but… if I revealed anything about the Harlots or their whereabouts; it would’ve been the end.”  
 
    “That’s pretty harsh,” Cecelia whispered. “I may not have known your mother since I only saw her at the rallies, but I’m kind of surprised she said something like that.”  
 
    “My mother was firm in her beliefs,” Josephine nodded. “I can understand where she was coming from, and she knew when she told me all of these things I wouldn’t leave. Not because of the threat, but because I saw everything going on around us. I would never allow myself to abuse a man, and she was incredibly proud of me… She still is, even as she suffers from her horrible sickness. I took her dream and ran with it. A lot of things that the Harlots are doing today are because of my ideas. The whole mining situation, buying men from the black market and paying them to work, was my idea. They weren’t free by any means, but they had more freedom than any other man in Edenhart. They had homes of their own and money to spend on items they needed. They were allowed to live and work as they chose. I wasn’t a slave master… I was simply the woman who employed them, and now, they serve along with the other soldiers in Charles’ army. I told them our goals, dreams, and what we want for the future. They agreed to become part of the army. I didn’t have to convince them. They saw what I gave them and knew that eventually, Charles and the rest of us could give that to the whole population of men.”  
 
    “And that’s exactly what we’re going to do,” I stated. “We’re going to take back this country and bring back what all men lost… Their respect. Men aren’t some sort of sub-species, and they’re certainly not vermin. I want men to live… to enjoy their lives and not slave every day for little to no pay off. I remember being a little boy, living in the boarding-school, and being oppressed by the schoolmarms. I always wondered if there was anything more to life than this? I had no idea how we’d fix it, but there was a part of me that hoped that someday the world and society would change. Look at us, we’re doing just that. I had no idea that I’d be the one to make the changes…”  
 
    “That’s not true,” Josephine soothed. “You knew you were brilliant, and you sought out things to aid you in the future. That’s why you studied alchemy, science, and medicine. You knew you’d use them in the future, but maybe you didn’t have the full picture of what the future would look like.”  
 
    “It certainly didn’t look like this,” I chuckled, let go of the reins, and gestured toward all three of my monster-women. “I strived to become a doctor and scientist because I wanted to help people, men, and women. I only practiced alchemy because… well, it’s a profitable profession, but it turned out I was good at it.” 
 
    “It’s strange to think about how fate changed your life,” Edony smiled. “You strived to become a doctor and a scientist… and it led you to create us. You couldn’t change the world alone, Charles, as much as I’d like to believe it. You are a single man in a sea of powerful aristocrats… You created us with a purpose, maybe you didn’t know it at the time, but we’re what’s going to force the world to change for you, and we’ll happily do it.”  
 
    “I have to admit,” I snorted. “I didn’t have a plan. Hell, I didn’t know any of this would happen, but I’m glad it did. Mostly because… I got to experience what it feels like to be loved and cared for. Not only that, but all of you got to feel that way, too. A few of you had told me that before you transformed, you didn’t know what it felt like to be loved, especially by a man. I’m glad that I’m the person who’s so lucky to give that to you, and before long, all of the men of the world will feel it, too.”  
 
    We settled into a comfortable silence, and before long, both Josephine and Cecelia retreated into the back of the caravan as the sun dropped low in the west. Someone, probably Daisy, lit the stove in the cabin behind us and started preparing dinner. We’d have to pull off soon before it got too dark, eat dinner, and then head to bed, but I wanted to drive us as far as we could get before it got too late.  
 
    Edony sat silently beside me, then leaned over and rested her head on my shoulder. The Duchess wrapped her arms around mine and then slowly closed her eyes for a short nap. I wanted to enjoy this moment… It was these times in between the battles and fights that I would remember once all of this was passed, so I burned them into my memory.  
 
    I kept my eyes glued to the road ahead of us, but as we neared a bend in the road, our horses started to act strangely. Daisy’s, in particular, trotted unevenly, and it’s large, round eyes rolled in their sockets. I pulled on the reins to slow them, but that only seemed to agitate them more. Suddenly, the beast reared back, neighed angrily at the sky, and kicked out its hooved legs. If I weren’t careful, and the other horses spooked, it could topple over the whole caravan.  
 
    Edony’s eyes snapped open, and she immediately tried to soothe the horses along with me, but all of our attempts failed. One of us would have to go down there and calm them down before we could get back on the road. The Duchess and I glanced at each other out of the corners of our eyes, and the she-wolf gulped loudly.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Kleeia shrieked from inside. “The whole cabin is wobbling around!”  
 
    I didn’t have time to answer as the rest of the horses neighed out of fear and drew back onto their hind legs. This could end very badly, and I hastily shifted the reins in my hand to keep them steady. I had no idea what had scared them or where it was in the thick forest, but right as I handed over the leather straps to Edony, a shadow stepped forward out of the woods. We couldn’t make out what it was yet, but from its enormous outline, whatever it was was huge and stomped forward on four-legs. A loud snort broke us from our trance, and the wolf-woman gripped onto my forearm for dear life. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Edony gasped.  
 
    “I have no idea,” I shook my head, stared forward, and listened to rageful grunting coming out from the trees ahead of us. “But I’m sure we’re about to find out.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Something brushed against my shoulder through the window behind us, and I barely glanced out of the corner of my eye. Daisy’s gilt eyes met mine as she offered me my staff, and I took it into my grasp. Edony braced her hands against the driver’s seat to stand, but something within me told me to do this alone. I shook my head at her, and the Duchess’ sharp, violet eyes narrowed on my face out of curiosity.  
 
    “Charles,” the she-wolf breathed. “You can’t go alone. We don’t know what it is yet, and--”  
 
    “I can defend myself,” I chuckled, slipped down from the driver’s seat, and then looked up at her with all seriousness in my expression. “I’m the leader of this group, and I need to defend you sometimes, too. I can’t simply stand behind all of you while you fight to protect me. I have the staff, and we’ve seen what it can do… I can assure you I can do this.”  
 
    “Charles…” Daisy gasped from inside the window. “Please, let us help you.”  
 
    “I’ll allow you one thing,” I whispered. “Bring all of your sisters out, and I’ll give you a signal if I can’t do it alone, but I have to try. There are going to times where all of you aren’t there to defend me, and I’m going to have to fight on my own. This is my moment to prove myself… not only to all of you, but to myself, too.”  
 
    I gripped the staff a little tighter in my hands, turned away from my waiting women, and stepped forward toward the looming, grunting shadow off in the distance. I had no idea what it was or if I could even fight it, but I knew I had to do this. What I said was true… I couldn’t continue depending on my women to fight all my battles for me. A true leader was a person who could hold their own in combat, and sure, I’d proved myself against Samila, but that was the first time. I needed to know that if my women needed it, I could protect them from anything that stood in our way.  
 
    The ground shook and rumbled as the creature lumbered forward and finally stepped out into the lamplight from the driver’s seat. Before me, the beast was so heavy that its hooved feet left visible divots in the hard packed dirt road. It stood at least seven feet tall at the highest point of its shoulders, which slumped down toward its garish, wrinkled face. Its eyes barely peeked out of the rolls of black skin and wiry hair. It’s pinkish lips stuck out from its jumbled, broken teeth and pulled out from the sides where two large, yellow tusks stuck out. 
 
    A tuft of black hair poked out of the pointed crest of its head, and two blood-stained ears stuck out on either side. It’s short, stick-like tail flicked through the air, and it only took a second glance for me to realize it was broken in half and the severed piece flipped through the air lazily. The hair on its sides was a dark brown with flecks of black here and there, and when I stared at it for long enough, I saw the pale, healed skin of old battle scars.  
 
    “What…” Kleeia gasped as she opened up the caravan’s side door. “What is that thing?”  
 
    The animal lifted its large head and sniffed at the air with its dirt-stained snout. It’s heavily eyebrowed eyes flicked between me, the driver’s seat, and then Edony. It looked as if it were trying to process some difficult information that it didn’t quite understand. White foam formed at the corners of its sloping lips, and the creature let out a murderous grunt in our general direction. I knew exactly what it was, and I was sure Daisy, our resident creature expert, did, too.  
 
    “It’s a Calydonian boar,” I explained, and the brunette nodded vehemently in agreement. “One of the most vicious and dangerous beasts of the mountainside.”  
 
    Right as I finished speaking, the enormous pig-beast lifted its head, roared up at the darkened sky, and then blasted forward. I held the staff between both hands, bent my knees, and pushed off toward it. Instantly, the core held within the staff glowed a deep scarlet hue just as it had when I fought against Samila, and I barely had time to wonder if my residual blood from the fight was trapped inside of the weapon.  
 
    I half expected my heart to hammer out of my chest and sweat to drip down the back of my neck, but a strange, cool calmness settled itself over my mind. I glanced down at the staff in my hands and wondered if this feeling came from the weapon. When would this staff cease to amaze me, or would it continually give me new ways of attack? 
 
    The boar reached me, and I barely had seconds to dodge a downward attack from one of its enormous tusks. I was within feet of it, and the animal’s stench hit me like an enormous cloud of vile green smoke. I’d never smelled something so horrible in my life, but I had to press on… I had to prove myself. Right as the pig-beast craned its head back again to attack, I gripped the staff in my hand and took a step back. I slashed forward with the weapon, and instantly, the glowing scarlet core darkened to almost black. For a split second, I suspected that all of its power had died, and I would surely die from the creature’s downward strike.  
 
    Suddenly, I knew what to do as if the weapon were telling me what I needed. I dropped to my knees and slid underneath the enormous beast’s thick, hairy neck. Then, I held the staff in both my hands, stood, and slammed the tip of the core directly into the beast’s whistling throat. Boiling blood poured down over my head and shoulders, but I ignored it and hastily wiped my face to clear out my eyes.  
 
    The beast screamed in guttural pig noises, roiled above me, and thumped a few feet away. Blood dripped into the dirt from the creature’s wound, and the warbling grunts roaring up its throat were cut off and airy. Its bulbous sides shook from the pain, but it stood tall and glared down at me with it’s tiny, beady black eyes.  
 
    “Hit it between the eyes,” Daisy shouted to me from the crowd of monster-women. “It’s the thinnest and frailest part of the skull and will crack pretty easily!”  
 
    I settled my eyes on the spot the bear-girl indicated. Above the beast’s sloping forehead and right above the pointed, sloping snout. Snot dripped from the creature’s nostrils and fell to the dirt in long, ropey tendrils. I had to get close to it, even though that was the last thing I wanted to do. Where I had to strike the pig-beast was the closest to its enormous maw and giant, wicked tusks, and I’d be in such close proximity, it could easily hit or injure me.  
 
    I couldn’t hesitate for a second, and I certainly couldn’t let the beast attack before I did. I slammed my right foot forward and raced toward the pig-beast with the staff gripped tightly in between my hands on my right side. The creature came closer and closer, and right as I was about to reach it, I lifted the weapon over my head and flipped it, so the core dived downward. Right as the three prongs were about to enter into the softest point of the boar’s head, the animal angled it’s enormous face away, and its tusks clanged against the metal of the staff’s haft. For a split second, the haft slipped from my fingers, and finally, my heart leaped inside my chest out of fear.  
 
    I couldn’t let this happen.  
 
    I couldn’t lose or die. Especially not to some stupid, wandering beast who’d happened upon our path by accident. I slammed my boots against the hard packed earth, jumped, and reached for the staff. My hands closed over the carved metal shaft, but it was too late. The entire staff was stuck behind the beasts two tusks, and I held onto it for dear life while being face to face with the enormous, hideous pig-beast. It’s reeking, hot breath hit my face, and it’s beady black eyes roiled in their sockets as it whipped me back and forth through the air. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, and Edony took a step forward with her hands held out on either side of her. Two giant, undulating orbs of electricity crackled to life in her palms, and I hastily shouted to be heard over the creature’s choked roars.  
 
    “No!” I boomed.  
 
    Rage and hatred washed over me in a colossal wave. I’d fought so hard to become the man that I was… I had to do this alone, or I wouldn’t be able to stand tall in front of my armies or my women. I’d persevered so much to be where I was today, and I couldn’t let a creature such as this beat me, but this was so much different than all the other battles I’d fought. Most of those before, I relied heavily on my wit, genius, and cunning, but this was a physical fight, and I’d only been in a few of those.  
 
    Suddenly, a vibration rang up my arms all the way to my shoulders, and I stared down at the staff held by the pig-beast’s tusks. Blinding royal blue light shone from the core, and it brightened so much that I hastily closed my eyes. The carved haft in my right hand changed form, and it’s heavier weight made my arm ache. A sharp pain stung at my left hand, and I hastily let go with my eyes still tightly shut from the glaring light. Before I could realize what was happening, I slid away from the beast, my eyes slammed open, and I fell to the ground at the boar’s hooves.  
 
    When I glanced down to my left hand, I wasn’t gripping the staff anymore, but… a sword. The blade wasn’t straight like a broadsword or a rapier, but curved to create something like a flame shape. The pommel was made of the same silver metal that the staff but was shaped into a wicked, ghastly screaming skull with pointed teeth. The same runes were carved into the hilt and glowed with the brilliant royal blue I recognized. The sword’s guard came down in a series of spider webbing to protect my whole hand and wrist. The weapon looked nothing like any other blade I’d ever seen in my life, and I wished I had more time to examine it, but the pig-beast above me bellowed angrily and lowered its deadly tusks in my direction.  
 
    “Charles!” Josephine screamed out in horror, and it was clear to me that none of my women had seen my weapon’s sudden transformation.  
 
    Her voice warbled through the forest, and the boar’s tiny eyes swiveled toward her in a flash. I scrambled to my feet, gripped the sword’s hilt in both of my hands, and settled my eyes on the point where I needed to strike. My lips parted, and an ear splitting roar exploded from my lips. I plunged the sword forward right as the pig-beast’s gaze met mine. Something passed between us… something I didn’t quite understand. It was as if the beast had accepted its fate and understood I’d bested it. I’d already wounded it once, and from the way it’s sides shuddered and shook, it was already difficult for the creature to suck in a single breath. The tip of the sword slammed into the space below the boar’s eyebrows but right above its snout, and a soft crack resounded through the forest.  
 
    I pushed all of my weight against the sword and thrust the blade deeper into the pig-beast’s skull. Even though I didn’t want to, I stared deep into the boar’s eyes and watched as the life slowly faded from their dark color. The creature’s large body tensed one last time and then released as it slumped to the side. The creature laid there limply with most of my sword sticking out of its garish face. In one swift movement, I grabbed the weapon’s hilt and drew it out from the boar’s brain cavity. Blood dribbled out of the wound and dripped down the hideous creature’s hairy flesh.  
 
    I held the sword loosely in my hands and turned back toward my waiting group of monster-women. They all stared at me with wide eyes, and their mouths hung open in shock. Blood dripped from my sword’s blade, and I untucked the bottom of my shirt before wiping it off on the white fabric. I already knew I was coated in the boar’s blood, hell, the sticky liquid oozed from my dark hair and dripped down onto my already stained shoulders. When my women stared at me, I didn’t even want to know what I looked like right now… I must’ve looked like a nightmare.  
 
    “You did it,” Edony gasped, covered her mouth with a delicate hand, and then grinned excitedly. “You did it! Charles! That was fantastic!”  
 
    The she-wolf rushed forward with her white tail wagging excitedly out behind her, and she moved to hug me then paused with a grimace.  
 
    “I know,” I chuckled. “I must look disgusting. It’s all over me, isn’t it?”  
 
    “You’re utterly coated with gore, Charles,” Kleeia giggled.  
 
    “We’ll get you washed up soon enough,” Valerie giggled. “But what’s more important than your appearance right now… What in the science happened to your staff?”  
 
    I lifted the sword in my hand as if I’d completely forgotten it and stared at its beautiful, glowing runes pressed into the hilt. When I looked closer, the silver metal shined in the low lamplight, and I made out the same runes carved into the intricately curving blade. As I held it a little higher, the weapon glowed a deep cerulean and began to change form before our very eyes. We watched as the blade shrunk, wavered ever so slightly, and then morphed into the shape of the staff. Once the colors died down, I held nothing more than the unassuming staff in my hands.  
 
    “I had no idea…” Josephine breathed. “I can’t believe… I can’t believe it can change form like that. It certainly didn’t do that before.”  
 
    “I think there’s a lot of things we don’t know about this staff,” I murmured and brought the core a little closer to my face to examine. “I have so many questions about it… but I doubt we’ll ever have answers.”  
 
    “Well, we can easily assume that the mage who owned it before was a very powerful woman,” Daisy uttered. “But, I, too, would like to learn more about her and how she came to earn this mighty weapon.”  
 
    “I don’t know if it’s the weapon,” I stated. “I think… I think it has something to do with my blood. When I first used it, the core and all of the runes glowed scarlet, just as they did when I used it against Samila. I think that my blood somehow changed how the staff works.”  
 
    “That could be possible,” Edony agreed. “Remember when we tested the weapon out at the manor? It only had a few abilities. You could summon the shadow slaves, but that seemed to be just it. Sure, you could use it as a weapon in this form, but it certainly couldn’t morph into something else. We could possibly try to research it once we reach Granhamn, but I doubt they’ll have much information on it… Maybe when we get to the capital. Oh, that reminds me, Charles. Granhamn has the largest library of records within the city. We could search there for your birth certificate. Do you remember the number they assigned you when you were born, the one they used at the boarding school?” 
 
    “How could I ever forget,” I chuckled, shook my head, and breathed a heavy sigh. “IV992468. That was… my name for the longest time, or IV99 for short.”  
 
    “You didn’t have a name?” Valerie asked, scrunched up her nose, and pressed a tender hand to my shoulder. “That sounds… horrible.”  
 
    “I mean, could I consider it horrible if it were the only thing I was used to?” I shrugged. “All boys are born without names. Our birth-givers don’t even bother giving us names because… what’s the point of doing so? They’re not going to keep us, so they send us off to boarding schools and assign us numbers on our birth certificates.”  
 
    “How were you named, then?” Josephine asked. “If you didn’t have one in the beginning… how were you named Charles?”  
 
    “Well, around our thirteenth birthdays, the schoolmarms would give us names,” I explained. “But I’d already chosen my name. Surprisingly, they allowed me to keep the name I chose and called me that from that time on.”  
 
    “They really allowed you to do that?” the she-wolf murmured. “Most of the men I came into contact with or hired solely had the surname of the consort who bred with their birth-givers… Though, they rarely knew the consorts’ names and had to come up with them at random. I’m honestly astonished that society allowed men to have names at all…” 
 
    “They were referred to by numbers,” Daisy breathed.  
 
    “How do you know that?” I asked.  
 
    “My Delphine memories,” the brunette admitted. “Of course, Delphine was too young to remember a time where that was acceptable in society, but her maternal grandmother used to tell her stories about a certain consort, XV64721. They were once referred to by numbers… They didn’t have names.”  
 
    “Do you know why it changed?” I asked. “Or do you not have memories of that?”  
 
    Daisy’s bottom lip puckered, her eyes lowered to the ground, and she breathed in sharply out of anger. Suddenly, her gilt eyes met mine, and her tiny hands curled into fists.  
 
    “Because at the time,” the bear-girl started. “The numbering of ‘brutes’ was too similar to how they numbered cattle and other animals. There were multiple times where aristocrats ordered a head of cattle and received a cattle cart filled with men… So, they had to change it because it was getting too confusing.” 
 
    “When did you remember this?” I murmured, stepped forward, and stroked her soft, pink cheek.  
 
    “A while ago,” the brunette admitted. “But I can’t stand to think of it… Men were treated the same or worse than animals… They didn’t deserve it or do anything wrong except for being born male. They’re still treated that way, but at least the nobles today have the decency to give them fucking names.”  
 
    “Barely even names,” Edony whispered. “They’re not given names out of love but simply because they need something to be called except for ‘brute’ or ‘vermin’.”  
 
    I breathed a heavy sigh and looked around at my group of women. How’d we get onto this depressing subject? We’d just been celebrating my victory against the wild boar… We were celebrating what I had done, a lowly brute in the eyes of the aristocrats.  
 
    “That’s enough,” I soothed. “Let’s leave that alone for now and get the boar off the road. We’ll set up camp here and then head out in the morning. Daisy, do you think you could help me roll it into the ravine?”  
 
    “Of course, Charles,” the bear-girl nodded. “But what are we going to do about the core?”  
 
    I paused as I walked down the road toward the dead creature and then slowly turned to face the brunette. I didn’t quite understand what she meant, so I raised an eyebrow and tilted my head. 
 
    “What?” I asked. “What about the core? I have it right here in my staff.”  
 
    “No,” the petite woman shook her head. “That’s not what I meant. What about the core inside of the boar? Are we going to retrieve it?”  
 
    “It has a core?” I asked, raised my eyebrows, and glanced over my shoulder toward the corpse. “I thought it was just… a wild beast?”  
 
    “Not from what I’ve read,” Daisy shook her head. “I mean, it’s not as powerful as the Raiju or the drake, but it certainly has abilities, too, such as regeneration and shock absorption. Look at all the scars on its legs. If you look closely enough, you can see that the back left one was once completely torn off at the joint then grew back, probably weeks later  though, because their growth as a species is slow. This one may seem small, but it’s only a juvenile. I can assure you that the mature adults are much, much larger.” 
 
    “But, it has a core?” I reiterated, and the brunette nodded.  
 
    “Yes,” the stunning woman smiled. “As you’ve said before, there isn’t a lot of information about the elemental cores, but from what I’ve read, depending on the size and age of the beast, it might be smaller than most.”  
 
    “Will it affect the abilities of the core?” Valerie asked. “Or will it work exactly the same?”  
 
    “Well, I can guess,” Daisy giggled. “We’ll still be able to use it, but the pieces of the core may be a lot smaller once we manage to break it.”  
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled, nodded, and then gripped the staff a little tighter in my hand. “Let’s cut this thing open and see what’s inside.”  
 
    Without even having to raise my staff, the colors in the runes changed, and it instantly morphed back into the shape of the sword. I stared down at it with a wide grin, chuckled lightly, and then shifted my gaze toward the pinkish belly of the boar. Then, I lifted the sword and, with the delicate hand of a surgeon, sliced into the beast’s soft underbelly. Unlike the drake, the boar’s blood was bright red and didn’t sizzle as soon as it touched the air. The liquid dripped down the creature’s wiry hair and landed in puddles in the dirt.  
 
    Once the chest cavity was open, I worked with the sword’s blade to wedge my way down to where the core should’ve been. My sword’s tip smashed into the boar’s ribs, but this time, I didn’t need Josephine’s help. The bones shattered upon impact, and I used the tip of my weapon to cut, lift, and then flip out the boar’s large lungs. The organs fell to the ground with a moist flop, but I didn’t hear it as I dug even deeper into the beast’s body. I pushed the blade deeper inside, and suddenly, something clanged against the metal. Vibrations rang up my arm, and I shifted the sword inside the red meat until I felt the tip graze against the core side.  
 
    “There it is,” I chuckled, shifted my arm, and wedged the sword underneath the heavy core. “Now, all we have to do is… this!” 
 
    I wrapped both of my hands around the hilt and wrenched it down toward the crowd. I did this a couple of times, adjusted the blade’s placement, and then repeated it. I didn’t struggle as much this time, and I wondered… was it because the boar’s core was smaller than the drake’s, or had I grown stronger over the passing weeks? 
 
    I didn’t have a lot of time to dwell on that as a loud, wet popping sound reached our ears, and a grapefruit-sized orb burst out of the boar’s chest cavity. The ball rolled across the dirt and then laid there a few feet away. Valerie reached into her small bag, grabbed a handkerchief Edony had given her, and raced to catch the much smaller core. The feline-woman snatched it up, rubbed off all of the residual blood with the fabric, and then offered it to me with a wide grin.  
 
    “Thank you,” I smiled and took the elemental core from her hands. “It is much smaller than the drake’s… but it feels just as powerful.”  
 
    “Well,” Daisy broke in and gazed over my shoulder at the orb. “As I’ve explained before, the elemental core serves as the beast’s heart and soul in a combined vessel. The core will never die. The beast’s body can die and decay, but once it’s gone, it’ll begin it’s next life cycle.”  
 
    “Is that like… regeneration?” Rian asked. “Or rebirth?”  
 
    “It’s like… both of those combined,” I nodded. “Like the elusive phoenix. When the bird’s life cycle ends, it bursts into flames and dies in a pile of ash, but from the ash, it’s reborn. The beast’s body will die, but the core regenerates another body, so it’ll live on.”  
 
    “I want to learn more about them,” Daisy breathed, stared down at the core with wide eyes, and smiled softly. “I just wish there was more information about them.”  
 
    “There has to be somewhere,” Edony nodded. “Maybe in the capital? The city holds the largest library of chronicles, scientific journals, and other things like that. We could possibly stop in and take a look during our time there.”  
 
    “We’ll do that,” I nodded, sighed heavily, and then tucked the core into the satchel at my waist. “But right now… I’d like to worry more about settling down for the night and having a nice meal.”  
 
    “And you need to wash off,” Rian giggled.  
 
    “True,” I nodded. “Thankfully the caravan has a functioning bathtub… but there’s no source of running water, and the supply we brought with us is low…”  
 
    “I have an idea,” Kleeia stepped forward, grinned, and offered me her pale, delicate hand. “I can supply some water if you don’t mind me joining you.”  
 
    “Of course, I don’t mind,” I grinned. “Daisy, will you be a dear and move the boar’s body out of the road? If we don’t do it now, we’ll have to do it in the morning.”  
 
    “Sure, Charles,” the bear-girl chirped. “Then I’ll finish up dinner. I’d already started when we were on the road, and I can finish up pretty quickly.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I smiled, leaned down, and pressed a soft kiss to the brunette’s cheek. “I’m sure this won’t take very long. I just can’t wait to get out of these bloody clothes.”  
 
    Kleeia’s hand slipped into mine, and her mint-colored eyes sparkled with mischief. The nix-woman bumped me with her wide, shapely hips, and giggled softly into my ear when we were a few feet away from the rest of my monster-women.  
 
    “Oh, Chaaaarles,” the nix purred. “We’ll be taking as long as we want, my love…”  
 
    Instantly, my member flexed against my trousers’ fabric, and I ripped open the door to the caravan. I ushered the turquoise-haired woman in and then practically rushed her toward the small bathroom inside the master bedroom. Before the door could even close, Kleeia had already stripped off all of her clothes and stood in front of me completely nude. Her large breasts jiggled and swayed as she stepped forward. Her hand went to the bulge at the front of my pants, and she slowly caressed it. Soft grunts escaped my lips, and before I knew it, my pants came undone and slid to the floor.  
 
    The nix-woman helped me out of my clothes, chuckled softly as my member hardened even more, and then she turned toward the clawfoot tub. The turquoise-haired woman bent over and waved her hand in front of the faucet, and instantly, steaming water poured out into the basin. I growled deep in the back of my throat as I took in every inch of her perfectly plump ass. 
 
    I couldn’t hold back…  
 
    I gripped Kleeia by the hips, used my knees to part her thighs, and then I gripped my cock in my hand. As I licked my lips, I brushed the head of my penis against her already wet pussy, and the nix-woman threw her head back with a loud moan. I wanted to wait until after I bathed to fuck her, but that was the last thing on my mind at this moment. I thrust forward, and I entered into her quaking walls.  
 
    “Charles!” Kleeia gasped, gripped the edge of the tub, and ground her ass against me. “Yes! Oh, Charles!”  
 
    “Yesssss… Take my cock. Take it deep inside of you.” I thrust into her harder and let my head hang back against my shoulder blades. Waves of pleasure rocketed through me, and I couldn’t stop the guttural sounds from escaping my lips. I gripped the nix-woman even harder, and soon, the small room was filled with the sounds of our lovemaking. Our bodies slapped together, and Kleeia’s feminine voice reached new heights each time I slammed into her.  
 
    Suddenly, the turquoise-haired woman pulled away from me with a giggle, and my member slid out of her. She wriggled into the tub, sat down in the steaming water, and then gestured me in with the swish of her pointer finger.  
 
    Kleeia’s long legs rested against the edge of the tub, and I stepped closer to her alluring aura. Right as I was about to lift a leg and get in with her, the nix-woman flew forward, wrapped one hand on the edge of the tub, and used the other to tug me forward. Kleeia gripped me tightly, pulled me closer, and then tentatively licked the head of my penis. My eyes rolled back into my head as I groaned and relished the new, tantalizing sensation. 
 
    “Kleeia,” I stated deep in the back of my throat. “That feels so good.” 
 
    “Does it?” the nix-woman simpered.  
 
    “Please don’t stop,” I groaned. “Don’t stop.” 
 
    Kleeia leaned forward, brought out her pink tongue, and lapped at the head five times in quick succession. I felt the precum ooze out of me as illustrious gasps ripped up my throat. The nix-woman snickered, gripped my penis in her hand, and then took me entirely into her mouth as her tongue wrapped around my length. My eyes slammed open, and I thrust forward instinctively, but Kleeia followed with my movements. 
 
    The nix-woman bobbed on my penis, and wet noises emitted from her lips as she sucked on me enthusiastically. Right as I felt like I was about to explode, she pulled away with a soft giggle. Dizziness played around my mind for a moment, and I attempted to stay steady on my feet. I rubbed at my eyes, chuckled, ran the same hand through my hair, and shook my head. 
 
    “Wow,” I exhaled. “Just… wow.” 
 
    “Why don’t you get in, Dr. Rayburn?” Kleeia simpered, leaned back, cupped her elbows, and pushed her perfect breasts out. 
 
    “Well, if you insist,” I smirked.  
 
    I lifted a leg, stepped into the heated water, and then lowered myself on top of the nix-woman. Kleeia gazed up at me, opened her lips to speak, but let them hang open for a moment. 
 
    “You’re so goddamn beautiful, my love,” I breathed. “What did I do to deserve you?” 
 
    “You didn’t have to do anything, Charles,” the beautiful woman replied, lifted her hips, and brushed her womanhood against the head of my member. “You deserve to have everything in the world, my sisters and I included.” 
 
    I moved my hips forward, brushed my tip against her, and then the nix-woman arched back with a moan. I snickered softly, gripped her right breast in the palm of my hand, and then took the nipple of the left into my mouth. I sucked on it gently and tweaked the right nipple with my fingertips as the head of my penis brushed against the outside of her core.  
 
    I couldn’t take it anymore, and I felt like if I didn’t do something right now, I would explode, so I let go of her breast, gripped my penis in my hand, and pressed it against her lips. Kleeia threw her head back, squeezed her eyes shut, and moaned up at the ceiling. I pushed forward inside of her, gasped loudly, and felt her walls clench around my member. I thrust into her deeper until our bodies were pressed together and then gazed down into her wide, mint-colored eyes. 
 
    “Charles, yes,” the nix-woman moaned, ran her fingers through my hair, pulled me closer, and pressed her lips to mine. 
 
    I fell into the kiss as I drew back my hips and then pushed forward softly. The nix-girl lifted her legs, rocked her hips, and then wrapped her legs tightly around my waist. I already felt on the verge of orgasm with each tiny movement, and suddenly, Kleeia slammed her hips upward. 
 
    I gasped, slammed my eyes open, and gripped the edge of the tub over her shoulder. The turquoise-haired woman giggled softly into my ear, dug her nails into the soft flesh of my back, and guided me in and out of her tunnel. The nix-woman moved faster than I ever expected, and each time her hips met mine, pleasure exploded up through my groin like tiny pops of fireworks. 
 
    “Goddamn,” I growled. “You’re so tight. It feels so good.” 
 
    “Chaaaarles,” Kleeia exhaled, leaned her head back, and closed her eyes. “You’re so big, bigger than I ever remember. I love it when you’re inside me. I want you to make love to me all night.” 
 
    “Is that what you want, my love?” I tilted my head. 
 
    “Yesss.” The nix-girl nodded. 
 
    I gripped Kleeia by the shoulder, pulled my hips back, and then slammed forward with all of my might. The nix’s mouth dropped open, her face scrunched up, her hands gripped me by the forearms, and a roaring scream ripped up her throat. 
 
    “Yes! Yes! Charles! Yes!” Kleeia bucked her hips. 
 
    Water sloshed out onto the floor, but I didn’t care. All I concentrated on was getting the nix-girl to orgasm. I wanted to hear her moans, feel her walls convulse around my penis, and experience the tension between the two of our bodies. 
 
    “Kleeia!” I roared. 
 
    “Yes, Charles, yes!” the nix-woman sang, rocked her hips, and slammed up to meet me. 
 
    Our bodies slapped together in the water, coating every inch of ourselves in the liquid and our sweat. Suddenly, Kleeia grabbed me by the arms, shifted underneath me, and then flipped me over onto my back. I chuckled deep in the back of my throat as the turquoise-haired woman loomed over me, a wide grin plastered over her pink lips. 
 
    “If this is what you wanted, you could’ve just asked.” I snickered. 
 
    “I figured this would be more fun,” the nix-girl shrugged, dug in her knees, and rode me. “Oh, gods… oh, Charles!” 
 
    My hands jabbed out, held her by the hips, and forced her down each time. Kleeia’s cries reached a fevered pitch, echoed off the walls, and rang back to us, but neither one of us was paying attention. 
 
    The woman looked so beautiful as she swayed above me, so I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her. Her long blue hair was damp, not fully wet but stuck to her skin, and her pointed ears twitched with pleasure. Kleeia’s hands slammed down on my chest as she bit her lip and moaned softly. Her head rocked back, her hips moved even faster, and her eyes fluttered closed. 
 
    I could feel it within her, the building tension in her thighs as she gripped onto me tightly. The nix-woman’s mouth fell open as my hands shot up, cupped her breasts, and squeezed them hard. I thrust deep inside of her, felt her walls tighten and then convulsed with pleasure. She was so close to orgasming, I could sense it deep within her, and I tightened my grip on her hips. Then I slammed the nix-girl down on my member, ripped her back up, and pushed into her harder than ever. Kleeia’s mouth dropped open, her head hung back, and her long hair brushed at my fingertips. 
 
    “Charles! Yes! Faster! Harder!” Kleeia screamed through gritted teeth. 
 
    I couldn’t help the smile that spread over my face as I lifted my hips and thrust into her. Finally, her body released, and her vagina shuddered around my cock. Kleeia’s eyebrows knit together, and her lips pulled down into a deep ‘O’ shape, she almost looked as if she were in pain, but I knew that wasn’t true.  
 
    The nix-woman dug in her hips, rode through the orgasm with rising and falling screams that rang in my ears like music. As her womanhood tightened on me for the last time, I sensed my own orgasm rising to the surface. I gritted my teeth, pressed my lips into a hard line, breathed out hard, and rocked the nix-girl on my length.  
 
    “Ohhhhh…” Kleeia cupped her breasts in her delicate hands and rested her head on her shoulder as her hair created a curtain around her face. 
 
    “Fuck,” I roared as I sat up and pounded into her. “Yes, oh, gods, yes! You feel so good! You’re so tight!” 
 
    “Charles, yesss, Charles, I want you to give me your seed!” Kleeia whimpered. “Give it to me, give me your seed! Give me a child like Rian!” 
 
    My head fell back as my member tensed, and then I blasted my thick creamy seed deep inside her womb. I jerked forward as my penis twitched, but I didn’t let go. Instead, I thrust even deeper inside her, allowing all of my semen out, into her accepting womb. Kleeia panted into my ear, and I held her tightly to my bare chest. The nix-woman slid off of me and rested in the warm water beside me for a long moment. Suddenly, she giggled softly to herself, and I turned my head to look at her.  
 
    “What’s funny?” I asked.  
 
    “It’s not really funny,” the nix-woman shrugged. “I’m just very grateful for you.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I probed.  
 
    “Our lives are very tumultuous right now,” Kleeia explained. “We don’t really have a home except for the caravan, and we’re on the road, hunting down aristocrats and marchionesses. Soon, we’ll invade our second city and hopefully take it over with relative ease, but… there’s a lot of things we should be unsure about right now. Lots of things we should worry about.” 
 
    “Why did you laugh, then?” I stroked the soft skin of her cheek.  
 
    “You always make sure that we’re happy,” the nix-woman smiled. “You’re always more than willing to fulfill our needs and make sure we’re comfortable. I don’t think I’ve ever had someone do that for me.”  
 
    “I think what you and your sisters don’t realize is…” I trailed off. “I’m doing all of this for you. Yes, I want to make the world a better place for the men of the world, but… I want all of you to live in peace where you’re accepted. That’s what I’m fighting for… I want all of us, everyone to be happy and healthy. I want the ways of the old world to become nothing more than a bad memory that we push to the backs of our minds.”  
 
    “Charles,” Kleeia murmured. “When do you think we’ll reach Granhamn? In two days?” 
 
    “Either tomorrow night, if we push the horses hard,” I assured. “Or the next morning. Why?”  
 
    “I was just curious,” the nix-woman breathed, cleared her throat, and then began again. “Sometimes, I can understand Rian’s bloodthirst… Sometimes, I feel jilted that you won’t allow us to kill the aristocrats. I understand why you won’t let us… but I want to watch the light leave their eyes… I have to resolve myself and accept that’s something that I simply cannot do…”  
 
    “We can’t kill the aristocrats,” I stated. “But I told you I had changed my mind on certain actions that are more violent than others. You’ll be allowed to kill, but it won’t be a lot. Soon, we’ll reach Granhamn… and we’ll destroy everything within our path.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    After Kleeia and I washed up, the two of us exited the bathroom, got dressed, and joined the rest of our family in the formal dining room. Daisy had finished up preparing dinner, and the eight of us sat down to eat together as a family. The glow of burning candles lit the room, and when I looked directly across the tabletop, Edony, Cecelia, and Rian smiled at me sweetly. The bear-girl had prepared a lovely roasted chicken we’d kept in the icebox on board the caravan, and we had a few side dishes to sample from.  
 
    I ate my fill, and so did the rest of my women as we spoke quietly to each other in the comfortable room. These were the moments I wanted to burn into my brain and remember by the time I became King. I didn’t want the battles and fights to be the only things that came to mind when I recalled my past. This was it… My little family, all tucked away and enjoying themselves in the few and far between peaceful moments.  
 
    Shortly, we’d finally reach Granhamn and begin planning our attack, but at this moment, I wanted to enjoy myself. When I first created Valerie, I’d been so excited that my machine had worked that I didn’t spend a lot of time making sure that I remembered everything that the feline-woman and I did together. Of course, I remembered our times together, but now that my family was growing exponentially by each city we took over, I wanted to make sure that I never forgot our times together. Before long, all of this would change, and we wouldn’t be hiding and running along the roads before taking over cities. I would be the controller of the whole country… I wanted to hold the memories of our small beginnings close to my heart.  
 
    “Cecelia,” Edony’s voice broke me away from my thoughts, and I focused my eyes on the she-wolf as she spoke again. “I have one question for you…”  
 
    “Of course,” the redhead nodded, leaned forward, and pressed her elbows against the grain of the table. “What is it?”  
 
    “You told us that you worked in the guard,” the she-wolf uttered and settled her violet gaze on the monster-woman. “Did you ever work directly with the Queen?”  
 
    “Yes,” the ex-guard nodded. “Many times before. Since I worked under Ortensia Payne, who was the Queen’s most trusted guard, we worked pretty closely alongside the Queen.”  
 
    “Really?” Kleeia asked. “We don’t… We don’t know a lot about the Queen. Can you tell us more? What is she like?”  
 
    “I don’t remember a lot of my time as a guard,” Rian pondered, tapped her chin, and squinted her yellow eyes toward the ceiling. “I mainly remember ordering a bunch of soldiers around, but I can’t quite remember the Queen as much. What does she look like?”  
 
    “She’s…” Cecelia breathed, cleared her throat, and then started again. “She’s a sight to behold if I’m being honest. You’d think for how old she is… She’d be this tiny, old crone, hunched over and walking with a cane, but that’s not true… She’s beautiful, with this voice… Sure, it's awful to hear her speak when she’s angry, but listening to her talk to you… it’s like music or the babbling of a calm spring.”  
 
    “I’ve never seen her, only the image of her on coins,” I explained. “Edony, you had more of a relationship with her… Have you ever seen her in real life?”  
 
    “Relationship?” the Duchess snarked. “I wouldn’t exactly use that word to describe what the Queen is to me… but no, I’ve never seen the Queen. I’ve only seen depictions or general descriptions. A long time ago, before my mother passed away, I was summoned to the capital to speak to her, but the entire time, she stood behind a giant screen. It was enormous… So, I never actually saw her or her face.”  
 
    “Before your mother passed?” I asked. “Why would she do such a thing?” 
 
    “What did she say to you?” Valerie asked. “Why did she summon you there?”  
 
    “She wanted to form an alliance,” Edony described. “I doubt she realized that my mother had already explained to me what the Queen and her courts had done to my long line of ancestors. She wanted me to sign a contract that once I became the Duchess of Edenhart, she would have a hand in all of its control.” 
 
    “I can assume that you told her no?” I chuckled, and a sly smile spread over the she-wolf’s features.  
 
    “Of course, I did,” the Duchess nodded. “I would never hand over Edenhart to her… never. Not even the teeniest amount of land would be in her name, and I told her that. I wish I could’ve seen her face when I, a seventeen-year-old, told her no and then promptly stomped out of the palace with my shoulders thrown back and my head held high. I never told my mother what happened… She would’ve lost her mind and done something irrational. Maybe waged an attack against the Queen. My mother may have had a heavy-hand and iron-will while raising me, but she protected me and her city ferociously. I was raised under the same belief system as her… Edenhart was the one place that the Queen could never control, and it should stay that way until the end of time. I was fully prepared to teach my future daughters that, too… That Edenhart was the one place in the country that the Queen could never rule.”  
 
    “Cecelia,” Daisy broke in. “I’m still curious. What does the Queen look like? If she’s so beautiful, what makes her so?”  
 
    “When I imagined her,” Rian chuckled darkly. “I imagined the orcs and ogres from one of Daisy’s creature books.”  
 
    “Well, my dear,” the bear-girl giggled. “Technically, orcs and ogres aren’t ‘beasts’ at all. They’re actually closely related to humans. They have their own cultures and language systems.”  
 
    “Hey, now,” the black-haired beauty grinned. “Imps are beasts, and we also have those things.”  
 
    “You’re very right,” the brunette nodded. “But Cecelia, can you describe her for us?”  
 
    “I don’t know where to start,” the black-drake-woman snickered. “I already said she’s beautiful, but it’s a strange type of beautiful… Kind of like all of us. We’re stunning creatures, but of course, we’re monster-women.”  
 
    “I’ve heard,” Josephine broke in. “That she’s ten-feet-tall.”  
 
    “What?” the imp-woman laughed then shook her head. “No way, that can’t be possible.”  
 
    “Well,” Cecelia chuckled nervously. “Not ten-feet-tall… but that’s pretty close… I think she’s closer to seven or eight.”  
 
    “Really?” I asked. 
 
    “She’s this giant… statue of a woman,” the guard breathed. “Like something you’d seen in a museum or something. You see her, and you… know she’s someone important. Her power just oozes from her pores. When you look at her, she’s this beautiful, ethereal being, and you almost forget that she’s done atrocious, unspeakable things. Her eyes are forest green… just like Charles’. Her long hair is a deep auburn red, and her face is soft and warm looking as if you’d expect her to be kind and understanding… but that’s certainly not the case. Edony, I can assume that since you were the leader of Edenhart, you had house colors?”  
 
    “Yes,” the Duchess nodded. “Royal blue and silver. Not chosen by me, but I do like the pairing. The capital’s colors are garnet and gold, correct?”  
 
    “Ah, yes,” Cecelia nodded. “She wears the house colors every day in long gowns with sheer robes over top of it. When I first started working for her, the Queen seemed to be in some sort of state of mourning… though, for who, I have no idea, and she wore cloaks with the hood drawn low over her stunning face.”  
 
    “Did someone close to her die?” I asked. “Edony, do you know?”  
 
    “I have an idea of who could’ve died,” the Duchess pondered. “But my guess is as good as yours. Kelara was the Queen’s right hand, correct? I knew that she had a long line of female consorts that she kept close to her… For the longest time, she had male consorts, and then all of them kept giving her male children, so she switched to females. She’s ageless, so an heir seemed kind of pointless to her.”  
 
    “I may not have liked her,” Cecelia stated. “I hated her, actually, but I always thought she was the prettiest as she rode through the city streets in her enormous palanquin. The front was open with long, sheer curtains in the house colors while the sides were covered in intricate latticework, so the citizens could see her but still had a barrier between her and them.”  
 
    “If she’s so tall,” I uttered. “Did they carry her through the city? The only types of palanquins I’ve seen are those carried on the shoulders of servants or consorts.”  
 
    “She did for a long time,” the ex-guard nodded. “But then she hired a scientist to build her a newer, better version of the palanquin. It was mechanized and walked on eight legs like a spider.”  
 
    “So, she didn’t want the servants to carry her anymore?” I chuckled. “That seems oddly humane of her.”  
 
    Cecelia cleared her throat awkwardly, stared down at the table in front of her, and fiddled with her hands anxiously. It was clear there was something else that she didn’t want to tell us, and I leaned forward toward her.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “Did she do something else to the consorts?”  
 
    “She… She made them wear collars and leashes,” the redhead explained. “And they walked on hands and knees in front of the palanquin as if they were pulling her down the road.”  
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” I grumbled, leaned back in my chair, and rubbed at the bridge of my nose. “I shouldn’t have asked… but I was curious.”  
 
    “Moving away from that sensitive subject,” Daisy interjected. “The palanquin? A scientist made it?”  
 
    “Yes,” Cecelia nodded. “The same scientist she hired to create other things for her. We didn’t know what the woman was making for her, but we knew that the scientist was kept under lock and key. She was basically holed away in the palace.”  
 
    “Not unlike how I treated poor Lucien,” Edony murmured. “I’d almost forgotten that I’d killed him… How sad…”  
 
    “He was a misguided man,” I explained. “And it’s unfortunate that he died, but I tried to save him, but despite my best efforts, he didn’t listen to any of my warnings. I told him that I solely worked for you, and we weren’t involved any deeper than that, but he ignored everything I said.”  
 
    “I feel bad that I killed him,” the Duchess nodded. “But that’s in the past, and I cannot change the mistakes that I once made. He could’ve stopped… He could’ve gone back to the capital when I dismissed him, but it was his choice to stick around and harass us.”  
 
    “A lot of women in the Harlots believe that the scientist is the one who attacked the Queen,” Cecelia stated. “The one who created the super-soldier or whatever it was. Though… I doubt the Queen knows that.”  
 
    “Hmm,” I muttered, cupped my chin, and thought for a moment. “Do you know anything more about this scientist, Cecelia?”  
 
    “No,” the black-drake-woman shook her head. “As I stated before, the Queen keeps her locked inside the palace, so there isn’t much information about her. The Harlots believe she attacked the Queen, and the Queen decided that now was the best time to strengthen her army. So, she sought out a capable scientist who’d be able to improve her numbers through any means.”  
 
    “I think I remember that,” Edony gasped, sat up a little straighter in her seat, and pressed a delicate hand to her plump lips. “She sent out letters to each of the cities leaders… I never received one, but I heard from others in the close by cities that they did. She asked for recommendations and to send forth their best women, who’d she choose at a later time. I didn’t get the letter because, of course, the Queen knew I would never respond.”  
 
    “How did she get the scientist?” I probed. “Especially if she’s included in the Harlots masses?”  
 
    “Someone recommended her,” Cecelia shrugged. “And… she couldn’t exactly refuse, you know? If the Queen calls upon you with a job, you can’t say no. It’s a direct order, and if you disobey it… it can be considered treason, and they could be publicly hanged. I’m sure that the Queen has no idea that the scientist she keeps to work on her projects is the same one who attacked her.”  
 
    “Sounds familiar, doesn’t it?” Edony chuckled lightly and met my gaze over the tabletop.  
 
    “Yes,” I grinned, reached across, and took her delicate hand into mine. “But I never plotted to kill you… or at least, I don’t remember doing something like that.”  
 
    “I think we thought about it,” Valerie murmured, squinted her eyes, and scratched one of her ears. “But, we decided against it…”  
 
    “Yes,” Daisy nodded with a sly smile. “We definitely discussed it, but I’m happy we didn’t do it. Edony is a perfect match for our family, and I’m so grateful she’s one of my sisters. Her cool, level-headedness is enough to keep most of us sane when things seem uncertain.”  
 
    “I have to admit,” I chuckled. “I feel the same way. Even before her transformation, Edony was always decisive and firm. I may not have enjoyed our time together, then, but I’ll admit I always admired her.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Edony smiled tenderly. “I’m glad that even though I changed as a person, there are parts of me that stayed the same.” 
 
    We sat at the table for a long time and talked, but once the candles burned low, we blew them out and headed off to bed together. We’d learned about the Queen and her dynamic within the capital. I wanted to know more about this scientist, but it seemed we’d have to wait to get more information on her since she was held captive by the Queen.  
 
    Our journey was a blur of nothing more than travel deeper into the forest. Just as before, when we journeyed to find the drake, the road inclined upward, and our horses strained to pull our large caravan, but they made it without too much effort. Slowly, we made our way down the mountain toward Granhamn under Edony’s keen direction. The Duchess knew this area the best since she’d controlled the larger city when it was part of her duchy and navigated us from the driver’s seat.  
 
    It became colder as we moved deeper into the mountains, but Edony explained that once we reached Granhamn on the far side, the weather would be warmer. Once we left the city, we’d enter into the desert on the other side and travel through the barren land to the next town. When we’d left Edenhart, the trees’ leaves were starting to turn yellow with hints of red and orange, but here in the mountains, the cedar trees’ branches were heavy with dark green needles, and the trees that grew leaves were barren. The dead leaves skittered and crunched underneath the wheels of our wagon, and a few times, I could’ve sworn I saw a few snowflakes blow through the wind from the driver’s seat.  
 
    I’d hoped that we’d reach Granhamn on the third day of our journey, but by the time we reached the peak of the mountain and started to come down on the other side, the flurries of white snow were heavier, and the dirt road became slick, so I had to slow the horses to a crawl to keep from sliding down. I looked out over the land below me and squinted my eyes for any sign of the city below, but the sky’s gray clouds made it hard to make out anything against the dark trees.  
 
    The only thing I could see off in the distance was a barren wasteland stretching out to the horizon. I assumed that this must’ve been the desert that Edony told us about, and I wondered how these two places, a frigid mountainside, and a blazing desert, could exist so closely together. Still, I instantly realized it had to do with the elevation of the two planes. They could coexist next to each other because of the shape and height of the land.  
 
    “Do you see it?” Edony asked, leaned forward off her seat, and pointed through the trees.  
 
    “See what?” I asked and craned my neck in the direction she indicated.  
 
    “Oh,” the she-wolf chuckled. “It’s difficult to point out to those who haven’t been here before. Granhamn was built to be something like a refuge. After Edenhart was built, and women started to rapidly develop powers, men decided to fight back.”  
 
    “Wait,” I stated and turned to stare at her. “What? I thought… The books I’ve read said that the men basically rolled over and gave up. What do you mean the men fought back?”  
 
    “The history books are wrong,” the wolf-woman shook her head. “I heard it from the mouth of my mother. Not only that but in my mother’s library, she had a book of ledgers dating all the way back to before Edenhart came into existence. It recorded anything that happened or had to do with my family, essentially since the beginning of my family line. There’s quite a few entries about fights and battles that broke out in the streets. Men with crude guns, kind of like the ones we have today, but they were much harder to load and shoot. They almost took a few minutes to reload a single bullet, and even then, the bullets barely ever hit anything. They were nonlethal and hard to use, but… they managed to scare a lot of the aristocrats, especially Duchesses such as myself.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I probed. “Women… were powerful then, correct?”  
 
    “In some ways, yes,” the Duchess nodded. “The babies born with abilities were extremely powerful, but the women who developed over time weren’t as strong, and their abilities took more time to regenerate after a single-use. So, men could attack, force the women to activate their powers, and then kill as many of them before their powers reactivated. So, the leaders built smaller, fortifications close by in case more of these attacks broke out. They mainly meant to hold the Duchess, her family, and her wards, such as workers, consorts, and servants. Over time, they grew, and more people were allowed inside in case of an attack, but as women grew stronger, the men lost more and more battles against them. The fortifications built to protect the Duchess and her people became small cities all on their own. Granhamn was the place where my ancestors would run to in case men attacked, and then after all of them stopped, they built onto it.” 
 
    “I had no idea…” I breathed. “Why isn’t it in the history books? Why aren’t the attacks recorded?”  
 
    “They only record the things to fit their narrative,” the Duchess shrugged. “Not only that, but can you imagine if they had, and it got into the hands of a man? It would give them hope… They’d dream of a life and society that has changed for the betterment of their sex, and the aristocrats certainly don’t want that. So, they wiped all traces of it from records, but… as I explained before, my family rebelled against the Queen, and they kept their documents. They didn’t destroy or burn them as the Queen ordered everyone else to do… They hid them away in our personal libraries, and that’s where I found them, years later, with yellowing pages and curled wrinkled covers. I read them front to back. It may not have seemed like an interesting subject to most young girls my age, but… I was different. I was the leader of Edenhart, and these were things that I had to know.”  
 
    “You pointed out something,” I probed. “What was it?”  
 
    “Oh,” Edony smiled. “Look… You might be able to see it if you squint your eyes. There’s a spire, a single one peeking out above the trees. Every time I visited, I would look for that spire since it was the only landmark you could see from this distance away. It has a golden point on it, that’s what makes it easier to spot through the thick trees.”  
 
    I loosened my grip on the reins, handed them over to the she-wolf, and steadied myself in the driver’s seat as I stood. Then I gazed out over the acres of cedars and oaks and squinted my eyes in the direction that Edony pointed. At first, I didn’t see anything except the thick fog in the trees like a mass of white spider webs and the occasional flurry of snowflakes that brushed against my face. Suddenly, the heavy clouds above my head broke open, and a single ray of sunshine blasted through for a matter of seconds. A glitter of gold caught my attention, and I immediately spied the spire that Edony had described a few minutes ago.  
 
    The gold was a single finial affixed to the top of the round roof, and it glittered once then stopped as soon as the sun disappeared behind the clouds. We weren’t far from the city at all, maybe about fifteen to twenty minutes, and I glanced through the window over my shoulder as I sat back down. Valerie lazed around the table, eating from a small bowl, and leaned her head into her palm. The feline-woman’s chocolate brown tail thumped against the floor out of boredom, and she stared listlessly out the window at the passing scenery. 
 
    “Valerie,” I commanded. “Ready your sisters. We should be arriving soon. We’ll find a good spot to stop, set up camp, and then get as close to the city as we can without being noticed.”  
 
    “Yay!” Valerie squealed. “Alright, I’ll tell everyone!”  
 
    The cat-girl jumped from her chair, brushed off her hands, and then raced from the cabin. I listened to her excited voice in the distance over the roaring wheels and the beating hooves of our horses, then I turned my gaze back toward the road ahead of us. Edony handed back the reins and then guided me down the steep road toward Granhamn. The dirt started to even out, and we allowed our horses to move a bit faster, but not by much. Edony had explained that most of Granhamn was built into the mountain’s side, and the west side of the town led toward the desert, which meant that thick forests entirely surrounded three sides of the city.  
 
    “It’s just around the bend,” Edony whispered and leaned forward with her hands pressed to the wood of the driver’s seat. “There should be a break in the trees with a path on the right side of the road. It might be overgrown, but there used to be a guard tower up there they used to use in case of attacks. The tower has been abandoned for years, but it should still stand. We can stop the caravan there and then climb on top to look out over the city.” 
 
    “Alright,” I muttered under my breath. “Let’s keep an eye out for it.”  
 
    I snapped the reins against the horses’ backs and pushed them forward around the long curve. Suddenly, the wrought iron fence came into view, but tall trees beyond that obscured everything. I stuck my tongue into the corner of my lip as we neared it, and then I pulled back on the reins. I kept my eyes peeled on the right side of the road for the path that Edony had mentioned. The overgrown grass on either side of the road was yellowing from the constant cold, and there was no sign of any path in between the thick trees.  
 
    “There,” Edony breathed, tapped my shoulder, and pointed in between two thick cedars. “It might be a tight squeeze, but I think we can make it if we move slowly. The guard tower is deeper inside the forest, and we may have to stop the caravan and walk there on foot.”  
 
    “That’s fine,” I nodded, drew back on the reins, and guided the horses toward the small space. “Everyone has their coats and gloves along with their heavy boots. I know you said there’s a small fortification, but do you think we’d be able to go in, look around, and scope out the marchioness like before?”  
 
    “I don’t see why we couldn’t do that,” Edony whispered. “Though, the last time I was here, right before they took away my control of it, they’d placed in a schedule. People were only allowed in or out during certain times of the day, so I’m unsure if that’s still in place.”  
 
    “Why would they do that?” I asked. “If you had control, why’d they keep it closed off to everyone?”  
 
    “They’d moved in the marchioness even though that’s not what they called her at the time,” Edony uttered. “Sadly, they named her the Chief Constable…”  
 
    “Does that mean…” I uttered.  
 
    “Yes,” Edony nodded. “If you hadn’t taken out Ortensia before I could get my hands on her, the Queen would’ve made a move on Edenhart and put her into place as a marchioness. That’s how she does it in every town she takes over… She sends in one of her own, gives them an open position of power, and then slowly takes control from the leader there. It doesn’t matter if it’s land given by birthright, she’ll take it.” 
 
     I eased the caravan through the trees, and a few of the branches dragged against the roof. I swiveled my head toward either side of the road, but there was no sign of any aristocrats or their carriages. Thankfully, none were coming or were close enough to hear the sounds of our caravan. The cold breeze didn’t make it through the forest, and I tugged at the thick scarf around my neck as my breath misted out in front of me.  
 
    By tomorrow, the rest of my soldiers and my army would arrive, then we’d begin planning our attack, but first, we needed to get the city’s layout and dynamic. I pushed the horses forward, and their hooves beat heavily against the frozen ground. Edony sat in her seat, but when I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye, she looked as if she were about to leap out of her seat. To the left of us were nothing but rows and rows of large cedars. The ground dipped down a little, but it wasn’t as steep of an incline as the one in Birskonn.  
 
    “Here,” Edony cried. “Stop here. The guard tower should be right ahead of us.”  
 
    “Alright,” I breathed, pulled back on the reins, and then jumped from the driver’s seat. “We’ll hike up there. Get your sisters, and we’ll head up there. We’ll need you to guide us, Edony.”  
 
    The wolf-woman nodded and scurried from the front seat but paused for a moment as her pointed ears swiveled. The Duchess listened to something off in the distance, squinted, and then shook her head.  
 
    “What is it?” I hurriedly asked. “Is something coming?”  
 
    “It’s nothing,” the she-wolf murmured. “I think it was just a deer. It sounded larger than I thought it was, but I think it’s a doe and her fawn. They’re farther down the incline.”  
 
    “Ah,” I nodded, tied off the reins to a tree, and then petted the neck of one of the mighty horses. “No danger here?”  
 
    “Not that I can hear or smell,” the Duchess smiled and then twitched her nose. “But we might want to ask Daisy to check. She’s the one with the best hearing and nose.”  
 
    Edony disappeared around the corner of the caravan, and in the distance, I heard her open up the first cabin’s door. Her soft footsteps vanished for a moment and then came back with the others. Soon, all of my women stood in front of me in their heavy coats, scarves, and gloves. Their cheeks were round and dusted pink from the cold, but they looked excited.  
 
    “Edony,” I commanded. “Lead the way.”  
 
    The she-wolf nodded, glanced around the familiar trees, and then stepped forward. The Duchess led us through the woods and stopped every few minutes to examine paths and sniff the wind. As we moved in deeper, it was clear to me that we would’ve never made it back here with the caravan in tow. The trees grew too close together, and we had to step in between them to make it to the right spot. When I glanced toward Edony, the Duchess’ violet eyes were wide and sparkling…  
 
    “Do you remember this place?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes,” the she-wolf chuckled and grinned. “The guard was abandoned many years before I, or even my mother, were born, so no one really comes out here, but my mother used to bring me to this place. Of course, before Granhamn was mine, it was hers, and whenever she had to split her time between the three cities, she’d bring me along with her. I would become the next Duchess, so I needed to learn everything about these cities, but this… This was by far my favorite part of Granhamn. I’d sneak out of the city and come up here as if it were my secret hideout.”  
 
    “Kind of like Valerie and the attic back at the manor,” Rian chuckled. “You used to sneak up there any chance you got. Didn’t you have something like a hammock strung across the beams?”  
 
    “I did,” the feline-woman nodded. “It was so nice, especially in the summer. The sun would hit the roof, and it’d get so waaaarm up there. I’d nap half the day and then go down into Charles’ laboratory and then nap in a sunbeam! So many naps! I miss napping so much.”  
 
    “I’m sure that in the future,” I chuckled under my breath. “You’ll have plenty of time to nap, my love.”  
 
    “Josephine,” Edony uttered and glanced over her shoulder toward the honey-blonde.  
 
    “Yes?” the drake-woman piped up.  
 
    “Didn’t I bring you out here once?” the Duchess asked. “My mother invited you along on our trip so I wouldn’t be lonely, and I showed you my favorite spot in the whole city.”  
 
    “Was it here?” the honey-blonde asked and glanced around the trees. “I remember it, but this place isn’t bringing back a lot of memories.”  
 
    “It’s quite alright if you don’t remember,” the she-wolf soothed. “I think we stopped being friends shortly after that… I had to focus on my duties as the future Duchess, and I didn’t have time to see anyone except for advisors and sit in on my mother’s meetings…”  
 
    “No, no,” the drake-woman gasped. “I do remember. We went up into the watchtower, and we brought blankets with a flask full of tea. We sat bundled up together in the corner and told each other secrets.”  
 
    “I think we were fourteen… fifteen, at the time?” Edony chuckled. “You told me you didn’t want a consort, and you hoped your mother never made you go through the horrible ritual… Sadly, she did, didn’t she?”  
 
    “Yes,” the honey-blonde whispered. “And you said that you thought that Lance McGuvers was cute, and you wouldn’t mind having him as your own.”  
 
    “I was a child,” the Duchess threw her head back and laughed. “That poor boy would’ve suffered horribly at my hands if my mother had allowed me to take him. I think it’s quite funny… When I was a young teen, I was only attracted to boys who looked a certain way. There was a specific boy I saw once during a parade. He was standing off to the side, and he looked up at me… as if he’d never seen anyone so beautiful in his life. At first, I thought he was admiring my mother as most people did, but he was looking at me. He had the prettiest green eyes and dark hair. I can’t remember if it was black or dark brown. I thought he was so handsome, and he made my little adolescent heart flutter. I think that’s why I wanted Lance so much… because he resembled that boy.” 
 
    “Wait,” Valerie interrupted. “Was that… parade your debut into society?”  
 
    Edony paused for a moment, and her pale eyebrows furrowed as she thought. The Duchess glanced over at the feline-woman and then clicked her tongue.  
 
    “I think so,” the she-wolf whispered. “But how did you know that?”  
 
    “Because,” I started, stepped forward, and slipped my hand into Edony’s. “I think that boy was me. I’ve retold that memory to Daisy, Valerie, and Rian on multiple occasions except from my point of view.”  
 
    “Really?” Edony gasped, and then her thin cheeks immediately flushed. “Then it’s been you… all along… I’ve wondered about that boy all of my life. Where he went or even if he was still alive, but it was you, Charles. I should’ve known. Hell, I should’ve realized the moment I laid eyes on you when you were selling your wares on the side of the road. It’s always been you, no matter what I do or where I go. Oh, look, the guard tower is up ahead.”  
 
    The Duchess raced forward and pulled me after her. The guard tower was made entirely out of old, moss-covered bricks and dry, brown vines covered most of it from view. The entrance inside was mostly covered with more vines, but the Duchess rushed forward, grabbed them with her gloved hands, and tore them apart to reveal a spiraling stone staircase to another level.  
 
    “Let’s go,” the she-wolf grinned and grabbed my hand for a second time.  
 
    The eight of us hurried up the dirty and leaf-covered stairs. For a moment, we were entirely encapsulated in darkness except for the dim light from above. We moved as a unit, and I kept one hand pressed to the moss covered wall as I leaned my head back toward the doorway above. We were moments away from seeing the city of Granhamn, and I wasn’t sure what I was expecting. Would it look like Birksonn with it’s heavy industrialization, or would it be more like Edenhart? From what Edony had told me, it seemed like Granhamn was nothing more than a single large estate with a few other buildings, but they’d grown since then.  
 
    How much bigger could it be? Edony already said it was larger than Birksonn and Edenhart, but Birksonn was only slightly smaller than our hometown. What could this mean? Would we have a lot more on our plates than we’d initially thought? My army of soldiers and monster-women wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow, but would they be enough to conquer Granhamn? I’d told my women not to be anxious or nervous, but those two emotions beat at my heart. We already knew that Birksonn was easier than any of the others that we’d have to face. No… I stopped those thoughts right in their tracks. I couldn’t allow myself to think this way. I’d already shown I was capable, and I’d proved it to both my women and myself.  
 
    Right as we reached the threshold of the doorway, Edony stepped back and gestured me out. The air was colder than when we entered, and I came around the circular platform as I searched the horizon for the city. Finally, I laid my eyes on it, and my hands fell heavily on the brick wall in front of me.  
 
    Granhamn was huge and sprawled out over the horizon. I hadn’t seen it from the road because of all of the enormous trees in the way. The buildings reached into the sky, and black smoke poured out of the chimneys of each, but that wasn’t what made me draw in a sharp breath and step back. Granhamn was surrounded by an enormous granite wall, taller than any of the buildings inside. A guardhouse was built every two-hundred feet, and I spied tiny soldiers moving in and out of each. Not only that, but when I squinted down through the trees, I spied the greenish-blue surface of a moat and the enormous, guarded drawbridge.  
 
    “By science,” I snarled through gritted teeth. “How are we going to get in there?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    I stared down at the enormous city below me and felt my heartbeat falter a bit inside my chest. Black smoke poured out of countless chimneys, and as I moved my eyes across the massive expanse of industrialization, I had a faint feeling that all of this was a dream. Granhamn looked like a city that could only exist in a painting or book of a desolate future where humans barely survived and steam-machines ruled. Everything below seemed as if it were painted in steel grays, bleak whites, and abysmal blacks. Even small pinpricks of people who moved from street to street looked like nothing more than busy ants on their way back to a dying and oppressive anthill.  
 
    The first defensive feature was a wide, and deep looking, moat. Bypassing that would be difficult, but if we managed to do so we’d still have to deal with the circuit wall. The snaking wall surrounded the entire city and stretched into the sky twenty-six feet high. It looked to be about six feet wide, and the stationed soldiers patrolled it with heavy-looking crossbows. When I squinted my eyes and looked in the distance, I spied the large manor directly in the middle of Granhamn, and I assumed that’s where the marchioness resided. Outside of the estate, a small wall wrapped around, and I assumed that this was the original wall that Edony spoke about. The one that protected the Duchess and her family from the brute attacks. 
 
    “What have they done?” the she-wolf gasped and covered her mouth with a single, delicate hand. “What have they done to my beautiful city?”  
 
    The sky above our heads was stained gray, and I slowly realized it wasn’t just the current weather, it was that color because of all of the smog and smoke polluting the air.  
 
    I scrutinized the enormous wall for any weak points but couldn’t find any. Even if there were a weak point, we wouldn’t have been able to get to it because of the noxious-looking moat dividing us from the base of the wall.  
 
    How in the hell were we going to get over there? Not just get to the other side of the moat, but break through the enormous, thick fortifications? I quickly ran through all of the tools, ingredients, and potions I’d brought with me. If I crafted an acid, we could possibly melt all of the brick and mortar, but that would mean we’d have to cross the moat first, plant some sort of crafted bomb, and then cross the moat a second time before it exploded, but even then, the wall was six feet thick. None of the potions I had on hand or could craft could eat through that much. Maybe if I prepared a large enough batch, but I didn’t have that many ingredients or supplies on hand to make such a thing. 
 
    “Charles,” Cecelia gasped. “What on earth are we going to do? How are we going to get inside?”  
 
    “Could we possibly attack the drawbridge?” Valerie offered. “That seems like the easiest place to get inside.”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head, leaned forward, and clutched my chin. “That’s where most people would think to attack. We have to take into consideration that it is the only entrance into and exit from the city. If we attacked, all of the soldiers from above would be able to hit us from above and take out hundreds of our massive army without barely any effort. Also, if we went for the bridge, they’d see us coming. We can’t have that. By the time we got the damn door down, there would be hundreds of soldiers and guards waiting for us on the other side.”  
 
    “Charles,” Kleeia whispered. “What are we going to do? How are we going to get inside?”  
 
    I leaned over the barrier and looked out over the city. I took in everything about the wall, the guard stations, and the walkways in between. I raised my right hand to silence my women, and all of them obeyed. I knew they were afraid, but I didn’t want them to lose hope. We could do this, but it would take a little time and some of my ingenious inventions. I was mentally sketching out plans for things that we could use to break through the walls in my head. The acid wasn’t entirely out of the question, but because of its chemical makeup, it probably would only be able to eat through about three feet of the masonry. We’d need something else to smash through the second layer and then lay siege against the rest of the city.  
 
    Back home at the manor, I’d had a lot of books about wars and battles of the past and the weapons that they’d used, but everything that I thought of needed supplies that we certainly didn’t have. I clicked my tongue against the roof of my mouth, pressed my lips into a hard line, and then turned toward Edony. The she-wolf’s violet eyes mine, and just from looking at her, I could tell that the Duchess was toying with ideas that could get us inside of Granhamn as well.  
 
    Edony’s eyes narrowed, and one of her pale eyebrows lifted while she thought. For a moment, it seemed as if our minds were connected, and the she-wolf heard every train of thought that raced through my genius mind. Finally, the wolf-woman’s ears laid flat against her head, and her enormous, white tail swished excitedly behind her.  
 
    “We’re going to need iron,” I uttered. “And lots of it.”  
 
    “Valestia,” the wolf-woman grinned. “It’s a small city on the other side of the desert. They’re rich in iron. Lots and lots of mines. If I’m following what you’re thinking; cannons?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded, cupped my chin for a second time, and then swiveled to look out over Granhamn. “Three or four of them. I have enough supplies to craft an acidic potion, but we’ll need a way to get it over the water and onto the brick walls.”  
 
    “Cat-er-pults!” Valerie cried, threw her arms up into the air, and grinned. “We could use them to shoot the potion over the moat and splat it against the wall!”  
 
    “Catapults,” I corrected through a chuckle. “But that’s a good idea, my love. We’ll need wood, too, for their construction.”  
 
    Edony’s lip curled, and a short laugh whistled up her throat as she lifted both hands and gestured all around us.  
 
    “You do realize we’re standing in the middle of a forest, Charles?” the she-wolf chuckled. “I’m sure we could have a few of the soldiers cut down trees farther into the forest where the officials of Granhamn won’t notice. If I recall correctly, there are a few men in our army who used to be woodworkers. They’ll know how to properly fell a tree and prepare the wood to be crafted into something.”  
 
    “So, what are we going to do, Charles?” Josephine asked. “Edony mentioned that place, Valestia. Can we really abandon Granhamn and move on to that town?”  
 
    “We’re not abandoning it,” I shook my head. “We need the supplies. Edony, is there anything else you can tell me about this place?”  
 
    “Valestia is a mining town,” the Duchess explained. “It’s where most cities get their iron. It’s shipped to all over the country.”  
 
    “Is there a marchioness there?” Valerie asked. “Will we have to defeat her, too?”  
 
    “No,” the she-wolf shook her head. “It’s a simple, small mining town. There will be a few aristocrats who live there, maybe some constables, but not a huge population. The mine workers and the iron workers primarily inhabit it.”  
 
    “It’s out in the middle of the desert, correct?” I probed. “So, it’s pretty remote? How many people do you think live there in total?”  
 
    “Yes,” Edony nodded. “But there’s a large outcropping of rock that stretches up into the sky. I wouldn’t call them mountains, but they’re rich in ore and iron. There are hundreds of mines there.” 
 
    “How many men do you think there are?” I asked. 
 
    “Tops?” The Duchess pondered. “Seven hundred men, but it depends on if the nobles have been taking proper care of them. There’s maybe a handful of aristocrats to keep them in line. Generally, the nobles who live there are the poorest out of the population and move there to receive more money doing a job that most wouldn’t take. Their powers will be weaker, too. Most aristocrats who relocate to places like that are usually poor, as I said before, or their cities were taken away from them by a stronger, powerful rival. It doesn’t happen as often as it used to, but we should expect that these women won’t be able to defend themselves and others. They’re there to be guard dogs of the men and make sure that the same amount of iron and ore is being produced.”  
 
    “What about our army?” Rian asked. “Can we bring them with us and use them to attack?”  
 
    “It’d been unwise of us,” I stated. “Edony already said we’d have to cross the desert to get to the small city, and we’re already low on water. Yes, Kleeia can summon water at will, but we haven’t tested the limits of that, and I’m almost certain she couldn’t summon enough water for our entire army, and ourselves included. I’d rather not chance it and exhaust her at the same time. Not only that, I’m sure that we can attack and take over this city all by ourselves. We took over Edenhart with just the seven of us, and if this city is as small as Edony says, we can do it again. Then, once the men are freed, we’ll add them to our army.”  
 
    “Is that wise?” Edony asked. “We’ll need more iron in the future, and using the mines to keep us supplied is a better idea. If we leave enough men there with promises of freedom, I’m sure they’d be more than willing to work for and with us. If they’re allowed to work freely with hefty rewards and wages, I’m more than certain that they’d go along with our request.”  
 
    I chuckled softly under my breath and then reached out to stroke the Duchess’ pale, pink cheek. The wolf-woman leaned into my touch, and my heart swelled with pride. I’d always thought that Edony was intelligent and astute as the Duchess of Edenhart, but at this moment, I was more than proud and glad that we had her on our side. My other women may have been clever and rational, but they didn’t have the same past experiences as Edony. The she-wolf had led a city, made decisions that not even I could, and still kept it afloat until the Queen started to undermine her.  
 
    “We’ll leave some of the men there,” I agreed. “So that we can have the supplies of iron and ore when we need it and as to our current army of men and monster-women, I’ll instruct them to stay here, in the forest. They’ll stay hidden while we’re gone and craft the wooden weapons that we’ll need for the siege.”  
 
    “When do you think we’ll leave, Charles?” the imp-woman asked.  
 
    “Once the soldiers arrive,” I explained. “We’ll wait for them here and give them my instructions. Edony, you know how to get to Valestia, correct?”  
 
    “Yes,” the Duchess nodded. “I’ve been there quite a few times to pick up loads of iron that they weren’t able to ship to Edenhart. They were worried that if they sent it, the snowfall would block them from getting to Edenhart, and they’d be stuck in the mountains for two months before it finally thawed. So, being the impatient person that I am, I went and got it myself along with three fire mages who were able to thaw the snow and ice for me when it got in the way.”  
 
    “So hard-headed and determined, my love,” I chuckled. “Now, we’ll return to the caravan, and I’ll start drawing up the sketches for the weapons that we’ll need. I’m sure that if I give them to Aschere, it’ll be in good and practiced hands. He hasn’t disappointed me yet, and I doubt he ever will.”  
 
    “What do you have in mind?” Daisy asked, and I turned my back to the city of Granhamn before climbing down the darkened stairwell.  
 
    “There are quite a few weapons my soldiers could craft,” I started. “We’ll create weapons, four of them to blast holes into the walls where the soldiers can pour through. I’ll have to make enough acid to eat away at the brick first, and we’ll need catapults to launch it over the moat, which begs the question, how are the soldiers going to cross the moat? If they’ve fortified this much, I can only assume they’d have poisoned the water or filled it with venomous beasts if someone tried to cross it. We’ll have to craft planks, too. Ones that are large enough to cross the moat and strong enough to hold the hundreds of soldiers running across it.”  
 
    “I guess it’s a good thing that this forest is filled with maples and oaks,” the bear-girl commented. “Those are the strongest trees. They’re all strong, heavy, and durable, so they can take quite a bit of abuse. Also, if we craft the other weapons, we can bring them along with us in case we need to use them in other battles.”  
 
    “You’re our resident animal expert,” Rian chuckled good-naturedly, “and now you’re our resident tree expert, too?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t call myself a ‘tree expert,’” Daisy snickered. “I merely find subjects that interest me and then devour all the books that Charles has on them. Trees just happened to be the most recent one. I knew that we’d be journeying into the mountains that were filled with them, so I decided to learn as much as I could.”  
 
    “What other things are you thinking of building, Charles?” Cecelia piped up.  
 
    “Well, I don’t have everything figured out yet,” I explained. “But we’ll probably use glass containers for the acid. We’ll use the catapults to launch them at the wall, and once they hit, the containers will explode and deploy the potion. So, we’ll need three or four giant catapults. I’m also toying with the idea of using the catapults to launch the devices Aschere crafted. That way, they can fly over the wall and land on the ground where I can assume the soldiers will be standing. I’ll deploy the canisters, and then there will be fewer guards that we’ll need to take down. Do any of you know what a ballista is?” 
 
    Edony’s violet eyes glittered with hateful excitement that I knew so well, but the rest of my women looked confused in the dim light around us. Valerie’s chocolate brown ears laid flat against her head, and Daisy scratched her head with squinted eyes.  
 
    “They’re essentially giant crossbows,” I explained. “But twenty times larger. You can launch giant projectiles toward a target, sometimes on fire. I’ll craft some of those along with the catapults and cannons. The ballistas and the catapults will be made entirely out of wood, some metal for some of the inner mechanics, and rope for the tension system. Once we get back to the caravan, I’ll draw them up and give them to Aschere once they arrive. I’d like to get a closer look at Granhamn.  
 
    We maneuvered our way down the spiral staircase and then exited into the grey light below. The cold air hit our faces at full force, and we hustled back toward the caravan and its warm interior. When I glanced over my shoulder at my women, most of them looked serene with the explanation of our plan, but Josephine’s honey-colored eyebrows were knit together out of worry.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked, and the drake-woman immediately raised her face to me.  
 
    Josephine’s lips parted, but then her eyebrows furrowed even deeper, and she seemed lost in thought for a long moment. Suddenly, her orange, cat-like eyes met mine, and she bit her lip nervously, and her hands fiddled together against the fabric of her dress.  
 
    “There was a moment up there,” the honey-blonde uttered. “Everything seemed hopeless. It was right as we stepped over the threshold and looked out over Granhamn. Your face, it looked so desperate and angry. For a little bit, I didn’t think we’d find a solution. I know it may be just my anxious inner rhetoric, but I couldn’t get it out of my head. What if all of this fails? What will we do?”  
 
    “It won’t fail,” I iterated. “Have I ever failed you in the past?”  
 
    “No,” the honey-blonde shook her head. “I know it’s wrong of me to feel this way. You’ve never shown any weakness and never relented from your chosen path, but I felt frozen and stuck in my fear. Maybe it’s because I’ve been part of the Harlots for all of my life, and I’m used to hiding and running when things go wrong.”  
 
    “Josephine,” I uttered and reached out to her with one gloved hand. “There’s no reason for you to feel that way. No matter how hopeless and bleak things may seem, we will always find a way. That’s what I think I like most about us and our family together. All of us are great minds, and our perspectives are different, so when we come together to solve a problem, we can figure it out easily and without much hassle. I understand that you’re anxious, but I never want you to think that I’ll give up. Yes, finding out that Granhamn was more fortified than we expected was a blow, but look at us, we have a plan, and we’re beginning to execute it. Josephine, I chose you to join our family for a reason, and I want you to remind yourself that. Your will to fight and conquer is so much stronger than your anxiety. Remember that.”  
 
    Josephine nodded, and then a small smile spread over her lips. The drake-woman squeezed my hands tenderly and then let it drop as we headed through the trees toward the caravan. As soon as we arrived back, I headed straight into the last cabin and sat down at the desk with blank sheets of paper laid out in front of me.  
 
    “You look busy,” a familiar voice chimed inside my head as I picked up the charcoal pencil.  
 
    “Yes,” I breathed. “I have to work on construction for three siege weapons.”  
 
    “Siege weapons?” A.B. asked. “Why do you need those?”  
 
    “We’ve arrived in Granhamn,” I explained and gestured toward the trees outside the window. “But the city is heavily protected by an enormous wall, moat, and guards on patrol. They only have one entrance into the city, and that’s a drawbridge on the east side of the city. We can’t go in that way, so we’re going to have to break down some of the walls and charge in with our weapons drawn. So, I have to draw up the weapons for Aschere. He and the other soldiers will construct the weapons while we’re away.”  
 
    “Away?” the brain asked. “Where are we going?”  
 
    “Valestia,” I stated. “It’s a small iron mining town on the other side of the desert. We’ll journey out there, take it over, and then get the supplies that we need.”  
 
    “What in the world do you need iron for?” A.B. cried out.  
 
    “Cannons,” I chuckled. “Thankfully, I’ve built smaller ones for aristocrats back in Edenhart, so I understand their construction pretty well, the most difficult things will be the catapults and ballistae. I’ve never made those, but I’ve seen them in books before, so I’m sure I can copy them from memory.”  
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” the brain gasped. “These are some serious weapons, Charles. People could get hurt using them!”  
 
    “What else can I do, A.B.?” I asked, turned around, and stared at him over my shoulder. “People are going to get hurt if I don’t create them. Imagine all of the consorts, workers, and servants in Granhamn right now. Hell, there’s probably a bunch of them who will lose their lives by their owners tonight, and there’s nothing I can do about it. These weapons are things that I can control and can create to help the men of this city. Not only the men of Granhamn, but the next city, and the town after that. You know why I’m doing all of this. This is war!” 
 
    “I know,” the brain sighed. “These are just the biggest weapons you’ve built.”  
 
    “Did I forget to tell you about the acidic potion I’m planning on using?” I chuckled. “The walls are at least six feet thick. The cannons could probably do a lot of damage but not enough to break a hole through it. I thought of the acid first but figured that it’d only eat into the brick about three feet in. We’ll need both of them for this plan to work smoothly. We’ll load the catapults full of the potion, launch it at the walls, and then immediately blast the cannons. The acid potion reacts quickly, so it should be almost instantaneous.”  
 
    “I want to shoot down all of these ideas, Charles, I really do,” the brain laughed. “But if I’m being honest, they all sound pretty fun and exciting. We’ve never done anything of this high of caliber yet, and I feel like this is your scientific moment to shine.”  
 
    “I have to admit,” I snorted. “I’m pretty excited, too. I was devastated when I saw how heavily fortified Granhamn is, but that means I have to work harder to get inside; what a feeling it will be when I walk through the hole my cannons created. I’ll be able to say I built those, and I broke down this wall. Nothing can touch me.”  
 
    “Well, with that big brain of yours,” my assistant chuckled. “I’m sure you’ll be able to build these things in no time.”  
 
    I nodded along with his words and settled my eyes on the blank sheet of paper in front of me. I began to outline the catapult, the frame, legs, and arm with the bucket attached. We’d built all of the weapons on wheels to easily maneuver them around and place them into specific spots. The catapult was the easiest since it didn’t have too many parts to it. I was most worried about the ballistae because those were more intricate with many inner working parts.  
 
    I sketched them out a few times, but none of them looked right, and I ultimately crumpled up each drawing and threw it over my shoulder with an exasperated sigh. Each time I started over again, I grew closer and closer to the end design that I wanted to use and after a few hours of pouring over the charcoal streaked paper, I had it. I set all of the blueprints to the side for Aschere once he arrived and then got to drawing up the designs for the cannons. I already knew how to make them, and we’d have to wait until we returned to get started, but since these were of a much larger scale, I wanted to have it all down on paper before we left to retrieve the supplies we needed.  
 
    We’d also need the supplies to make the cannonballs, but I could easily figure that out. Most cannonballs were nothing more than dressed stone or any other type of metal, but since we needed these to break through Granhamn’s thick walls, I had other ideas. Edony had said that Valestia was known for having ore, too, and we’d stock up on that, too. I could craft cannonballs out of that material reasonably easily but with a hollow design. Inside, I would fill it with black powder, which I could easily prepare here in my makeshift laboratory. We could even shave down extra iron pieces and put it inside the projectiles to get them an additional advantage against the brick and mortar.  
 
    I leaned back in my chair when I finished the initial design and set down my charcoal. What I’d drawn was huge, colossal in magnitude, and when I looked at it, it almost seemed impossible to build, but I knew that wasn’t true. If we got all of the supplies from Valestia and brought  them back here, me and my men could construct it in a manner of days, maybe even hours if we worked fast enough. I lifted the paper between both hands and stared at it for a long time. Yes, if we constructed three or four of these, we’d be able to blast a ton of holes into the walls surrounding Granhamn. 
 
    “Charles?” Daisy murmured through the closed door. “I think the army is close. I can hear something moving through the forest, and it’s too small to be a dangerous animal or a person.”  
 
    “Ah,” I smiled and glanced toward the window above my desk. “I’ll be right out.”  
 
    I’d spent most of the day inside the laboratory drawing up the blueprints, and outside the window, the forest was dark. I stood from my chair and moved through the caravan’s cabins toward the front door. When I swung it open, the cold air hit my face, but I ignored it and listened for anything in the distance. Aschere’s instructions were to signal for me with the shrill whistles when they arrived, and as I waited, the only sounds I could make out were the distant howling of the frigid wind.  
 
    Suddenly, a piercing whistle blasted in between the trees, and I turned my head in the direction it came from and then waited. Just as expected, a second came only a few breaths afterwards, and I immediately cupped my hands to my face. I whistled to my comrades twice and paused again to listen for the telltale clunk of armor. With the blueprints tucked under my arm, I waited in the dark forest and then turned as soon as I heard the sound of soft footsteps behind me.  
 
    “Aschere,” I breathed in a low voice. “Aschere?”  
 
    “My lord,” my faithful soldier chuckled. “Wonderful to see you again.”  
 
    “You’re early,” I murmured. “Though, I will say it is a relief to see you here so soon.”  
 
    “Yes,” the older guard nodded and hastily took off his helmet to see me better. “We managed to shave off a little bit of time with the aid of your monster-women. My lord, are we prepared to attack Granhamn? I’ve crafted the devices you asked me to, and they’re already loaded onto wagons.” 
 
    “We’re not attacking tonight,” I shook my head, grabbed the blueprints from under my arms, and then offered them to him. “Granhamn is far too fortified to get inside by stealth, and a direct attack would surely end in our deaths. My women and I are leaving Granhamn and going to journey across the desert to Valestia. There, we’ll stock up in iron and ore for cannons that I will build once we arrive back here.”  
 
    “Are we going with you, my lord?” Aschere asked.  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “You and the rest of the soldiers will stay here and build these two machines for me. I’m sure there are a few woodworkers among the masses of soldiers, which can aid you in cutting down trees. You will stay hidden and craft these deeper inside the forest where none of the aristocrats in Granhamn will hear or notice, then you’ll wait for us to return.”  
 
    “Of course,” the guard nodded. “When are you leaving? You’ve only just arrived.” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do here,” I replied. “We can’t attack Granhamn in the state we’re in now, and we have to ride to Valestia to get the supplies. We’re leaving tonight. We only stayed so I could pass on the blueprints to you and tell you what we were doing.”  
 
    “Alright, my lord,” Aschere smiled, took the blueprints from my hands, and then heartily shook my hand. “I wish you safe travels across the desert and that you find your destination with ease.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I smiled, moved toward the caravan, and then climbed up into the driver’s seat. “You’ll hear from me in a few days once we reach Valestia. I’ll Josephine reach out to her Drake Legion and tell you when we’re close to arriving.”  
 
    “Good luck, my lord,” the guard uttered, lowered his gaze, and then bowed low to me.  
 
    I nodded to him and then snatched up the reins. Then I slammed the leather against our horses’ backs, and they jumped forward through the dark forest. It would take a long time as we maneuvered our way around Granhamn and finally made it out into the desert, but thankfully, we had Edony there to guide us. I’d expected us to attack Granhamn as soon as the soldiers arrived that night, but I was very wrong. I didn’t know what the next few days would hold for us, but as the leader of the New Order, I was ready and prepared for anything. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    It was dark, and the only light came from the single lamp attached to the driver’s seat of the caravan. The flickering flame created a halo around our horses but barely stretched to the road ahead of us. Thankfully, Edony promised to stay with me in the front until we reached the edge of the desert, then we’d stay on a single path toward Valestia. The Duchess seemed to know the road well, and she warned me when a curve came up ahead or if the road sloped down, and I needed to slow the horses.  
 
    I felt bad that we had to leave the soldiers behind at Granhamn, but we needed the iron to build the cannons, and I already knew that if something happened while we were away, Aschere and his men could handle it with ease. Though, I doubted that anyone in Granhamn, the citizens, or the soldiers would notice their numbers hidden outside the city.  
 
    I wanted to ride late into the night, or at least until we reached the desert, then we’d pull off to the side and rest for the night. The faster we got to Valestia, the quicker we’d be able to get the supplies and get back to Granhamn. I wasn’t sure what we’d find in the small mining town. Still, from what Edony had told us, it was mainly populated by men with a handful of aristocrats there to act as guard dogs for the ‘brutes.’ I’d only been a few places outside of Edenhart. Most of them had been to the north, not the south, and I wondered what laid on the other side of this endless road we traveled.  
 
    Most of my women were already tucked into bed while Edony and I sat in the front seat of the caravan. The small window behind our shoulders was closed, and the interior room was dark. I didn’t mind that my other women had gone to bed without us. In fact, I was glad that they were able to rest during these brief moments in between battles.  
 
    Edony sat poised beside me, and she leaned forward with her hands pressed against the small wooden wall of the driver’s seat. The wolf-woman seemed to be fully alert, and her violet eyes glowed with the reflection of the burning lamp. I already knew that the she-wolf could see in the dark, and I was grateful to have her here with me at this moment. The Duchess probably had the best eyesight out of all of my women, along with Daisy, Rian, and Valerie, since all of them had the ability to see in the dark.  
 
    “You said you’ve been to Valestia?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes,” the she-wolf nodded. “But only once before, though I doubt it’s changed much since I’d been there last.”  
 
    “You think so?” I uttered.  
 
    “Unlike Birskonn and Granhamn,” the Duchess began and then cleared her voice of all emotion, “there isn’t much the aristocrats can do to better it. It’s a small mining town, and it’s always been that way. Not only that, but it’s in the middle of the desert. You know the nobles of this land. That place is far away from any amenities that they enjoy daily. There’s very little water to go around, and the water has to be shipped in from larger cities on either side of the desert. No. As I said before, most of the aristocrats who do live there do so out of necessity. They were either too poor to remain in expensive cities or were overtaken by a stronger and more powerful woman. So, they go where they can make as much money as they can even though the habitations are less than adequate, but they’re desperate. They need the extra money to be able to move on from that place. I mean, there are other ways for them to make money, but they find those lowly and humiliating.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “I don’t quite understand.”  
 
    “It takes a certain type of woman to become one of the Queen’s royal guard,” the Duchess continued. “It’s a job that many women don’t want but force themselves to do for the honor and privilege that comes along with it. Many of them rise through the ranks and then retire early to enormous manors in the inner circle of the capital.”  
 
    “Inner circle?” I questioned. “Like a social circle?”  
 
    “No,” Edony shook her head. “You’ve already heard about the boroughs within the capital, but those boroughs are part of an even larger network of areas. There’s a thing in the capital called ‘the three rings.’ The first ring is the largest, and it holds most of the working-class people. It’s inhabited by a lot of men, consorts, and workers. Their homes are nothing more than shacks with tin roofs over them to keep out the rain and snow. The second ring is smaller, but that’s where most of the nobles and the aristocrats live. Their manors sit a level higher and have a vast maze of stairs to it along with the sloping roads.”  
 
    “Literally looking down on the men,” I snorted out of disgust. “How fitting.”  
 
    “Exactly,” the Duchess nodded. “Now, the third is even smaller than the other two, but that’s where the palace sits along with all of the municipal and court buildings. The only people who live in the third ring are the Queen, the royal court, and the Queen’s most trusted advisors. To pass through the third ring, you have to get written approval from the Queen herself, but even then, that’s difficult to get in the first place.”  
 
    “So, we’ll have to take that into account when we attack the capital,” I chuckled. “I think we can find our way around that fairly easily. I don’t have my plan fully-fledged yet, but I think what we’ll do is sneak into the first ring and hide out for a bit. Spread our goals and beliefs around to collect as many consorts as we can. When we have a large-sized group of them, we’ll work our way up to the second ring. I’m almost certain that a lot of the men who live in the first ring will be apprehensive about joining our cause, but as soon as they see us triumphing, they’ll be scrambling to join our masses.”  
 
    “To jump off of that,” the wolf-woman smiled. “I’m sure if we worked with Josephine and Cecelia, we could round together the Harlots masses and add them to our armies. We already heard that the Harlots in the capital took over the seventh borough. I just hope that we can get there in time. They just have to hold out a little longer. Stay strong until we can get there and aid them in their battle.”  
 
    “I’m often amazed by the Harlots,” I breathed. “Josephine and Cecelia are the only ones I’ve met but learning more about them and their back stories, it makes me feel proud. They live in a world that hates them simply because of what they believe in. If they’re found out, they’re jailed or sent to insane asylums, or worse, they’re killed. We never really had an issue with them back in Edenhart, did we?”  
 
    “Not that I knew of,” the Duchess giggled. “I had no idea that one of my closest childhood friends was a Harlot. If I’d continued as I was, and you hadn’t transformed me, I probably would’ve never known.”  
 
    “What do you think you would’ve done?” I asked, and instantly, Edony’s plump lips pressed into a firm line.  
 
    “I don’t think I want to answer that,” the she-wolf muttered. “I don’t even want to think about it. Josephine was the only girl in Edenhart who was truly my friend as I grew up, but I would’ve had to do what I thought was best at the time. I wouldn’t have killed her, though I’m sure that some of the other aristocrats would’ve wanted me to. I probably would have sent her off to an insane asylum. There are quite a few around the area that aren’t too bad, but there’s no hiding the fact that’s a jail disguised as rehabilitation.”  
 
    “Have you ever sent anyone to an insane asylum before?” I asked purely out of curiosity, and Edony’s violet eyes suddenly softened.  
 
    “I’ve done everything I could not to send anyone to those places,” the she-wolf cleared her throat. “They’re dens filled with diseases. The doctors there, if you can barely consider them doctors, don’t even try to help their patients. More often than not, they treat them like lab rats and do all sorts of tests on them. When they’re not abusing them, they leave them alone in cells for days on end without food, water, or even ways to clean themselves. Many women and unruly men who are sent there lose their minds within months. The whole point of these asylums is to aid and help the people sent there, but it’s usually a death sentence for whoever steps inside the horrid walls. I’ve only sent someone there once, but I was young and naïve. I fully believed that these doctors and nurses were there to help their patients. I thought the person I sent there would come back in a few months and be changed for the better.”  
 
    “What happened to them?” I asked.  
 
    “They died there,” Edony clicked her tongue. “I don’t know what happened. Either they contracted a disease, or they couldn’t mentally handle the abuse given to them by those who were supposed to help heal them. I never sent anyone else to insane asylums. Sure, I used it as a threat on many occasions, but I wouldn’t do it again.”  
 
    “Every time I learn more about the person you used to be,” I stated. “I feel as if you were just misunderstood. I had no idea that had happened to you, nor did I know you’d only sent one person to an insane asylum then never did it again because of what happened.” 
 
    “There were a lot of sides of me that I kept hidden from the world,” Edony sighed. “My mother was such a strong leader, and I wanted the people of Edenhart to look at me and feel the same way. I never let any of my weaknesses or vulnerability show, but I was nothing more than a scared teenager underneath it all. Of course, as I grew older and became more accustomed to my work as the Duchess, I didn’t feel that way, but that terrified, young girl still haunts me. I wanted so badly for Edenhart to flourish under my instruction, but I never considered what I was doing to the people around me. Going back to what we were talking about a few minutes ago, if I’d found out about Josephine, I would have had to do something about her. It just how it works for the leader of a city. No matter how close you are to a person, if that person does something to hurt or harm your city, you can’t allow them to continue on. I’ve known Josephine for a very long time but that wouldn’t have given her a free pass.”  
 
    “I just think it’s funny,” I smiled and gazed up toward the glittering stars overhead. “You and Josephine were such close friends, but the two of you were totally different. She was secretly a Harlot, going against everything you believed in, and you were the birthright Duchess, so set in her ways and beliefs that many saw her as unyielding and unwilling to change.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t call myself unyielding,” the she-wolf laughed and bumped her shoulder against mine. “Or unwilling to change. I was one of the more progressive aristocrats, thank you very much. If we wanted someone like that, Delphine should’ve been the one in charge. By science, I hated that woman. It’s just so funny. Delphine is Daisy, but the women are nothing alike.”  
 
    “That’s the wonder of my machine,” I grinned. “You put someone in, and they come out as a completely different person with a new personality.”  
 
    “Except for me, Josephine, and Cecelia,” the Duchess smiled. “We all came out relatively the same. Well, the only difference about it was my beliefs, but I’m grateful for that. Charles, I know I’ve said this before, but you saved me.”  
 
    “I don’t think I saved you,” I shook my head. “I merely made you better.”  
 
    “No, I don’t think you understand,” Edony broke in with a curt wave of her hand. “If I’d continued to rule Edenhart the way I was, the city would’ve surely died. The Queen would’ve encroached on my territory, and I would’ve had no other choice than to retaliate. I may be stronger, and my ability is more powerful than most aristocrats’, but I could never face the Queen alone. If I’d stood against her, Edenhart’s aristocrats would’ve turned against me and joined her side. That’s the worst part about the nobles. They hold no affiliation or connection with their leaders unless, of course, it benefits them somehow. Given a chance, all of them would’ve turned their backs on me. You saw how they acted the day we attacked them. They didn’t care about me or even Edenhart for that matter. They only care about themselves and their wealth. The world has grown cold, Charles, cold and heartless. It’s disgusting to witness, but even as a cog in the machine, I had no idea how to fix it, so I went about my daily business and tried to ignore the voices in the back of my head.”  
 
    “That’s why we’re doing all of this,” I barked. “I started this out with the sole reason being to free the men from their aristocratic and matriarchal chains, but there are so many more reasons. We need to get things back to the way they used to be for both sexes’ betterment. You speak a lot about your ancestors, particularly the one who built Edenhart from the ground up. She was married, wasn’t she?”  
 
    “Yes,” the she-wolf breathed and nodded once. 
 
    “Do you know if she was happy?” I probed. “I know it was a long time ago, and you may not have that information.”  
 
    “That’s the family’s best-kept secret,” the Duchess laughed and then leaned her head back to stare up at the faint stars. “She was madly in love with her husband. No one in our family wanted that fact to get out. She loved him so much, and she worked so hard to create a place where they both could live happily.” 
 
    “It was a secret?” I probed. “Why would it be a secret?”  
 
    “Because no one wants to admit that men and women used to love each other,” Edony explained. “They’d prefer if all of it melted into the past and everyone forgot it. But I can’t because, in the family records, she left a diary where she wrote out all of her inner feelings and thoughts.” 
 
    “I bet it was quite a shock finding her diary,” I snorted. “Probably didn’t have anything in there that you wanted to read, right?”  
 
    “Can you imagine?” the she-wolf tittered. “I was around fourteen and believed everything that my mother and her advisors said about men. I’d often sneak into the records room, and I found it hidden behind a pile of scrolls. It was clear that no one in my family wanted anyone to find it, let alone read what was written inside it. The woman who built Edenhart from nothing was supposed to be this stoic, emotionless conqueror in our minds, but reading from her diary, it was clear to me that none of that was true. She loved her husband, and she spoiled him with affection. I found it disgusting to read, but for some reason, I was so intrigued by the notion.” 
 
    “I can understand that completely,” I chuckled. “You were born into a society that was so different from hers. It interested you since you never knew what that was like.”  
 
    “I’ve said this before, but I didn’t know what it was like to be loved,” the wolf-woman grumbled. “Truly loved by someone. I’m sure that my mother loved me, but her love was cold, hard, and unfeeling. She raised me to take on a role. She conceived and gave birth to me for the sole purpose of raising me to be the next Duchess. I wasn’t born out of need or want of a child, but because my mother needed an heir. That’s why I think I’m so desperate for you to impregnate me. I want to have a child I can love. I want to have many children with you, Charles.”  
 
    “And I will give them to you, my love,” I grinned. “As many of them as you want. Not just your own, but your sisters, too. I hope that when the others give birth, you’ll see those children as not your sisters’ children, but your own, too.”  
 
    “Of course, I will,” Edony chuckled. “I’ll love them as much as I’ll love my own children. Going back to what I was saying about my ancestor, because I want to tell you this story. She developed powers, slowly over time, and this allowed him to quit his job. They had a few children, two boys, and a girl. She took on the position as the head of the household. He didn’t mind because he wanted to spend time with his children, and she was open to taking control of their financial needs. Of course, the Queen didn’t like it. We’ve already talked about how she was the one who decided that men were lower than women, and my ancestor was the one she targeted first. She said that this was what men wanted, for women to work harder than them so they could sit back and relax while their wives took on the ‘manly roles’ in society.”  
 
    “So, the Queen enslaved them,” I shook my head. “I don’t think I’ll ever grasp the reasons she did it.”  
 
    “We don’t even know the real reasons she did it,” Edony growled. “Though, I doubt I’ll ever want to find out. She simply saw men as lower than herself and decided to do something about it.”  
 
    “Sometimes, I wonder what happened to make her think that way,” I stated. “What happened to her? What made her think that way in the first place? Was she like this from the moment she was born, or did something happen later in her life that made her turn her back on the male population as a whole?” 
 
    “Maybe we’ll ask her,” the Duchess giggled. “When we reach the capital and finally punish her for her crimes. You can ask her. I want to hear her answer. I want to know why she’s done these horrible things for centuries.”  
 
    In my head, I visualized what I’d say to the Queen, but when I tried to put it into words, I couldn’t. Unlike many men, I was blessed with the choice of my life’s path, and I’d gone down it despite everything put in front of me. Many of the males in society didn’t have a choice, and the moment they stepped out of the boarding schools, they were sold into a life of slavery. Some of them even died at the hands of those who purchased them. Sure, I’d experienced verbal abuse, and a few times, Edony had whacked me with her wicked cane, but I’d never experienced what other men had. What would they say to the Queen if they could, or would they attack her without a single word?  
 
    For as long as I’ve been alive, I’d never heard a man speak badly about their mistresses or bosses, but I knew how badly they were being treated. It was ingrained into men not to talk badly about the aristocrats, or they’d be punished within an inch of their lives. So many times, I’d seen men around me say something entirely passive about their mistresses, and then days later, their deaths were announced by the town crier.  
 
    “If things continue on like this,” I grumbled. “If nothing we do makes the world change, there will be no men left in the world. The aristocrats and their horrible short tempers will be the end of an entire sex.” 
 
    “I agree,” Edony bowed her head and knitted her hands in her lap. “As the Duchess of Edenhart, it was my task to calculate how many ‘brutes’ died in the city per year and then send it off to the capital.”  
 
    “Why would you have to do that?” I asked.  
 
    “It was a duty,” Edony shrugged. “To calculate how many people were currently in the population, men included. I’d have to send how many numbers of male and female deaths there were along with the population. If the male deaths rose higher, the Queen would send out more male consorts to replace those lost.”  
 
    “Really?” I asked. “I thought she refused to aid Edenhart in any way since she didn’t have control over it.”  
 
    “Oh, of course,” the Duchess laughed. “But it’s been that way for years, but if I didn’t participate, I could be fined a hefty sum for not sending in my numbers. I always suspected that it was just another way for her to spy on me, though. She’d know how many people moved into my duchy and how many left or died under my care. If the numbers dropped below the normal, then she’d have an opportunity to step in and take over because I wasn’t ‘responsible’ enough. So, I worked hard and made sure that everyone, the men included, were kept alive.” 
 
    “It just seems so strange how overly involved she was in Edenhart’s business,” I shrugged. “You’d think she’d take it as a loss and let it go. I’m sure that it’s happened in the past, but why does she hang on to it for so long?”  
 
    “I have no idea,” Edony chuckled darkly. “It’s a strange and dark obsession that-- Oh, Charles, up there. Turn to the left, and I believe we will be close to being able to see the desert.”  
 
    I followed the Duchess’ instructions, shifted the reins in my hands, and moved my eyes over the horizon. It was so dark that I could barely make out anything around us, but just as Edony had said, the trees slowly and slowly grew farther apart. Even the dirt underneath the rolling wheels felt different as we drove  across it. As we were coming down the incline, we’d bumped along, and we’d had to brace our legs against the driver’s seat floor to keep from falling off, but here, it was much smoother. As we passed the sickly-looking cedars, the ground glittered and flashed in between the blades of grass. If I hadn’t known better, I would’ve thought it was a smattering of snowflakes, but I realized instantly that it was grains of sand.  
 
    When the trees dispersed, I lifted my eyes from the side of the road and looked out ahead of us. I stared into a bleak and desolate emptiness in front of me, and suddenly, I felt so small compared to the never-ending desert sand in front of us. I could barely make out the path we rode on, and I gulped loudly before gripping the reins a little tighter in my fist. Edony glanced at me out of the corner of her eye, chuckled, and then shook her head. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I grinned.  
 
    “Just the face you were making,” the Duchess commented. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look so fearful or amazed. When you looked out over Granhamn, your face paled, and you set your jaw as if you were determined to take everything on right there, right that second, but this is what scares you?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t say I’m scared, my love,” I chuckled darkly. “But we never know what waits for us out in the great unknown. Look at it, Edony. It’s just this huge, infinite emptiness, and we’re stepping right into it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    The dark desert seemed to swallow us whole, and a freezing wind rushed out over the desolate landscape. The air hit me like a wall, and I held my coat a little tighter around me as I pushed forward. I wanted to get to Valestia as soon as possible so we could get the supplies and return to Granhamn, but eventually, I’d have to pull the caravan off to the side and bed down for the night. By morning, the weather would be very different, and all of us would shed off our heavy coats and bask in the hot sun, but for now, I needed to keep myself wrapped up tightly in my coat and scarf. Edony had crawled through the window behind me and gone to bed but not before giving me instructions on how to get to the mining city.  
 
    The Duchess said that the road we were on was a straight shot to Valestia, and if we kept on it, we should be there within a day or two. I wanted to minimize our travel time and get there maybe within a day and a half. We needed Valestia’s ore and iron desperately, and if we didn’t get it, we couldn’t conquer Granhamn.  
 
    For the first time in a while, I was left alone with my thoughts, and I gazed out over the vast desert with plans for the future rolling around in the expanse of my brain. Granhamn had to be the largest city we’d taken on yet, but I knew that there would be others in the future that would be more difficult than this. For a moment, I thought we weren’t ready to take on all of this. That I should’ve waited a bit longer and enlarged my army through other means, but I couldn’t let the men of this country suffer for any longer. They’d already been through so much, and I was the only one who had the ability to free them. It had to be now, or it would never happen.  
 
    What kind of lives would they live after they were freed? What would I have done if I’d been born with the freedom to do whatever I wanted? I chuckled lightly and shook my head with the reins held loosely in my hands. I probably would be doing what I’d done all of those years. As a child, I dreamed about becoming a practiced and accomplished doctor with experience in science. If the world were different, I would’ve probably been living in the capital, treating men and women for diseases and sicknesses. Though, if it’d been like that, I wouldn’t have become an alchemist or created my monster-women. Would I have even discovered that I was the first man to develop powers? I highly doubted it.  
 
    That thought brought up a few more questions that I didn’t have the answers to. Was I the only man in the world to have powers? They may have been minimal and only usable with certain actions, but was I really the only one? Not only that, but how did I come to develop them? Were they passed down to me by my mother, or was it some sort of freak mutation? I wanted to learn more about it and know where it came from, but there was no way for me to find out. Sure, Edony had offered to help me search Granhamn’s records for my birth certificate or any other paperwork about where I came from. Still, since the city was so close to Edenhart, I wasn’t sure if it’d even have any records about me in them.  
 
    Who could be my mother? Who had given birth to me and then ultimately gave me up into the arms of the horrid schoolmarms? I’m sure that whoever she was, she hadn’t spent a moment of her life worrying or caring about me, but for some odd reason, I wanted to know. Maybe even find her, see her face just once and take in all of the resemblances between us. I knew it was probably impossible to find my father, too  since he was probably only some random consort, so the urgency to find him wasn’t as important, if it was even possible at all.  
 
    There were questions that I wanted to ask my birth giver, but I already knew all of the answers since I’d heard them so many other times from aristocats.  
 
    “Why did you give me up?” 
 
    “I didn’t want you.”  
 
    “Why didn’t you care about me? Was I your son?”  
 
    “You were a boy. and you’re useless to me. Why would I ever keep an abomination like you?” 
 
    Those words didn’t hurt me because I was desensitized to them, but if we found my mother, and we transformed her, would she take on that motherly role I’d always longed for, or would she be a completely different person? Of course, she wouldn’t love me in the way that my women did, but what would it be like to have a mother after all of these years?  
 
    I’d read ancient books from before women took on their aristocratic roles and how they lived with all of their children in one house. It seemed so alien to me. What would it have been like growing up in a household with not only a father, but a mother, too? Would I have had siblings? I probably had a handful of brothers out there in the world, and I wondered if, after all of this was finished, I could find them and bring them into my court. I already knew it was difficult for women to conceive because of current medicine, and if they did conceive, they didn’t know if it was going to be a boy or girl until they actually gave birth.  
 
    “What a strange world we live in,” I whispered, and my breath lifted into the air in a heavy cloud of condensation.  
 
    I rarely bothered myself with how the aristocrats thought or felt, but I wondered what it must’ve felt like to be pregnant for nine months, fully prepared to have a healthy heir, and then it came out as a boy. How disappointed were they? Edony had told me that she’d tried multiple times to conceive children, and only one lived but passed after it was born. I grieved for my wolf-woman, but I knew that that child had been a boy, and she would’ve sent it away as soon as it parted from her body.  
 
    Rian was pregnant now. Would she have a boy or a girl? It didn’t matter to me either way, though. The only thing I cared about was if the child was healthy. That was the difference between the aristocrats and me. I brought new life into this world with my machine, and now, those lives were giving me the beautiful opportunity of having children with them. All men deserved that same right, and I would give that to them as soon as I was King.  
 
    My women begged me for babies, and I listened to their pleas with understanding ears. I would give them what they wanted, and soon, I’d have a handful of children running around. Those thoughts brought me back to Rian. She’d only been pregnant a few weeks now, and she was just starting to show. I was sure that by the time we took over Granhamn and moved on to the next city, she’d be about ready to give birth since imps had such a high gestation rate. Before long, we’d be traveling all across the country with a child in tow, but I wasn’t afraid. From what the black-haired beauty told me, imps grew quickly, and before we reached the capital, I’m sure we’d have a child that looked around the age of nine or ten, maybe even older if they grew faster than I expected. Hell, by the time we reached the Queen, I guessed that most of my women would be pregnant and ready to give birth.  
 
    All of this seemed so fast. It felt like weeks ago, I’d created Valerie by accident and introduced her to the blossoming world around us, but I knew that wasn’t true. I’d created the feline-woman at the beginning of summer, and now, we were deep in the throes of autumn. Over the course of those months, I’d transformed Daisy, Rian, Kleeia, Josephine, Edony, and Cecelia. It felt so strange to think about. My life had been so different when I moved into the manor and started working for the Duchess. She’d been in love with me, but I’d had no idea, but she still treated me terribly.  
 
    The crook of my shoulder burned with the memory of her wicked, hooked cane coming down on it and forcing me down to the ground. The Duchess still sometimes carried the weapon, and though I’d let go of all of those horrible feelings and memories, it still brought up a feeling of uncertainty within me. I wondered how many more men had felt the bite of the pointed wood or worse. I’d heard horror stories of things she’d do with that cane, though I could never be sure if all of them were true.  
 
    I cleared my throat, shook my head, and adjusted my shoulders as I brushed off all of those thoughts and memories. Edony was a completely different person, and she’d never think of doing something like ever again except for maybe to an aristocrat. That was something I would’ve paid to see and would enjoy watching from afar. So many times, I’d watched her take out her anger and rage on the men around her, and I was ready to see her do it to the people who really deserved it.  
 
    Edony. I felt like during this trip, I was getting to know her better than I ever had. Of course, I’d been afraid of her when I first started working for her and the ongoing time when she’d asked me to build the machine, but I didn’t know her during those months. There was so much knowledge within her, and it was no surprise to me why she was the Duchess of Edenhart. She was born into the position, but it was clear that her mother had trained her well. The she-wolf knew far more about cities and how they worked than anyone else in our party. I was grateful that I’d decided to add her to our family, I really hadn’t known at the time what an asset she would be.  
 
    I stared out over the wasteland and squinted into the darkness ahead of me. I had quite a few things on my mind, and I was grateful for the time alone to think about them. A.B. had asked me to craft him a body, and I wondered, how could I do that for him? I had a few ideas on how to do it, but I wasn’t sure if any of them would work. It’d be a long time before we reached the capital, but I wanted to have it figured out by then. I could possibly find a body that I could place him into. The grotesque idea was to collect body parts from fresh graves, sew them together, and then place him within it, but I wasn’t sure if I could bring myself to do that. Or I could attempt to resurrect his corpse and bring it back to life, but that was borderline necromancy, not alchemy, and I didn’t know if I had it in me to pull all of that off. There were a few other options, but I’d have to test them out first before I subjected A.B. to any of them. I didn’t want to try one out and then accidentally kill the reanimated brain.  
 
    I breathed in a heavy sigh, leaned in the driver’s seat, and glanced behind me at the road we’d left behind. I couldn’t make out any of the trees or even the sloping mountains of Granhamn. This place was so strange to me, and chills bubbled up on the exposed parts of my skin. I’d grown up in the plateau between two mountains, so I’d never been to a location such as this. It was like a barren wasteland compared to Edenhart or even Birskonn and Granhamn. Though I wasn’t familiar with them, those places seemed more like home than this endless emptiness. Edony had said that the aristocrats who lived in Valestia had gone there out of necessity, but I could never imagine willingly living out in a place like this.  
 
    The mountains in between Edenhart always made me feel small, but this feeling was totally different. In the middle of this flat, barren place, I felt utterly insignificant. Not that that was a new feeling, but the darkened sky pressed down on my shoulders, and the stretching dunes snuck in on me from all directions.  
 
    “Alright,” I barked, shifted the reins in my hands, and guided the horses a little bit off the road. “I think that’s enough for one night. Let’s rest, boys.”  
 
    I hoped from the driver’s seat and then lifted it to reveal storage underneath. I grabbed feed bags for each of the horses and took the time to place them over their long faces. Each beast neighed and huffed contentedly as I caressed their soft faces and patted their sides. I was tired and more than ready to fall into bed with the rest of my women. We’d wake early and head out again to reach the mining town. I hoped that once we got there, the battle against the aristocrats would be relatively easy, and we’d be in and out of there within a day or so.  
 
    I trudged back toward the caravan’s door and tried not to fall over from the unfamiliar terrain. My boots sank into the sand and then shifted as soon as I attempted to take another step. It would take me a long time to get used to this sensation, and I highly doubted that I ever would. As quietly as I could, I opened the caravan’s door and slipped inside. The entire first compartment was dark except for a single candle burning on a side table, and I picked it up on my way toward the bedroom. As I moved closer, I listened to the soft sounds of my women sleeping, Rian snored pleasantly in the distance, and every few seconds, Valerie whispered something while deep in her dreams.  
 
    I rested the flickering candle down on one of the bedside tables and slowly began to undress. The light filtering in through the window from the moon was cast across the bed, and I glanced over each of their faces. Daisy slept on her back with her hands knit over her stomach. Her small, round face was serene, and her plump lips parted as if she were about to speak. Valerie laid on her side with her right arm and leg extended. The feline-woman looked as if she were about to take off running off the side of the bed, and as I chuckled softly under my breath, she whispered something under her breath. Rian laid on the edge of the bed with most of her red-tinted face obscured by her onyx-colored hair. Her taloned fingers curled once and then laid still on the mattress beside her. Edony rested beside the imp-woman with her arms and legs tucked into the fetal position, and beside her, Kleeia and Cecelia cuddled closely together for warmth.  
 
    There was a space right in the middle of all of them where I would lay, and it looked as if they’d made sure there was enough room for me when I finally came in. I sat down heavily on the chair in the corner and began untying my boots. I held the right one in my hands, and suddenly, a sound off in the distance caught my attention. At first, it sounded like the roaring of the wind, but as I listened, it sounded oddly mechanical. Like a forced sound, almost like steam expelling when my machine was cooling down after an experiment.  
 
    I sat in the chair with my single boot hanging from my right hand’s fingers for a long time, and finally, I stood quietly and crossed toward the window. I stared out through the sheer curtains and then ripped them open to stare out at the barren, desolate landscape outside. The moon was high and cast shadows over the sloping dunes, but I couldn’t make out any shapes from where I stood. There was something out there. I just didn’t know what it was, but I couldn’t rest if there were.  
 
    I carefully placed my boot back on the floor and slipped my foot into it. There’d be no sleep for me tonight, not when there was something outside the caravan, lurking around in wait. In one swift movement, I grabbed my staff from the corner of the room and then exited through the bedroom door. I moved silently through the rest of the caravan and made sure to peek through each of the windows on my way to the main entrance. Once I stepped outside, the cold air bit at me, but I couldn’t let that bother me. There was something out there. Something was waiting on the horizon, watching and waiting.  
 
    I stood in front of the closed caravan door and scanned the horizon for any signs of life. The noise had died down, but that just meant that whatever was out there had paused for a moment. It could be watching us from afar, and I certainly couldn’t go to bed with a threat on the horizon. I circled the caravan once and scrutinized everything in the distance but couldn’t find anything, but that didn’t mean that the danger had passed. It could be a wild animal or worse, an aristocrat on their way to or from Valestia. I had no way of knowing what it was, but I had to stay vigilant.  
 
    I’m not sure how long I stood outside, but after awhile, I sat down on the low step into the caravan and held the staff across my knees. Even though I was tired, I kept my mind and body alert to any sounds that erupted up out of the desert around me. It easily could’ve been the wind that caught my attention, but I didn’t want to let down my guard and go back inside the caravan in case it wasn’t. We were in a completely unfamiliar environment now, and if a wild beast attacked while we were sleeping, we’d be entirely unprepared, so I stayed where I was, completely frozen on the step.  
 
    A few times, I could’ve sworn I heard that strange, mechanical sound again, but when I craned my head in the direction it came from, it immediately died down. A few times, our horses neighed and huffed, but from the sound of it, it was just the beasts settling in for the night and not out of danger as I suspected. My legs ached, and my back throbbed, but I couldn’t rest just yet. I didn’t know how long I waited outside but suddenly, the door I rested on opened, and I almost fell back into the dark cabin. I lifted my head and stared up into the concerned face of one of my monster-women. 
 
    “Charles?” Daisy asked, clutched her robe tighter around herself, and squinted down at me. “What are you doing? I heard you come in earlier but then you didn’t get into bed, so I got worried. Is everything alright? I sense something is amiss.”  
 
    “You feel it, too?” I asked, shifted my gaze, and looked out over the desert. “I heard something, and then I knew I couldn’t go to bed. If something happened while all of us were resting, I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself.”  
 
    “How long have you been out here?” the bear-girl asked, gestured for me to scoot over, and then sat down beside me on the step. “It’s quite cold.”  
 
    “I don’t know how long,” I admitted. “But I can’t just go to bed right now. Especially not after you basically confirmed that there’s something out here with us.”  
 
    “I don’t think they’re a danger to us,” Daisy murmured, squinted her eyes, and then fell silent for a moment. “But you never know, so it is better if we stayed vigilant.”  
 
    “Can you tell me how many there are out there?” I asked. “And what they are?”  
 
    “No,” the brunette shook her head. “They’re too far away to tell what they are, but I believe there’s about five or six of them, but there’s something strange about them. I can hear the footfalls of ten animals, but I can only sense about five living beings. What does it mean? It sounds like they’re on horses or maybe even mules, but I can’t get a read on them as if they aren’t alive or something. It’s all bizarre. It feels as if they’re bedding down for the night, but…”  
 
    “They could easily wake up,” I stated. “And attack. They may even have someone watching us right now. I can’t take a chance and go back to bed. Not when our safety is at stake. I could’ve easily missed the sound. At first, it just sounded like the wind, but it had a strange twinge to it. So, I decided to stay up and watch over all of you.”  
 
    The brunette nodded, leaned forward, and wrapped her robe around herself even tighter. She may have been cold, but her body heat rolled off of her as if she had a coal stove burning within her. I assumed that this trait was from the bear that we used in her experiment, and I scooted closer to her on the small step. Suddenly, the bear-girl nudged me with her shoulder, and I glanced over at her.  
 
    “You should go to bed,” Daisy smiled. “It’s been a long day, and you need your rest. I went to sleep earlier than the rest because I’ve felt exhausted and worn out the last few days. I can stay up and take up the rest of the watch if you want.”  
 
    “I can’t let you do that,” I assured her. “Not only that, but what if they attack while I’m gone?”  
 
    “Charles,” the brunette giggled and softly tapped my shoulder with her fist. “I’m more than certain that I can handle it all by myself. If they do attack, and I can’t handle it, I can scream pretty loudly to wake the rest of you up. Now, go. The bags under your eyes are getting bigger and darker by the minute. You need to rest. I can lose a few hours since I slept more than anyone else today.”  
 
    “But you just said you didn’t feel good,” I shook my head. “No, you should--” 
 
    “No if’s, and’s, or but’s, mister,” the bear-girl chuckled lightly, stood from the step, and gripped me by the wrists. “Off to bed with you. I can handle myself out here, Charles, I promise, and if anything happens, I’ll scream for help.”  
 
    The brunette hauled me to my feet, and I collapsed forward with my arms tightly wrapped around her. The two of us stood like this for a long moment, and I allowed her beating warmth to seep deep into my skin. When I finally let go, I exhaled loudly through my nose, shook my head, and turned toward the closed door behind us. Daisy nodded with her fists pressed to her hips until I was inside, and then she closed the door for me.  
 
    I didn’t want to admit it, but I was exhausted. It’d been a very long day, and I’d been in the driver’s seat for most of it. We’d reached Granhamn earlier, and I’d been hit with the view of the giant granite wall surrounding it. Then, we’d waited for Aschere and the rest of the soldiers to arrive. After that, we’d headed off into the night toward Valestia. I felt as if I hadn’t allowed myself a lot of time to relax these days, and though my body needed it, I wanted to push on to the next big accomplishment.  
 
    When I finally shuffled back into the master bedroom, the rest of my monster-women were in the exact same positions from before. I slowly undressed for a second time, kicked off my boots, and then climbed in between their warm, comforting bodies. As soon as I laid my head back on the pillow, Edony turned over and curled herself to my side along with Kleeia. While I snuggled in deeper, I wrapped my arms around them and brought them a little closer. I may have been exhausted, and my body felt as if it weighed twenty tons, I still wasn’t sure if I’d be able to sleep that night. I was worried about Daisy out there all alone, even though I knew I shouldn’t be. The bear-girl was more than capable on her own, I’d seen it with my very own eyes, but that didn’t mean I was any less worried, especially if there were more of them that she couldn’t sense.  
 
    I laid in bed and stared at the blank, white ceiling for what seemed like hours and listened for anything off in the distance. The only thing I heard was the howling of the wind as it whipped around the corners of the caravan, and that seemed to soothe me a bit. I’d left my staff at the foot of the bed in case something did happen and we needed to rush out to help Daisy. Sleep came to me slowly, and when I finally closed my eyes, my mind was filled with strange, incomprehensible dreams of enormous beasts. 
 
    Their shiny, gray hooves glittered in the bright sunlight and beat against the glowing, golden sand. When I lifted my head to get a better look at them, the bright rays blinded me, and I instantly squinted against the sudden and sharp pain. I couldn’t make out what they were, but they stood taller than our horses, and their necks sloped down to meet their wide backs. Their hooves beat at the sand, and they reared back with loud neighs, but the sound was different. It was the same one I’d heard earlier; the strange, mechanical clink of parts moving in effortless tandem. Then came the screaming release of steam, just like the one my machine made after we finished an experiment.  
 
    I didn’t know what they were, but from what the dream told me, we would find out soon enough.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    I awoke to a clatter at the other side of the room, and immediately, the thoughts of an attack blasted through my brain. Without thinking, I launched myself forward with my right arm outstretched for the staff I’d left at the foot of the bed but stopped as my forehead nearly collided with Daisy’s. The bear-girl’s honey-colored eyes were wide, and her mouth hung open in the bright sunlight filtering in through the window.  
 
    “Whoa, there,” the bear-girl chuckled. “Easy now.”  
 
    I sat back in the crumpled sheets and took in everything around me. The brunette leaned across the bed with a tray held between both hands, and in top of it rested an enormous breakfast. Just looking down at it made my mouth water, and my stomach growled angrily in protest. On the plate were a large pile of steaming eggs, fried hash browns, a few slivers of bacon, and beside it, a cup filled to the brim with strong, black coffee. When I raised my eyes to the bear-girl, I realized that all of her sisters had surrounded the bed, and they were grinning from ear to ear.  
 
    “What’s all this?” I chuckled.  
 
    “Breakfast in bed!” Valerie squealed. “You’ve been working so hard the last few days. We wanted to do something nice for you!”  
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed, shook my head, and then lifted my eyes toward the bear-girl once again. “Thank you so much, my loves. I don’t think you understand how much I appreciate it.”  
 
    “As Valerie said,” Edony broke in. “You’ve been pushing yourself to the brink, and you needed a long rest. That’s why we let you sleep for so long.”  
 
    “So long?” I asked and grabbed the fork from the tray Daisy offered me. “How long did all of you let me sleep?”  
 
    “Well, right now,” Cecelia uttered, turned, and glanced at the clock on the wall. “It’s twelve-thirty.”  
 
    “T-Twelve-thirty?” I gasped, threw the blanket off my legs, and moved to get out of bed, but a pair of gentle hands pushed me back to the mattress. 
 
    “You didn’t sleep well last night,” the she-wolf smiled, and her eyebrows furrowed. “Don’t even try to deny it, Charles Rayburn, you tossed and turned almost the entire night. We wanted to make sure you were well-rested before we headed toward Valestia.”  
 
    “But,” I started but then trailed off as I realized that seven pairs of eyes were staring me down. “Fine, I’ll eat my breakfast without any more protests.”  
 
    “Thank you,” the feline-woman giggled. “Now, eat up. Daisy worked really hard to make it extra delicious today. All of us already ate, but we were doing the daily chores first, and once you’ve finished eating, we can head out!”  
 
    “Wait,” I exploded through a mouthful of eggs. “You already fed and watered the horses?”  
 
    “And hitched them to the front of the wagon,” the ash-blonde nodded. “And Kleeia summoned some water from the desert. It looked tough, but we were able to put it with our other supplies so we won’t run out on the journey there and back! Isn’t that exciting?”  
 
    “You did that?” I asked the nix-woman. “You summoned water even out in the middle of the desert?”  
 
    “Well, as Valerie said,” the turquoise-haired woman chuckled. “It was pretty deep underground, but I managed to get enough for all of us if we use it sparingly. I’m sure that once we reach Valestia, I can try to do it again, but I had to lie down for a bit after. It was exhausting.”  
 
    “Daisy,” I boomed. “Tell me. Did anything happen last night? Were there any signs of the creatures that were stalking us?”  
 
    “Just a few dunes that looked as if they’d been climbed up and down,” the bear-girl explained. “The scents weren’t strong, and when I reached the most visible footprints, the wind had blown away the sand. I’m sorry, Charles. Maybe if we were back in the forest, I’d be able to track them, but this place is so strange and unfamiliar that I can’t quite get a read on them. I can’t tell if they’re human or beast. Why do you ask?”  
 
    “I had a strange dream,” I muttered. “But it could’ve easily been just that, a dream, but when we leave today, I want everyone to be on high alert.”  
 
    “Of course,” Kleeia nodded. “We’ll sit at all the windows, and if we see anything, we’ll shout up to you.”  
 
    “Very good,” I breathed. “I want two of you to sit up front with me on the driver’s seat. That way, I can concentrate on the road, and the other two can make sure that there’s nothing on the horizon. Now, do I have any volunteers?”  
 
    “I’ve sat upfront with you the last few days,” Edony smiled. “Why don’t you let Kleeia or Cecelia?”  
 
    “Sure,” I nodded. “I feel horrible that I haven’t been able to spend quality time with each of you, but our lives are only going to get crazier.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” Rian soothed and pressed a hand to her growing belly. “We’ll have plenty of time to sit back and relax once your King, Charles. We agreed to do this, and when we did that, we knew that things would never be the same.”  
 
    I glanced around the room and then noticed that my staff wasn’t where I had left it the night before. While chewing my mouthful, I glanced toward the bear-girl and pointed toward the edge of the bed where the weapon should’ve been. The brunette seemed to understand immediately and chuckled lightly.  
 
    “You easily could’ve hurt yourself if it was left there,” Daisy giggled. “I moved it. If something had happened, you would’ve leaped out of bed and landed squarely on the pointed core.” 
 
    “The horses are hitched, and everything is ready to go?” I asked and then shoveled more of the delicious food into my mouth.  
 
    “Yep!” Valerie cried. “Daisy already put out the fire in the stove while Kleeia and I went around, gave the horses water, and let them finish up the rest of their oats. There weren’t any other signs of danger except for what Daisy told us. I’m just so used to living in the mountains that I kept thinking that a mountain lion would just appear out of nowhere and attack us.”  
 
    “Well, there are other dangers that you need to worry about in the desert,” Daisy explained. “Venomous snakes or scorpions or--” 
 
    “Nope, nope, nope!” Valerie sang, covered her ears, and shook her head. “Think happy thoughts, big piles of pancakes, fuzzy bunnies, smiling babies! Nope, not going to think about the creepy crawlies that live in the sand.”  
 
    “They generally don’t live in the sand,” the bear-girl corrected and tapped her chin thoughtfully. “They live in a big outcropping of rocks. They sleep under the rocks. Specifically, the snakes will sunbathe on the rocks during the day and then crawl underneath when the desert gets too cold.”  
 
    “I think that’s enough torturing Valerie for now,” I chuckled, leaned over the tray, and carefully took the feline-woman’s hands off of her ears. “You know how scared she gets.”  
 
    “Yeah!” the ash-blonde giggled. “Stop scaring me.”  
 
    “So,” Rian chuckled. “It’s safe to say, Valerie’s a scaredy-cat.”  
 
    “I am not!” Valerie giggled good-naturedly. “I just don’t like bugs, or snakes, or those scorp-ion things that Daisy mentioned. I’m the one who climbed down into the drake’s den when no one else would!”  
 
    “You did that entirely out of your own volition,” I broke in. “But yes, that was pretty brave of you. Now that all of that is out of the way, Josephine, have you heard back from the Drake Legion about how things are going in back at Granhamn?”  
 
    “Oh!” the drake-woman grinned. “Yes! They’ve said that Aschere and a great deal of the soldiers backtracked along the road and felled a bunch of trees. The men who were practiced in woodworking are already beginning to strip the trees of their bark and cut them into the pieces you specified with the blueprints. They should be constructed by the time we arrive back in Granhamn.”  
 
    “Very good,” I nodded, sipped at my coffee, and then downed it in a few gulps. “Now there’s something very important I need to talk to all of you about. We’ll need projectiles to launch at Granhamn’s walls. I doubt we’ll have time to craft them when we arrive back, so once we reach Valestia, we’ll collect the ore and iron needed, then get to work making the cannonballs and other projectiles. I have a few of the ingredients here in the laboratory, but we’ll have to stock up on more. My only hope is that Valestia has items that we can use to make them.”  
 
    “So, we’ll have to make them ourselves,” Edony nodded. “Though I don’t have much practice in the physical sense, I’ve been schooled on how they’re made and how we can make them. I can help you with anything you need, Charles.”  
 
    “Wait,” Rian broke in, furrowed her eyebrows, and turned to stare at the she-wolf. “You know how to build cannonballs?”  
 
    “Roughly,” the Duchess nodded. “We’ve been included in a few meetings where they were mentioned when I was a child, and of course, as I grew older, I had a better understanding of them from my own experience.”  
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” I shook my head, threw off the blankets, and stood from the bed. “How? How did you learn all of this?”  
 
    “How else would I have learned it?” Edony asked with a single raised eyebrow. “There were quite a few times that I thought I’d have to go to war against the Queen. So, I prepared myself the best way possible with a war council. My mother had to do it a few times, too, though hers weren’t as serious as mine. I hate to admit it now, but I surely would’ve lost if it’d happened, but I put in the best effort that I could.”  
 
    “I knew that you and the Queen weren’t on the best of terms,” I uttered. “But to actually call a war council?”  
 
    “It always escalated to a new point,” the Duchess shrugged. “I never knew when we’d finally reach the breaking point and draw arms against each other. So, I always had to be prepared. Nothing ever came from it, and I’m glad. She would’ve slaughtered me and whatever ragtag group of soldiers I managed to throw together. That’s why I started collecting men and added them to our numbers when you finally transformed me. I knew that if she were going to announce war against Edenhart and me, I had to be prepared, and there was no way that the constables would defend the city or my honor. I had to do it myself, and I prepared extensively for months.”  
 
    “I’m grateful you did,” I chuckled and began to dress for the day. “We received most of our numbers from your army. We wouldn’t even have an army if it weren’t for you, Edony.” 
 
    “I mean, we would,” the she-wolf giggled. “We just wouldn’t have as large an army as we do.”  
 
    “We’ve found barely any consorts, workers, and servants in the last city we’ve taken over,” I commented as I slipped into my boots. “That begs the question. Why are all the cities sending them to the Queen? What does she need them for? Is she expanding her army?”  
 
    “Well,” Rian uttered. “We already know that the Harlots rose up in the capital and took down a big chunk of the city. Could it be for that?”  
 
    “I think she knows something is coming,” I murmured thoughtfully. “She doesn’t know exactly what it is, but she senses it. There’s animosity brewing all over the country, not just from the Harlots, but the men, too. They may not have risen up or taken action, but she can feel it, and she knows it’s coming eventually. That’s why she’s bulking up her armies.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say it’s specifically because she senses something,” Edony interrupted. “She’s been this way for a very long time. Every few years, she goes through these phases where the only thing she’s concerned about is her armies, and she bulks them up considerably. I do think the Harlots’ sudden attack brought it on, but it’s not something that’s unusual for her behavior. I’ve been around the aristocratic circles for a long time, Charles. It’s a difficult and treacherous place to navigate, but if you learn how to do it properly, you can discover a lot of useful information. The things I know about the Queen, well, I’ve learned them the hard way, and through the experience of dealing with her and her court. Trust me on this, Charles, the Queen is a paranoid person, and each year that passes, she only grows worse.”  
 
    “So, she’s sinking into madness?” Valerie asked and pressed her fists to the plush mattress.  
 
    Silence fell over us for a moment, and I stared into each of my women’s faces. When my eyes landed on Cecelia, her lips were pressed into a firm line, and her emerald eyes stared down at the floor. Her cheeks puffed out, and I stepped forward to press a hand to her shoulder.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “You can tell us.”  
 
    “What Valerie said,” the redhead balked. “It’s the closest comparison I’ve heard in a long time. I couldn’t think of it myself, but there was always something wrong with the Queen.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Edony asked, turned, and cupped her small chin in her fingers.  
 
    “I only worked for the Queen for a short time before I was sent to Birskonn and Samila,” the ex-guard admitted. “But Valerie hit the nail on the head. The Queen isn’t alright. Edony said she’s paranoid, but I think that’s an understatement. She’s out of her mind with fear.”  
 
    “What does a woman like her have to fear?” I asked. “What is she so afraid of?”  
 
    “She’s been in control for a very long time,” Edony stated. “There are a lot of women who’d die or kill to have her position. She’s been in control for hundreds of years. Don’t you think that the masses are tired of the same thing that’s been happening for the last hundreds of years? I know I was, and I started to make changes in case something did happen. If I’d had the means, I would’ve secured my place on the throne, but that’s not my place anymore. That dream has passed, and I have other visions of the future. It’s yours, Charles, and I’ll make sure that you’re the one who has it.”  
 
    “I never worked directly with her,” Cecelia admitted. “But, Ortensia did.” 
 
    “Rian,” I probed. “Do you have any memories of that time?” 
 
    The imp-woman’s eyebrows knit, and she stared down at the floor for a long time before raising her gaze to mine. I’d never seen the black-haired beauty look so troubled in my life, and I instantly reached out for her, but she shook her head with a small smile.  
 
    “No, I’m alright,” Rian smiled. “I was just reminiscing. At first, it was difficult to remember what my past life was like, but the more I reach for the memories, they come flooding to me, and they’re so overwhelming.”  
 
    “I can understand that,” Daisy murmured, cupped her elbows, and stared down at the bedspread. “I don’t like to think about the memories I have from Delphine. I try to push them to the back of my mind every time they resurface.” 
 
    “I feel the same way,” Kleeia admitted. “I did some pretty horrible things.”  
 
    “We all did,” Edony stated. “But don’t let that weigh us down in the present moment. We’re different people now and let the changes within us be the testament.”  
 
    Rian raised her head, and her yellow eyes landed on the Duchess with such kindness. The red-skinned woman reached out for her sister and placed her hand there tenderly with a soft sigh. Then, the black-haired beauty nodded once, cleared her throat, and parted her lips to speak.  
 
    “I didn’t remember at first,” Rian started. “I think I probably blocked all of those things from my memory, but it’s true. The Queen is nearly out of her mind. She knows that it’s been hundreds of years since she came into power, and people are tired of her tyrannical rule. Her greed has surpassed any other woman living in the country, and the capital citizens are unhappy. People in smaller towns like to romanticize the capital as if it’s the utopia and looking from the outside, it does seem that way until you live there and experience it for yourself. They’re supposed to have the best medicine and renowned doctors, but if you got to the first ring, there’s sickness and death around every street corner. The city is on the verge of a pandemic, but the aristocrats and the Queen don’t care enough because it’s the men who are sick, and it’d be ‘pointless to treat them’.” 
 
    “And yet they bring these sick men into their homes,” I finished for her. “They live with them, sleep with them, and the sickness only spreads.”  
 
    “The death toll in the capital is triple, even quadruple the normal numbers for a city of its size,” Rian went on. “They’re on the cusp of collapse every other week.”  
 
    “Do they even treat the sick men?” Daisy grumbled. “Or do they let them die and then fill the positions with healthy men as I suspect?”  
 
    “Sometimes, they’re treated,” the imp-woman nodded. “Especially the consorts or the servants that work closely with the aristocrats, but most of them succumb to their illnesses. The only ones the aristocrats truly care about are the consorts since those are the ones they regularly breed with. A few servants lost, though? That’s just another trip to the market to buy a new one. They come and go so quickly. It’s horrifying.” 
 
    “So, the only ones who are treated for sickness are the aristocrats themselves,” Valerie grumbled.  
 
    “And the consorts who are seen as property instead of people,” the imp-woman stated. “So, I can agree with both Valerie and Cecelia on this subject. The Queen certainly is not alright, and she hasn’t been for a very long time. We used to receive the strangest orders when I was a part of the guard. She’d make us patrol different parts of the city for absolutely no reason. You’ve already heard that the third ring houses the Queen, her court, and her officials. So it seemed utterly pointless to patrol an area where the people were entirely loyal to the Queen but that brings forward the question, were they loyal Queen, or did she suspect something of her subjects?”  
 
    “There’s something that’s been weighing on my mind for the past few days,” I admitted, and everyone’s attention turned to me.  
 
    “What is it?” Daisy asked.  
 
    “Granhamn,” I spat. “Why is it so heavily fortified? Edony, you told us that the initial wall was to protect the Duchess from male attacks, but why do they need the wall now? What are they trying to keep out?”  
 
    “Or what are they trying to keep in?” Edony whispered ominously.  
 
    “What are they protecting?” I pondered. “What are they hiding from everyone inside of that wall?”  
 
    “Maybe,” Valerie thought aloud. “Maybe they’re just trying to protect the city? Could that be a possibility?”  
 
    “It could,” I nodded. “But that doesn’t seem to be the case.”  
 
    “I have to agree,” Edony murmured. “There’s nothing valuable in Granhamn. There are no mines, no oil buried deep within their mountainside. Most supplies have to be shipped in from other cities. So, there’s nothing inside that would be worth stealing. What could they be hiding?”  
 
    “I’m sure that we’ll soon find out,” I uttered. “But we need to set our sights on Valestia for now and get back on the road. Now, is everyone ready and remember their orders?”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” the feline-woman sang. “Let’s get out on the road!”  
 
    I hastily dressed with a low chuckle, slipped on my boots, and then headed toward the caravan’s door. I picked up my staff on the way out, and both Kleeia and Cecelia followed diligently. Once we climbed up into the driver’s seat, I grabbed the reins and then slammed them against the horses’ backs. The sun was high, and it beat down on my back with intense heat. It had been months since I’d felt weather like this, and though I missed the rainy fall back home, it was better than the freezing cold in Granhamn.  
 
    I had to squint my eyes as I looked out over the glowing sand reflecting off the harsh sun’s rays. Kleeia and Cecelia settled in beside me with their faces aimed at either side to look for any signs of danger. I steered our horses back onto the rough path and then slapped the reins down harder. We needed to get to Valestia as soon as possible. While I appreciated my women for allowing me to sleep later than usual, it still meant that we had less time to get to our destination, get our supplies, and then return to Granhamn. I didn’t know how long I could last baking out in the sun and thought about calling out to my women to retrieve me a wide brim hat from the back. With so many more miles left on our journey, I decided against it and forced myself to deal with it for the moment.  
 
    “It’s eerily silent out here,” Kleeia stated over the rattle of the wagon’s wheels. “It’s off-putting.”  
 
    “I agree,” Cecelia nodded. “I’m so used to the lively forests we left behind. We could always hear the little animals scurrying around or listen to the birds singing in the trees. I haven’t seen a bird since we left Granhamn.”  
 
    “There’s not a lot of birds in the desert,” I explained. “There’s a few, but not a lot. The ones you’ll see the most are hawks, but those only come around when they smell death on the air.”  
 
    “Well, that’s not scary at all,” the nix-woman chuckled and nudged me with her elbow. “Let’s talk about happier topics. Have you thought about names for your child yet? Rian is getting bigger, and before long, we’ll have a baby in tow.” 
 
    “If I’m honest,” I snorted and then shook my head. “I haven’t had the time to think about it, but I’m sure that we’ll have to decide soon. Rian will probably want to name it some sort of obscure imp name.”  
 
    “Hey, now!” the red-skinned woman yelled through the open window behind me. “My name is an obscure imp name, and everyone thinks it’s pretty! Not only that, but it will strike fear into the hearts of our enemies! Just like our child’s will!”  
 
    “See?” I chuckled lightly. “We’ll figure it out soon enough, and then we’ll let everyone know, but we’ll have to come up with two names since we don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl yet.”  
 
    “I’ve always wanted to be a mother,” Cecelia sighed and leaned back in her chair. “As soon as I was old enough to think of those things, I simply couldn’t get it out of my kind, and now with you here, Charles, I can have those things.”  
 
    “All of you will bear my children,” I iterated. “And we’ll be one big happy family in the palace. We just have a few obstacles in the way that we need to overcome first. I hope that all of you will be pregnant by the time we reach the capital.”  
 
    “Really?” Kleeia gasped and covered her mouth with both hands. “That would make me so happy, Charles.”  
 
    “Me, too,” Cecelia grinned.  
 
    “It’ll take a few tries, I’m sure,” I smiled. “But you will be, and once I’m king, the palace will be teeming with our beautiful babies.” 
 
    My two women sat happily beside me in silence, and each of them had a faraway smile plastered across their lips. From what I could guess, both of them were lost in their own fantasies of the future and what it would hold for them and our children. We stayed like this for a long time, and I wiped the sweat away from my forehead a few times, but otherwise, it was a lowly day. The sky was cornflower blue, with no clouds in the sky. I hadn’t seen such a lovely view like this since summer time in Edenhart.  
 
    I wondered how long it would take for all of them to get pregnant? Rian was the first, but that likely only meant that one of them hadn’t found out or realized it yet. It easily could be any of them, and it was exciting to take guesses while I waited to hear from them. I glanced over my shoulder through the window and watched as Rian and Daisy all stared out their respective windows. Through the doorway out of the kitchen, I could see into the drawing-room, and Edony stared out of the enormous bay window. Valerie stood with her back to her and looked out on the other side. Josephine was nowhere in sight, but I assumed that the drake-woman had gone to the rear cabin and looked out of each of the windows.  
 
    We were covered on all sides, but that still didn’t appease the strange anxiety building up inside my lower stomach. Something had been out there last night, watching us from afar, and we hadn’t figured out what it was yet. We hadn’t seen anything yet while out on the road, but that didn’t mean that whatever it was had left its position. The creatures could easily still be watching us at this very moment, waiting for the right time to pounce.  
 
    “C-Charles?” Valerie’s nervous voice shouted from the drawing-room. “There’s something coming. To the left of the caravan.”  
 
    “I can see it now, too!” Rian shouted. “I can’t see it. Whatever it is, it’s kicked up a good amount of dust!”  
 
    Edony rushed across the room, pressed her hands to the windowsill, and glared out. Her smooth face hardened, and her lips pulled back to expose her pointed canines in a vicious snarl. Then I heard it, the sound from last night. At first, it sounded like the roaring of the wind in my ears, but as the cloud of dust drew closer, I was able to pick out specific familiar noises. First came the mechanical tilt of valves and then an explosion of steam, but there was another sound; and it was so familiar.  
 
    “Are those horses?” someone asked from behind me, and instantly, the dream from last night flooded my memories.  
 
    Their shiny, gray hooves glittered in the bright sunlight and beat against the glowing, golden sand. When I lifted my head to get a better look at them, the bright rays blinded me, and I instantly squinted against the sudden and sharp pain. I couldn’t make out what they were, but they stood taller than our horses, and their necks sloped down to meet their wide backs. Their hooves beat at the sand, and they reared back with loud neighs, but the sound was different. It was the same one I’d heard earlier, the strange, mechanical clink of parts moving in effortless tandem. Then came the screaming release of steam, just like the one my machine made after we finished an experiment. 
 
    I turned my head at the last second, took my eyes off the road, and looked toward the commotion. I spied the enormous cloud of dust in the air, but that wasn’t what caught my attention. Four women rode through the desert, all of them wearing wide-brimmed hats, but that wasn’t what caught my attention. Each of the beasts they rode on were made entirely out of shiny silver metal. Each beast’s eyes glowed a fiery red, and as they galloped toward us, steam puffed out of their molded nostrils.  
 
    “By science,” I gasped and then snapped out of my dazed trance. “Everyone, prepare to fight. We don’t know what they want from us.”  
 
    I snapped my eyes back to the road in front of us, and a guttural sound exploded up my throat. Directly in front of us, another woman and one of the mechanical beasts stood. Her eyes cut through the distance between us, and a wicked grin spread across her stunning face. Without thinking, I pulled back the reins and jerked them to the left to keep from plowing the madwoman down. The caravan’s wheels screamed, and the horses instantly lifted their front legs up into the air out of protest. Slowly we skidded to a stop a few feet to the left from the woman, and she tilted her head. It took me a moment to realize that her entire left arm wasn’t clothed in a shiny silver cloth, but instead, was entirely made out of metal just like her horse. 
 
    “Good afternoon, partna’,” the leader cackled with a heavy twang in her voice, lifted her glittering onyx pistol in her mechanical hand, and aimed it directly between my eyes. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, and I’m so sorry that we hafta meet this way, but I’m gonna hafta ask you to empty your pockets, hand over your supplies, and give us all of your valuables. Ya see, this a robbery, clean and simple. We wouldn’t want you or your lil’ handsome consort losing your heads over a lil’ bit of money, now would we? Goin’ git, hand ’em ova before my finger slips on this here trigger.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    The woman standing in the middle of the road with her mechanical horse stared me down, and it took me a moment to process all of her words. A robbery? She and these other desperados were robbing us? I’d never been in a situation like this in my life, and when I glanced at Cecelia and Kleeia out of the corners of their eyes, it was clear to me that neither of them had, too. Their beautiful faces were drawn into mirrored masks of terror and fear. What in the hell were we going to do? We couldn’t hand over our supplies. We needed those in order to make it Valestia.  
 
    “Are ya deaf?” the leader barked. “Didja not hear me? Hand over all of your supplies and valuables, or one of you will lose your life. I’m not jokin’ around with ya. I’d threaten to shoot your cute lil’ consort, but I doubt he means much to ya.” 
 
    Ah, yes. I suddenly remembered that in this situation, I wasn’t seen as the leader of the group. I was simply a consort or worker sitting between two of my mistresses, but I could use this to my advantage. Carefully, I leaned back in my seat, turned my head slightly toward the window, and glanced in behind me. Daisy and Rian’s eyes were wide with fear, but they looked more than ready to battle against this ragtag group of women on their mechanical horses.  
 
    “Hand me…” I whispered through the window. “My staff…”  
 
    The bear-girl nodded her head, shuffled away silently toward the hall between our bedroom and the formal drawing-room, and grabbed the weapon.  
 
    “Hello?” the leader scoffed. “We ain’t got all day! Git to it! Hand over your valuables and all of your supplies, or I’ll start blastin’. I can assure you, you don’t want a bullet between the eyes.”  
 
    “We don’t have any supplies,” I broke in, and the leader settled her eyes on me below her wide-brimmed hat. “Please, just leave us alone. We don’t have anything to give you.”  
 
    “Ha!” the woman with the metal arm cackled. “That’s pretty darn funny but no dice, hunny. We’ve been watching you for a while now, and we just know you’ve got lots of goods squirreled away inside that massive wagon. Now, hop down from there and give us everything you got. I’m done asking nicely.”  
 
    I examined the woman more closely this time and took in all of her features. Her shoulder-length hair was the color of summer leaves, a deep forest green, and her glittering eyes underneath the brim of the hat were a deep scarlet. Her clothes, which consisted of a tight-fitting man’s shirt, a ripped skirt, and a pair of ripped trousers, were dusty and covered in splotches of mud. When she lifted her face to me, I noticed the enormous scar that started at her hairline and zigzagged down to her chin. Her nose was pointed, her cheeks were thin, and her chin came to a rounded point. She looked like a hard woman who’d only known cruelty and hatred all of her life, and I already knew from past experience, there was no point in arguing with someone like this; they always got what they wanted even if they had to take it by force. 
 
    Then I noticed the strange weapon strapped to her back. It resembled the flintlock held in her hand but a bit different. The barrel was much longer, probably at twenty-eight inches, and from the look of it, it could shoot two rounds at the same time instead of a single one. Across the woman’s chest was a leather strap with loops that held what looked like bullet cartridges pushed into each slot. What kind of weapon was this? Was it a more advanced revolver?  
 
    “Alright,” the leader snapped. “It seems that no one is listenin’ or takin’ me seriously.”  
 
    The leader’s thumb lifted, pressed against the gun’s hammer, and then pulled it back. My breath caught in my through, and it felt as if time stood still for a few seconds before the gun exploded in her mechanical hand. I could’ve sworn I saw the bullet twist out of the barrel with a blast of black powder. Within a single breath, I felt the heat of the bullet rush toward me but then instantly, cold washed over me. The sensation was familiar, and when I glanced over at Kleeia, the nix-woman held a hand out in front of her, holding the ice disk as a barrier and, in the other, offered me my staff. Somehow, in a matter of seconds, the turquoise-haired woman had reached through the window, grabbed the staff from Daisy, and had put up the shield to protect us.  
 
    I had no time to marvel at her speed, and hastily took the staff from her hands. The moment my hands wrapped around it, I felt waves of power rush through me, and I raised my head. I stared through the mirror-like ice in front of us and finally saw the bullet encapsulated before my very eyes. Behind it, the desperados’ leader gawked at the wall of floating ice with wide eyes and mouth agape. In an instant, the leader’s jaw snapped shut, her jaw clenched, and she slammed her pistol back into its holster. Then, she brought her mechanical arm and puffed out her cheeks as she concentrated. 
 
    I scrambled down out of the driver’s seat with Kleeia and Cecelia in tow as the desperado’s metal arm bulged and then suddenly expanded to three times its normal size. The leader drew her arm back, gripped the reins tightly in her other hand, and smashed through the ice barrier. I almost couldn’t believe what I saw as the bullet freed itself from the thick frozen water, zoomed through the air, and then shimmered in the light. I slowly watched as the bullet broke down into a liquid in the air, fluidly trickled down, and became part of the desperado’s mechanical arm.  
 
    “A metal elemental?” I barked. “Is that what she is?”  
 
    “That’s what it seems!” Daisy screamed, burst through the caravan’s door, and planted her feet with her hands curled into fists. “We better get ready! The rest of the riders are coming up on us right now!”  
 
    An enormous fireball blasted out of the caravan’s door, and Rian came tumbling out after the brunette. The imp-woman rolled along the sand for a second and then jumped to her feet with an enormous cloud of black smoke. The black-haired beauty had that crazed look in her eyes that she always got right before a battle, and I knew she was more than prepared to rip these women apart. Shortly after the imp-woman, Valerie and Josephine leaped over the small step and landed in the sand in defensive stances with their arms raised, and their usually smooth faces hardened into masks of rage.  
 
    Suddenly, the hairs on the back of my neck and my arms raised, and a neon yellow light flashed and beat in the doorway of the caravan. Just as I suspected, Edony floated out, surrounded by her usual orbs of undulating electricity. The she-wolf’s tail whipped out behind her, and her wholly white eyes settled on the four approaching women. A wicked grin spread over the Duchess’ face, and her right hand, which held a single orb, jabbed out in their direction. The undulating sphere rocketed forward, and for a moment, I thought it would miss entirely, but Edony’s outstretched hand clenched. The yellow ball veered through the air, lifted upward, and then slammed down directly into the middle of the lead rider’s back.  
 
    An earsplitting scream broke across the desert, and the rider fell from her metal horse’s back. The woman’s hands clutched at her chest, and her entire body convulsed from the sudden surge of electricity coursing through her body, not to mention, she was sitting atop a very conductive metal. The she-wolf summoned up two more orbs of electricity and settled her eyes on the other three riders with glinting glee in her wholly white eyes.  
 
    “Sorry,” I chuckled darkly, tossed the staff to my left hand, and tested the grip. “What did you ask again? I didn’t quite hear you over all of the noise.”  
 
    I slashed the staff out in front of me, and instantly, it began to transform into the enormous, jagged sword I’d only summoned a few times before. The leader gasped loudly, and then she pulled back the reins as she attempted to scurry away, but I hadn’t even started on her yet. My women broke into formation around me, and I stood at the front with my sword held out protectively in front of me. If this woman thought we would give up so easily, then she had thought very wrong.  
 
    “I asked you a question,” I sneered. “Aren’t you going to answer?”  
 
    We stood in complete silence for a moment, and then a soft gasp came from behind me. I barely glanced over my shoulder as Josephine lowered her hands to her waist, tilted back her head, and stared up at the desperados’ leader. The heiress took a tentative step forward, and immediately, the leader pulled her horse backward.  
 
    “Wait,” the honey-blonde gasped. “Please don’t. We don’t want to hurt you.”  
 
    “What?” Valerie coughed. “That’s certainly what we intend to do! They threatened to rob us!”  
 
    “She pointed a gun at Charles’ head!” Kleeia protested. “Josephine! Stop!”  
 
    “Josephine?” I asked as the honey-blonde came to stand at my shoulder. “What is it?”  
 
    “I know you,” the heiress uttered. “Do you remember me? It’s me, Josephine.”  
 
    The desperado stared down at the honey-blonde with a frown for a moment and then spat in the sand to the left of her horse.  
 
    “Naw,” the leader shook her head. “I can’t say I do, ma’am.”  
 
    “You do,” Josephine nodded. “Because I remember you so clearly. You’re a Harlot, aren’t you?”  
 
    “What?” Rian gasped.  
 
    “Excuse me?” Edony balked.  
 
    “You know her?” I asked.  
 
    The desperado glared down at Josephine for what seemed like hours, and then finally, the severe woman leaned back in her saddle, rested her knit hands over the horn, and smirked down at the heiress.  
 
    “And how in the world did you come to that conclusion, partna?” the green-haired woman chuckled. “Is there anything about us that makes us seem like we’re men lovers? You look to be one, too, having a male leader and all.”  
 
    “I am one,” the drake-woman nodded. “In fact, I’m the daughter of the woman who created the Harlots. I’ve seen you before. I’ve met you, but that was a long time ago, and you certainly weren’t patrolling around the desert then. We met at a rally, not far from here. Your name was Matilda… Matilda Ware, isn’t that right?”  
 
    A melancholy smile spread over the desperado’s lips, and she shook her head out of embarrassment. Finally, the leader threw her head back and laughed toward the cloudless sky for a moment before staring down at the honey-blonde for a long time.  
 
    “Well, miss, it’s quite strange that you’d ‘member me after so many years,” Matilda snorted. “But I think I’m startin’ to remember you, too. You look like a serpent now in that costume, but I recall ya as the real nice girl who got up on stage and told everyone what it was like being raised in a purely Harlotian household. You painted such pretty pictures of what the future could be like if we just accepted men as equals. That stuck with me for a real long time, lil’ lady. Now, what are ya’ll doin’ out here? We almost robbed you blind.”  
 
    “Exactly what the Harlots have wanted to happen for a long time,” I stated, stepped forward, and lowered my weapon. “We’re starting a revolution. We’re rising up against the matriarchy with the help of my soldiers and monster-women.”  
 
    “Monster-women?” Matilda questioned and tipped back her hat. “I just thought all of you were wearin’ strange costumes. You come across a lot of strange folks out in the middle of the desert, ‘specially since we live out here and don’t go into the towns very often. So, we never know what the ‘crats will be wearin’ any time soon.”  
 
    “Crats?” Valerie asked and wrinkled her nose. “Is that another group of people who live around here?”  
 
    “Oh, you know,” Matilda waved her hand. “Those annoying aristos, we have to deal with them out here from time to time. We stop their stagecoaches and rob ’em before they can reach Valestia. Serves them right for encroachin’ on someone else’s property.”  
 
    “Property?” I chuckled, lifted my arms, and gestured toward the desert around us. “Is this your property?”  
 
    “Well,” the desperado shrugged. “If no one else is gonna claim it, we might as well take it for our own.”  
 
    “How’d you come to be like this?” Josephine asked. “How did all of this happen?”  
 
    “The marchioness happened,” Matilda replied dryly. “Came into our city and destroyed everythin’ in her path. Ruined our leader, kicked ‘er out, and basically told all of us that we needed to hand over all of our goods, money, and supplies to send to the Queen. We ’bout had enough at that point, so I rallied up all of my like-minded friends, and we left. Kind of puttered around for a bit and then made friends with an unlikely woman who built us these horses and even made me a new arm. Ya see, I was born without it, but she managed to create a new one that went along with my birth given power. What you said is correct, I am a metal elemental, and my arm serves as an extension of that ability.”  
 
    “Wait,” I interrupted and stepped forward. “Someone built them for you? Was it a capital scientist, perhaps?”  
 
    “Yes,” Matilda nodded. “She wasn’t located in the capital at the time. I’m not sure if you’re aware, but a series of intricate waterways connect the cities closest to the capital. A lot of the aristocrats use them because it’s much faster to travel that way. The roads often become congested, and the waters are wide with plenty of space. She has this hand-built contraption, hm, she called it a submersible, I think? It’s like a big boat but--” 
 
    “It can travel underneath the water instead of on top of it,” I breathed. “A submarine, if you will.”  
 
    “Yes, yes,” the desperado nodded. “But she’d travel from city to city, sellin’ her handmade wares, and that’s where we found her. We were raidin’ and pillagin’ a small town of all of its goods, and she popped up out of the water. One of our horses had been shot in the leg, and we had to put it down, so she offered to craft us these mighty beasts. Then once she finished with that, she laid her eyes on my unsightly stump and promised she could build me something to help. I didn’t think she could, but a few weeks later, she appeared outta the water again and gave me my replacement arm. All we had to do was give her some of our supplies and a few bags of our money. Then she disappeared. We heard from her a few times when she’d pop in and out of cities but other than that, she wasn’t tied down until…”  
 
    “Until what?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, the Queen heard ’bout her,” Matilda explained. “Learned about her scientific prowess and hired her to work for her. Which can only mean one thing.” 
 
    “She’s keeping her hostage and forcing her to build the things she wants,” I uttered. “Is that right?”  
 
    “Yeah, somethin’ like that,” Matilda nodded. “We’ve only heard from her a few times now, and most of ’em were through coded messages. We deciphered them, but they don’t make any sense.”  
 
    “What do they say?” I probed.  
 
    “Somethin’ about super… super…” the desperado struggled, and I stepped forward with my hands clenched into fists.  
 
    “Super-soldiers?” I nearly shouted.  
 
    “Yeah,” the leader nodded enthusiastically. “That’s what it said! We didn’t know what it meant, but we knew it had to be somethin’ important. When we were gettin’ to know her, she told us that she built one once before to attack the Queen, but the damn thing malfunctioned and nearly went berserk in the middle of the capital. She went back to the drawin’ board after that, but she didn’t have much luck. Now, she’s somewhere off in the capital, workin’ for that horrible woman. Poor thing. I wish there were somethin’ we could do for her.”  
 
    The desperado fell silent for a moment and stared down at the sand at her metal horse’s feet. Suddenly, she sighed, pushed back her hat, and smiled down at us good-naturedly.  
 
    “Well, anyway,” Matilda chuckled. “Sorry to trouble you, folks. We best be gettin’ on our way. We don’t get a lot of people travelin’ out this way, so we better start lookin’ out for the next stagecoach.”  
 
    “Wait,” I barked. “Maybe you can help us.”  
 
    “Help you?” Matilda asked. “How?”  
 
    “Well, you’re a Harlot,” I stated. “Don’t you want to change the world? Don’t you want to make it a better place for everyone?” 
 
    “Of course, I do, mista,” the desperado nodded. “But from what I’ve been seein’, the world isn’t changin’ anytime soon.”  
 
    “It is,” Josephine breathed. “It’s changing right now, but you haven’t been able to see it. We’ve conquered two cities already. Not to mention, the Harlots in the capital have revolted and taken control over part of the city. We’re heading out to Valestia right now to take it and its supplies. If you want to join a side, now is the time to do it.”  
 
    “I was once like you,” Cecelia broke in, stepped forward, and then cleared her throat. “Waiting for my moment to strike. I lived in fear almost every day, and I thought it would never end. That’s when I met Charles and his women. They came out of absolutely nowhere and saved me. I didn’t know I needed to be saved, but I did.”  
 
    “Join us,” I stated and then turned as the rest of the desperados slowly trotted closer. “Our army will only be stronger with the five of you at our side. You believe in the same things we do, and you’re willing to fight for it. Join us and step into a new age. The new age of total order. We can do this together, and then we’ll live equally for the rest of our lives.”  
 
    The leader shook her head and snorted with short, breathy laugh. Her followers stood around her with confused expressions, and the one who’d been blasted by Edony’s electricity orb clutched at her chest with a grimace. The desperado threw back her head and laughed fully at the sky for the second time as she clutched at her side.  
 
    Suddenly, she threw herself forward, leaped out of the horse’s saddle, and thumped closer in her heavy leather boots. I noticed now that she was a few inches shorter than Kleeia, making her taller than Daisy, Valerie, and Cecelia. Her body was full, and her hips were wide, but she looked lean with strong muscles in both her arms and legs.  
 
    “You drive a hard bargain,” Matilda laughed lightly, shook her head again, and then offered me a rough looking hand. “But I do like your style, Mr., well, I didn’t quite catch your name.”  
 
    “Charles,” I smiled, grabbed her hand, and gave it a hearty shake. “Charles Rayburn, the leader of the New Order.”  
 
    “Soon to be King!” Valerie chimed in. “And we’re all of his future Queens!”  
 
    “I see,” Matilda chuckled, eyed me out of the corner of her eye, and then grinned even wider. “Well, it’s lovely to meet your future highness’. Oh, Charles, you said you’re on your way to Valestia? What are all ya’ll wantin’ to do there? It’s nothing but wasteland.”  
 
    “We need iron for cannons,” I explained. “We planned to conquer Granhamn, but they’ve built an enormous granite wall around the city, and we have no other way to get through.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” the desperado replied with a tilt of her head. “But I will warn you if we lead you there, we can’t go inside.”  
 
    “Why’s that?” Edony asked.  
 
    “Well,” Matilda chuckled mischievously, and the women behind her started to giggle, too. “We’ve terrorized them a little too much, and they’ve banned us from ever enterin’ the city again. I mean, that wouldn’t stop us, but we try to keep a good distance between Valestia and us just in case. They have this woman there, she has some sort of magnetism power. I can’t go near her, or I’ll be sucked in like a fly to honey. Then what are my girls gonna doin? They’d be all alone out here without a leader. The last time that happened, it took all four of them prying me away to get unstuck from her ability. So, we try to stay a good distance away from Valestia for my safety and wellbeing, but we can take you there as long as I stay a good distance away.”  
 
    “If you don’t mind,” I smiled. “Could I have a better look at your arm? And your horses?”  
 
    “Why would I mind?” Matilda chuckled, shifted her position, and offered me her metal arm. “Look all you want, but if you wanna buy, well, then we’re gonna have a problem.”  
 
    “No,” I snorted. “I don’t want to buy it. We’ve heard snippets here and there about the scientist, and I want nothing more than to learn more about her.”  
 
    “I wish I had more to tell ya,” the desperado sighed. “But we only met a few times, and the messages we received from her were few and far between.”  
 
    My fingers brushed against the cold metal of Matilda’s arm, and goosebumps flooded across my skin. The elbow of the limb looked as if it were constructed out of an elaborate ball-joint. I twisted the arm almost backward, and all Matilda did was blink at me with raised eyebrows.  
 
    “Whoa, there, boy,” the leader giggled. “Don’t tear it off, will ya?” 
 
    I leaned in close to peek in between the seams and watched as each piece moved in absolute tandem. The gears and pulleys were so small, but they looked expertly made. I needed to meet this scientist. She was an absolute master at her craft, but that would be very difficult since the Queen kept her hostage. In one swift motion, I dropped my hands from Matilda’s arm, stepped to the left, and stood in front of the colossal mechanical beast. As I neared it, the creature stared down at me with blazing red eyes, and puffs of steam-exploded out of its molded nostrils.  
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” I gasped. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like it.”  
 
    As soon as I took a step closer, the creature reared back its head and huffed angrily in my direction but in a way that was different than our normal horses. The noises that came from the beasts sounded the way they should’ve, but there was something different about them, almost as if they were pre-recorded and played back on a machine built within. I reached out my hand toward the creature’s muzzle, and it immediately pulled away with a low huff.  
 
    “Aren’t they magnificent?” Matilda asked and came to stand behind me with her hands firmly placed on her hips. “I could never imagine the amount of skill and genius it takes to build one of these things, let alone know how they work.”  
 
    “You said it only took her a few weeks?” I asked. “This amount of work, it would’ve taken any other scientists years, even a lifetime to build something so intricate, and she built five of them in weeks? She must be absolutely brilliant.”  
 
    “Seems so,” Matilda frowned and shrugged. “She was a little batty.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I chuckled.  
 
    “I think it must be a personality trait of scientists. They’re always a little bit,” the green-haired woman chuckled, splayed out her fingers, and wiggled them. “Weeeeird. She has this giant puffball of red hair, and she always wears these strange glasses on her head. She’s this tiny, sprite of a woman, but she’s so agile and quick. You’ll never know where she might be next.”  
 
    “I guess some scientists can be pretty eccentric,” I snorted. “Not all of us, though. Matilda, how do these run?”  
 
    “Well, they run pretty well, partna’,” the desperado nodded and slapped a hand down on the horse’s haunches with a loud clang. “I think the scientist said they get up to seventy miles per hour.”  
 
    “S-Seventy?” I gasped. “Most horses can barely run up to fifty-five.”  
 
    “Well, that’s the scientist’s work for ya,” the leader cackled. “She’s a smart one, I tell ya!”  
 
    “Do they need to rest?” I probed. “How do you take care of them? Do you have to pop open one of the panels and refuel? Though, that might not be as efficient as other means.”  
 
    “We use these,” Matilda stated, crossed toward the metal horse, and reached into the saddlebag. “Every once in a while, we have to go into the closest city and buy them, which is a bit of a hassle for us, but we haven’t found a better way to make them ourselves or we would have.”  
 
    The horsewoman handed me a black disk and stared down at it a moment. The palm-sized item had a familiar smell, and as I shifted it to my right hand, it streaked my hand with black dust.  
 
    “Coal?” I asked. “So, it’s steam-powered?”  
 
    “Mhmm!” Matilda nodded, lifted over one of the stirrups, and patted a small square outlet in the horse. “Sometimes, we have to fill ’em up with fresh water to keep ’em running, and we have to toss one of those in per day, so we go through them pretty fast. We have a whole stash of them back at camp, so we try not to run out before we have to stock up again.”  
 
    “Can you show me how it’s done?” I asked eagerly. “I’m sorry. This is just so exciting for me.”  
 
    “Don’t worry about it, partna’,” the desperado chuckled and then looked the horse directly in the glowing red eye. “Alright, Nannie, don’t go givin’ me any trouble, ya hear? I’m tryin’ to show this nice man how it’s done!”  
 
    The horse huffed a few puffs of steam and shifted its weight on its glittering silver legs but then stood still. Matilda nodded with a wide grin then pressed both hands to the panel. A low hiss reached my ears as the panel depressed and then slid away to reveal a chute inside of the creature’s stomach. I leaned in closer and took in all of the moving components of the creature. The scientist did all of this in a matter of days when it would’ve taken other scientists months. She was already proving to me that she was skilled in her work, and I’d never even met the woman.  
 
    “This little hole here is where we pour the water in,” the desperado pointed. “The bigger chute is where we slide the disks in. If we wanted, we could put multiple disks in at once, and ride for days, but we let them have one a day, then durin’ the night, we cool them down, and give them another in the mornin’. Sometimes, we have to oil their joints, but that doesn’t happen very often.”  
 
    “This is fantastic,” I muttered. “What about your arm? Is there anything specific that you have to do for it?”  
 
    “Naw,” the leader barked. “I’ll oil it every once in a while, but that’s every few months or so. I haven’t had any problems with it yet, that or the horses. The scientist promised that they should last for a lifetime, and I’m keepin’ her to that promise! Even if I hafta hunt her down and break her out of the Queen’s clutches myself. A promise is a promise, ya hear me?”  
 
    “I hear you,” I tittered. “Matilda, do you mind if I ask you a few more questions about the scientist? I know you don’t know a lot about her, but you all are the first ones we’ve met who’ve actually known her.”  
 
    “Well, goin’ shoot, then, Charlie,” the desperado nodded, shut the panel, and leaned against the horse with her arms crossed. “I don’t have a problem with questions as long as I know how to answer them.”  
 
    “How long do you think she’s been under the control of the Queen?” I posed.  
 
    “Weeeeeell,” Matilda thought for a long moment. “We met her, maybe ’bout a year ago. That’s the first time we saw her. She’d set up shop right on the banks of the canal, and we moseyed on past as we were scopin’ out the place. Then we saw her a few weeks later, and that’s when she offered to build us our horses and my arm. So, I think she was commissioned by the Queen ‘bout six months ago. That’s when we started receivin’ the strange messages from her.”  
 
    “Do you know anything else about what she’s making for the Queen?” I offered.  
 
    “Naw,” the desperado shook her head with a frown. “We don’t know nothing ’bout that. We just received the letters from her about the super-soldiers, and that was it, but from what we can tell the Queen’s treatin’ her pretty terribly.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I pushed. “Is there more to the letters?”  
 
    “Ya see,” Matilda paused. “This scientist, we never got her name, and she never got ours, we just instantly became friends, and she made things for us. She knew us as the ‘Desperados of the Desert,’ and we knew her only as ‘the scientist,’ but somehow, she trained one of those wild pigeons to find us in her locked chamber. She’s too dang smart for her own good, ya know? And somehow, she told this bird to find us, and it did! She always signs her letters with a big, cursive ‘B,’ so we know her name starts with that, but we don’t know what her full name is. I’m hopin’ if we can find her, I can find out her name, and thank her for everything she’s done for us.”  
 
    “What about the conditions where she’s being held?” I asked. “Has she mentioned that?”  
 
    Matilda took a deep breath and finally broke our eye contact. This seemed to be a subject that truly troubled her, and though I didn’t want to push her to tell me, I needed to know.  
 
    “The last few letters were a bit jumbled,” Matilda uttered. “The handwritin’ was scratchy as if she’d written it while half asleep or on some sort of drugs. All of it said ahem, all it said was ‘help’ in big scrawled letters.”  
 
    “And you didn’t?” I whispered.  
 
    “What can we do, Charles Rayburn?” the desperado asked. “We’re five women with mechanical horses. We’d get to the capital, and they’d slaughter us before we even stepped within the second ring. We wouldn’t have a chance against the Queen’s army.”  
 
    I cleared my throat, stood a little straighter, and placed a hand tenderly on Matilda’s shoulder. The desperado lifted her head and looked me directly in the eye as we stood in silence for a few seconds.  
 
    “That’s why I’m here,” I stated. “That’s why I created the New Order. We’re here to bring justice and, ultimately, peace. I’m telling you right now, Matilda, we’ll get to the capital in a few months, and we’ll not only free all of the men there from their oppression, but we’ll find the scientist and set her free, too. That’s what we do. The New Order overlooks no one. We stand and fight together, or we don’t stand at all. We’re a force to be reckoned with, and no one will stand in our way until we get what we want, equality for all. I won’t rest until we have just that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    The desert seemed relentless, and it also seemed as if we’d never reach our destination, but with Matilda and her crew of desperados, I felt a little bit safer. The journey seemed to go on forever, and the horizon where the sky met the landscape stretched on ceaselessly. I’d never experienced a place like this, it felt endless in every direction.  
 
    The five horsewomen rode on either side of us, and I watched as their mechanical horses moved. I half expected them to move jerkily or twitch from their inner workings, but they moved even smoother than our living beasts. I wondered if it possibly was the steam power that made them move with such agility, or if it was some other mechanic that I hadn’t seen yet. It was clear to me that the scientist who built these machines was a genius, and I couldn’t wait to find her then possibly learn from her. I was brilliant all on my own, but if the two of us worked together, we could do the impossible. The only thing that was standing in our way was, of course, the Queen yet again. The desperados had told us that the scientist was kept under lock and key by the Queen.  
 
    We’d learned more about Matilda and her four companions over the last few hours, and I had to admit, I was grateful that we had them along for the ride. We’d convinced them to join our side and fight alongside us in the coming battles. I already knew they’d be significant assets to us the more we learned about them. The other four riders were named Kate, Mattie, Genevieve, and finally, Irene. Each of them came from differing backgrounds, Kate, like Cecelia and Josephine, came from an influential family with lots of land in a city not far from here. On the other hand, Irene was a woman who came from a poorer family but still of the aristocratic class.  
 
    Mattie was the shortest of the crew, and she reminded me a lot of Rian. Despite her small stature, she was a spit-fire who always threw her head back and guffawed at the sky whenever one of my women said something relatively funny. The petite woman had fiery red hair and a smattering of freckles across her round, childlike face, but I didn’t let her innocent appearance fool me. I guessed that all of these women could be deadly if they really wanted to be. They’d attempted to put up a good fight against us, but it wasn’t really fair to them because of all of our advantages. I was sure that they’d never come across a man with a strange, magical staff and a group of monster-women before.  
 
    Irene was the quietest out of the group, and the tall, thin woman seemed to keep to herself. When we stopped the caravan and rested for a few minutes before carrying on, she barely spoke to any of us and mainly stayed by Matilda’s side. I knew eventually we’d find out more about her, but she didn’t seem to be giving up any information any time soon. Her hair was long, pin-straight, and the color of snow like Edony’s. Her eyes were a creamy color, but when I looked deeply into them from afar, they seemed to shift and change with every passing second. I had no idea what their abilities were except for Matilda’s, which was pretty easy to guess after her metal arm expanded in front of our very eyes.  
 
    Once we got back on the road, I felt a bit better about the journey. I was tired, and the sun beat down on us from all directions, which was only intensified from the warmed sand everywhere we went. My women inside the caravan were spared from the direct sunlight, and I began to understand why all the desperadoes wore wide-brimmed hats and clothes that covered their skin. The skin of my face burned and began to itch terribly from exposure, but I wanted to get to Valestia as soon as possible.  
 
    “Alrighty, then,” Matilda shouted above the galloping hooves of our horses. “This is as far as we’ll go.”  
 
    The leader pulled back on her reins, trotted her horse to the side of the road, and pointed directly ahead down the road. I squinted my eyes against the bright sun and searched the horizon for any signs of the city. There was a strange outcropping of tall, brown rocks, and at first, I didn’t see anything beyond it. As I looked closer, through the undulating heat rays coming off the sand, and I noticed dark brown buildings here and there.  
 
    “If I keep goin’ down the road,” Matilda chuckled. “That magnetic woman will just reel me right in, and ya’ll might never get me broken free from her hold.”  
 
    “Is there anything we’ll need to look out for?” I asked. “Any woman in the city that is particularly dangerous?”  
 
    “Naw,” the leader shook her head, leaned back in her saddle, and tipped her hat forward. “Unless you got a lot of metal on ya, then I don’t think the lot of you have a lot to worry about. I figure that Edony’s told ya everythin’ you need to know ’bout this place.”  
 
    “Yes,” the Duchess nodded. “As I explained before, most of the women sent out here are weaker than most aristocrats. Their powers are enough to keep the brutes in line but not enough to fight and win a battle against anyone.”  
 
    “Alright,” I breathed, settled myself back in my seat, and rested my eyes on the city in the distance. “We’ll be back as soon as we can. All of you should stay here, and we’ll join you once we’re finished.”  
 
    “You got it, Mista Rayburn,” Matilda chuckled, snapped her reins against her horse’s metal neck, and turned the beast around in the sand. “We’ll keep watch from a distance and do our usual thing. Ya know, robbin’ any aristocrat who happens on our path. Maybe we’ll get somthin’ good this time instead of bein’ drafted into an army.”  
 
    “You willingly joined, and you know it,” I chuckled. “Now, we’ll be off.”  
 
    “Charles,” a soft voice whispered from the right of us, and I immediately turned my head to look.  
 
    Irene held her reins tightly in her hands and then pressed a thin, delicate hand to her chest. Her crème colored eyes rested on the sand for a moment and then lifted to mine. A small smile spread over her lips but then immediately dropped.  
 
    “I don’t know what your plan is,” the quiet desperado murmured. “But you’re goin’ to want to get them corralled all together in a group. We’ve dealt with these women many times. If they’re attacked, they’re sure to scatter and attack from afar. You need to keep them in one place if you can.”  
 
    “Thanks for the advice, Irene,” I grinned.  
 
    “You’re welcome, Mista Rayburn,” the quiet woman smiled and bowed her head.  
 
    I adjusted the reins in my hands and then smacked them against our horses’ backs with a loud whoop. The beasts responded instantly and tore forward on the sandy road. As we moved farther away, I glanced over my shoulder toward the group of desperados. All of them had moved their horses, and they waited in a tight cluster on the side of the road. It seemed utterly insane that we’d happened upon them, but again, I was grateful to have them on our side.  
 
    “Alright, Charlie,” Valerie smiled through the window. “What’s the plan? We can’t go in there blind.”  
 
    “Matilda already warned us about the woman with the magnetism power,” I explained. “And after what Irene told us, I have an idea of what we should do. Edony, you’re our lead.”  
 
    “W-What?” the she-wolf asked. “I mean, I can understand why since I’m the Duchess of Edenhart, but Charles, they’re going to take one look at my ears and tail and immediately become suspicious.”  
 
    “No, they won’t,” I shook my head. “We need to tell that it’s a new thing that the Queen’s mandating. An augmentation of all of the varying cities leader’s. The Queen is making them more powerful and that’s why you look so different. I’m sure that once you mention the Queen, all of the questions will stop.” 
 
    “Ahhh,” Daisy hummed with her lips tightly pressed together. “But what about our reasoning for being here? We can’t just roll up to the gate and demand to be let inside.”  
 
    “The city is far away from everything,” I explained. “Think about it for a moment. They probably work their men to death and their numbers are undoubtedly high. I don’t know this for sure, but we know how aristocrats treat men. We’re simply a caravan filled with new ‘brutes’ to aid with the work. As I said before, Edony will be our lead, and she will tell them that we’ve brought more workers for them.”  
 
    “Okay,” Kleeia broke in, settled in the small window, and leaned her elbows against its frame. “But how are we going to attack? Just getting inside will be difficult, but how are we going to take them down.”  
 
    “We have a few leftover devices from when we attacked Birskonn,” I told them. “They’re in a wooden box in the laboratory’s cabin. Go and fetch them and then hand them out to your sisters. If we follow what Irene told us, we’ll get them into a tight cluster somehow and then throw the canisters in but that also poses a problem.”  
 
    “The woman with the magnetism ability,” Valerie whispered.  
 
    “Exactly,” I nodded. “The metal devices will be instantly attracted to her. So, this can go two ways. They stay in a group and we get them in one swoop, or they see the devices moving and scatter. That’s why I brought this up here with me.”  
 
    I reached down between my legs, gripped my staff, and showed it to the rest of my women.  
 
    “If they scatter,” I uttered thoughtfully. “We have to pick a specific aristocrat and attack them until they’re down. We can’t kill them, but I know you’re strong enough to overpower them. I’ll use my staff to neutralize them and their abilities, hell, that just means an even stronger core for us to use when we transform them. But we have to be prepared for anything, so I want all of you to be on alert and ready in case this goes south. Does everyone understand the plan? Any questions or comments?”  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder toward the rest of my women, and they glanced at each other with grimaces before shaking their heads. We were ready to take on the aristocrats of Valestia. Edony had explained to us that the aristocrats who lived here weren’t as powerful as the others we’d encountered in our travels, and they were only here to keep the miners in line. Our task seemed relatively simple but just like any other time we dealt with the nobles, we had to be on our toes. 
 
    “Kleeia,” I stated. “Will you go grab the devices and hand them out to your sisters? I want everyone to be ready by the time we reach the gate.”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” the nix-woman nodded, leaned away from the window, and then disappeared into the back cabins.  
 
    The closer we moved the Valestia, the clearer the city became to me. There were a few outcroppings of dingy shacks where I assumed the workers lived but other than that, there weren’t any signs of the aristocrats. As we passed through the wrought iron gates and rolled onto the rough, uneven brick street, I slowed the horses and took a good glance around. If I hadn’t known about this place, I would’ve assumed it was an abandoned ghost town.  
 
    “What the fuck is that?” Daisy grumbled through the window behind me and then pointed over my shoulder.  
 
    I raised my gaze to where she pointed and immediately felt the need to roll my eyes. Farther back in the middle of the wasteland was an enormous manor, surrounded by a wrought iron fence. Lush grass grew on the other side of the fence, and a few lounges were placed here and there on the thick greenery. Golden accents glittered here and there on the outside of the sprawling house.  
 
    “Are they serious?” Edony scoffed.  
 
    “How does the grass even grow out here?” Valerie asked. “It’s the middle of the desert, there shouldn’t be any out here.”  
 
    “It’s called sod,” Edony sighed and rubbed at her temples. “A lot of aristocrats use it to create ‘picture perfect’ lawns but one out here? It’s utterly useless. Sod is a type of grass that’s grown by a farm, then groups of men are forced to unearth the grass and the roots, and it can be placed anywhere to be regrown.”  
 
    “But it can’t grow out here, right?” Rian laughed. “So, it’s stupid even to have it.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I snorted. “They’re so used to lives of luxury, that they’ve tried to bring it out here to a place where barely anything can survive.”  
 
    “You’re right, Charles,” the Duchess shook her head. “I can almost guarantee that they have to have it replaced every two weeks, probably not even that long.”  
 
    “The grass is always greener on the other side,” Daisy said dryly. “Is that what they’re trying to emulate here? Or is it some other stupid aristocratic shit?”  
 
    “Either of those things,” the she-wolf sneered. “I assume that manor is where all of the aristocrats live. There’s no other manors except that one, so if we want to find the women, we have to break in.”  
 
    “Where are all the men?” Cecelia asked. “Are they working down in the mines?” 
 
    I sat back in my seat and then turned toward the enormous outcropping of rock behind the small city. That’s when I finally spied the ironworks. It was a massive building with large round structures along the sides. Towering smokestacks poured grey steam out into the air, and a faint clanking reached my ears. Beyond that were the mines proper. A massive dip in the land with darkened holes where the miners came and went during the day. As I stared down at it, I noticed the life there that I hadn’t before. The tiny, ant-like men were covered in dirt, which was why they were so hard to see from this distance away. They moved to and from the mines with their pickaxes and shovels slung over their shoulders. A few of them dragged large carts behind them, and the telltale glint told me they were full of raw ore and iron.  
 
    “They’re down there,” I pointed. “We’ll leave them there for now. Let’s deal with the aristocrats first.”  
 
    I slapped the reins against the horse’s backs, and we slowly moved down the street toward the expansive manor ahead. A few times, I spied men moving in between the small, broken down shakes, but they quickly scurried out of the way once they laid eyes on us. I assumed that they thought we were either people coming to buy or a caravan bringing more workers to Valestia. As we approached the manor, and I got a better look at it, I noticed the aristocrats moving along the lush sod, and a few of them lifted their heads toward us with their hands held over their foreheads to shield their eyes from the sun.  
 
    “Prepare yourselves,” I uttered. “We’re taking all of them. Don’t harm a hair on their heads, but give them hell. Kleeia, did you grab the devices?”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” the nix-woman nodded. “I have them right here. Everyone, come grab yours, and we’ll stand by the door until it’s time for us to come out.” 
 
    I glanced over at Edony beside me, and the wolf-woman understood her part to play in our plan. We rode as close to the gate as we could, and before long, one of the aristocrats strode closer with her hands firmly placed on her hips. The Duchess grinned down at the woman and stood from her place on the driver’s seat.  
 
    “Hello,” the she-wolf boomed. “Good afternoon.”  
 
    “What do you want?” the aristocrat barked through the bars. “What are you doing here? What the hell is wrong with your face? What are you supposed to be? Some sort of wolf? Get out of here!”  
 
    “I am Edony, the Duchess of Edenhart,” the she-wolf boomed, glared down at the puny woman, and stepped down from the driver’s seat. “Don’t insult my appearance. My powers have been augmented by the order of the Queen, you insolent swine.” 
 
    “O-Oh,” the aristocrat stammered. 
 
    “I’m here to deliver some consorts to you to aid in the effort,” the Duchess sneered. “But if I’m unwelcome here, then I’ll return to my rightful place. It looks like you need some help out here, but if my aid is unwanted, then… I’ll just leave.”  
 
    “T-The D-Duchess Edony?” an aristocrat behind the first woman gasped. “You came all the way out here to help us?”  
 
    “Let her in immediately!” an older woman squawked. “How dare you insult the Duchess of Edenhart in such a way! Especially if her appearance is from a direct order from the Queen! Do you know who she is? Please, Duchess Edony, forgive our confusion. You look just as lovely as we imagined.”  
 
    “Listen to her, Celeste!” another woman cried out and then dropped her voice down to a whisper. “Our men are dying alarmingly fast. we need more to send down to the mines. Let them in, you daft cow, even if she does look a little strange.”  
 
    The Duchess turned her back toward the aristocrat and flounced back toward the caravan. The noble behind the door’s mouth dropped open, and immediately, her hands scrambled to open up the gate, and the women behind her rushed to open the heavy, metal gate.  
 
    “Alright, well,” Edony chuckled darkly, glanced toward the window behind me, and then grinned a little wider. “We’ll be off. Sorry to trouble you all.” 
 
    “Don’t let her leave!” an aristocrat hissed. “We need those men!”  
 
    “No!” the aristocrat screamed. “We’ll take them! We need all the help we can get right now! Please, don’t leave!”  
 
    Edony paused for a moment, and her violet eyes met mine as a wicked smile spread over her stunning features. The Duchess whipped around on her heels and grinned at the aristocrats behind the fence.  
 
    “Thank you,” the she-wolf purred. “Thank you. I appreciate it. I received the Queen’s letter to bring out all the consorts and workers that I could spare, and of course, I had to respond immediately. I thought it’d be better if I brought them out myself instead of just sending a caravan of random men out to you, but it doesn’t seem like any of you are grateful for my gift.”  
 
    “The Queen?” a woman in the group asked. “Oh, my! She finally responded to our letters! You see, we’ve been begging her to send out more workers, but we hadn’t heard back from her in months! You know how brutes are always dying at the busiest moments. Why can’t they keel over once all the work is done? It’s entirely inconsiderate of them.”  
 
    “Yes, yes,” Edony smiled wanly and patiently waited for them to open the gate for us. “You never know when they’re going to die, and when they do, it’s at the worst time, especially when the work is the hardest.”  
 
    “They say they’re overworked,” another woman rolled her eyes. “We say they’re not working hard enough for the rewards we give them. Hell, we gave them cots last month, and we barely got a thank you for them. I mean, there’s only so much we can do for them since they’re practically wild animals, frothing at the mouth and such.”  
 
    “Yes,” the Duchess growled through her teeth. “They certainly deserve the hand that life has dealt them, but it would be nice if they worked a little harder.”  
 
    Someone lightly tapped me on the shoulder, and I barely glanced toward them as Valerie discreetly handed me the device that would detonate all of the canisters. I held the small device tightly in the palms of my hand, right as the gate began to swing open. Edony quickly climbed up into the driver’s seat beside me, and we pulled on through onto the gravel drive. My eyes shifted all around me, first toward the enormous fountain in the middle of the drive, then to the lush grass that surrounded the manor on all sides. Finally, my eyes rested on the golden doorway into what seemed to be an outdoor bath on the left side of the building.  
 
    I was utterly disgusted with these women. They came all the way out to the desert and then forced poor men to work for them out in the hot sun while they relaxed on their sod lawn or bathed in the cool water of the baths. I’d encountered a lot of cruelty in my lifetime, may it have been to someone else or me but this, this had to have been one of the worst cases I’d ever seen. These women were in the middle of a literal desert and still found ways to be so deplorable and vile.  
 
    I’d been told that these women came out here with none of their earthly possessions or money, and yet they had enough to do all of this? I hated them with every fiber of my being, and I couldn’t wait to take over this shitty little town and free all of the men working their hands to the bone.  
 
    I pulled back on the reins with the device still held tightly in my palm. Edony jumped from her place beside me, and a wicked grin spread across her plump lips as her boots crunched against the gravel.  
 
    “Alright,” the lead aristocrat tutted. “Bring out the workers, and we’ll assess them. We can’t have any poorly men, so those who are sick or lame will have to go back to, uhm, Edenhart with you.”  
 
    “That’s fine,” Edony shrugged. “Though, I’m sure that you will find that my stock is strong and perfectly healthy, even powerful if you will.”  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder into the cabin behind me, and the rest of my women were crowded around the door with the devices in their hands. They were ready to barrel out the door and attack, but I turned my head back toward the group of women. One of them had to be the woman that Matilda warned us about. If my women tossed the canisters toward them, all of them would immediately head to her since they were entirely made out of metal. We couldn’t have all of them go off, and only one of the aristocrats go down.  
 
    Edony’s violet eyes met mine, and she seemed to understand what I meant. All of the aristocrats were spread out in a loose group, but we didn’t know which one was the magnet. If we tossed the canisters in, all of them would scatter away from that one. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” I breathed, reached down between my feet, and brushed my fingertips against the cold metal of my staff.  
 
    My eyes met Edony’s, and though I saw the doubt in her eyes, it quickly disappeared. I was the one who was in control at all times, the puppet master of our past, present, and future. I’d proven myself to my monster-women time and time again, and I wouldn’t disappoint them, not even once. My hand gripped around the haft of the weapon, and I slowly lifted it as Edony’s lips parted.  
 
    “Come on out,” I barked to my women inside, and the aristocrats’ gazes instantly shifted to me with suspicious glares. “Let the aristocrats get a good look at the stock we’ve brought for them.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    The caravan’s door immediately burst open, and my women were blurs through the air. Edony rushed forward with her hands held out on either side of her, and two undulating spheres of electricity instantly formed there. 
 
     In one swift motion, I reached down, grabbed my staff, and then launched my body off of the driver’s seat. My boots slammed down onto the gravel with a loud crunch, and I barely had time to register the canisters as they flew over my head. The contraptions slammed down into the grass in front of the group of aristocrats, and they stared at them with horrified expressions.  
 
    The devices laid there for a second, and then, just as I suspected, they started to vibrate and slid along the lush grass toward a single woman in particular. To my dismay, she stood farther away than the rest of the aristocrats, and I knew instantly that we’d have to go with Plan B instead of Plan A.  
 
    I glanced over at the rest of my women, and they seemed to understand instantly. We needed to surround them and get them into a tight circle before I detonated the devices, or we’d have to fight without their aid. If we did that, this battle would be much more complicated than we’d expected. We didn’t want to kill them, and that was the whole point of having the canisters, but if they didn’t work, then I’d have to use my staff instead.  
 
    “Alright!” I barked. “You know the plan! Now, let’s get to work.”  
 
    I gripped the staff tightly in my hands, braced my legs, and then tore forward. We had no idea what other powers the aristocrats had, so we had to be cautious. Edony had already told us that these women were out here because they were poorer and weaker than the rest, but that didn’t give us any inkling of what they had the ability to do. I could defend myself, but not in the same way that my monster-women could.  
 
    There were seven aristocrats in total from where I stood, and we only outnumbered them by one. This could get tricky, but I was confident that we could win. As long as I kept that hope alive within me, we’d find our success. We’d fought against the aristocrats in Edenhart and Birskonn and won both times. We certainly could do this with relative ease.  
 
    My women fanned out all around me then broke out into runs as we attempted to corral the women together. Finally, Josephine stepped closer and rested her orange cat-like eyes on the seven aristocrats. Her power was so immense that I felt it pour off of her skin, and when she glanced at me, a sly smile spread over her lips. Suddenly, I felt her ability flex and then spread out over the lush grass. It was like a snaking black hand that reached out and took each aristocrat calmly into its deathly palm. I’d almost forgotten about the drake-woman’s power since I’d been so preoccupied with transforming all the aristocrats and coming up with plans for the siege weapons. Josephine leaned back her head, took in a deep breath, and then closed her eyes as she held out her taloned hands in front of her. Her splayed out fingers tensed and curled inward toward her palm as all of the aristocrats, who were poised to run, snapped to attention.  
 
    “Holy moly,” Valerie breathed as she instantly phased back into view. “Josie?”  
 
    “Yes?” the honey-blonde answered in a soft singsong. “I’m trying to concentrate, my dear.”  
 
    “Oops,” the cat-girl giggled and slapped her hands over her mouth. “I’ll be quiet for now.”  
 
    “Charles?” the drake-woman asked, with her eyes still tightly shut. “Where do you want them?”  
 
    “Over by the devices, please,” I chuckled lightly. “That’s if you can hold them for that long.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m barely using my power right now,” the honey-blonde smiled. “But it does take a lot of effort to keep a hold on all of them. I’m going to have to let go in a few seconds, though, so be prepared to activate the devices.”  
 
    I watched in complete awe as the seven aristocrats moved jerkily across the grass toward the woman entirely surrounded by the contraptions. They stood in a loose circle around her and then seemed to wait for the detonation.  
 
    “This seems too easy,” Daisy muttered. “Doesn’t this seem too easy?”  
 
    “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth,” I breathed and then glanced around. “But you are right. This does seem a little too--” 
 
    My words were cut off as the front door of the manor slammed out, and a group of women poured out onto the lawn with their arms raised. Instantly, Josephine’s orange eyes snapped open, and her hands dropped from in front of her.  
 
    I sensed as her power retracted, and I knew that I had to do it now even though there were more enemies right in front of us. My thumb slammed down on the remote’s button, and instantly, the devices opened and the noxious cloud of smoke poured out. I didn’t take the time to watch as the seven aristocrats wobbled on their feet and then fell forward onto the lush grass. We had more important things to attend to now.  
 
    My eyes landed on the group of women racing toward us from the open door of the mansion. There were five in total, and even from this distance away, I could feel their activated powers. We couldn’t let them manage a single attack against us, and I turned toward them with the staff raised high above my head. My boots slammed down against the gravel, and my women seemed to sense what I intended to do.  
 
    “Grab them and hold them!” I roared and slammed my left hand down on the weapon’s haft. “I’ll steal their abilities, and they’ll be totally powerless!”  
 
    Valerie nodded and then phased out of view. I only knew that the cat-girl raced alongside me from the small puffs of dirt here and there from her heeled shoes. I was about five feet away from the lead aristocrat as she was knocked to the ground. The woman’s head flew back, and I heard her nose crunch from the feline-woman’s strong punch. Blood flowed from the aristocrat’s broken nose, and she fell forward with her right hand clutched to her face with spewing scarlet blood.  
 
    The woman’s arms were ripped backward right as I swung down with my staff. The core and runes glowed bright red as my ability activated the weapon’s powers and then swung down. The runes glowed, flickered, and then grew bright to let me know that the core had effectively stolen the aristocrat’s power. The other women had surrounded me now, but I didn’t have to worry because when I looked over their shoulders, my monster-women were waiting. One of the nobles jabbed out her left hand, and I instinctively ducked as a bone-like spike shot out of her palm. The sharp projectile nearly grazed my cheek, and I lowered myself even closer to the ground. 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t!” Rian chuckled madly, and instantly, a ring of fire blazed around the woman who’d attacked. “No one lays a hand on Charles, lady!”  
 
    I wrapped my hands around the staff, planted my feet, and then stabbed forward through the air toward the noble’s chest. As soon as the core slammed into her, the object glowed even brighter, and a low humming sound reached my ears. The woman fell forward, coughed, and then held a hand to the point where I’d struck her. I turned right as another one of the aristocrats raced toward me with her hands raised over her head. Her jaw opened and then seemed to unhinge as her teeth lengthened to that of a wild beast’s. Her nails sharpened before my very eyes, and when she was in striking range, she swiped at me with her vicious hands.  
 
    “Don’t think so!” a high feminine voice sang from behind me.  
 
    I suddenly realized that the ferocious woman wasn’t moving toward me anymore, and when I glanced down at her heeled boots, they were frozen to the ground by thick, impenetrable ice. With the staff held away from my body, I lunged forward, shifted my weight, and slashed the woman from the side where her talons couldn’t reach me. I didn’t have to glance at the core anymore to know it had worked. As the woman’s elongated teeth and nails melted away, I turned my attention back toward the two remaining women.  
 
    Daisy held one of them from behind with her arms held at an angle where she couldn’t fight her way out of the bear-girl’s vise grip. The other woman, well, I couldn’t see her because an enormous dome of electricity completely obscured her. I could barely make out her shape against the sizzling and crackling heat all around her. My boots pounded against the gravel as I set my sights on the woman held by Daisy. The bear-girl grinned at me over her shoulder, let go of her arms, and then lifted her right leg. The brunette kicked her forward, and the noble stumbled with her hands held out in front of her in case she fell.  
 
    I slid forward, twisted my waist, and then dragged the edge of the core over her chest. Right as I skidded through the gravel, Edony let down the dome, and I pounded forward with the staff held to my right side. The aristocrat screamed out of fear as the power around her retracted, and I lowered my weapon a little to get a better angle. Right as the woman stood to her full height and turned her head in my direction, I jabbed out with the staff. The core collided with her, and suddenly, she was blown backward from the immense power held inside the elemental object.  
 
    I lowered the staff, bent my knees, and breathed heavily. My women cheered excitedly, and suddenly, someone embraced me from behind. I glanced over my shoulder toward Edony, and the she-wolf grinned up at me excitedly.  
 
    “We did it,” the wolf-woman gasped. “We did it, Charles.”  
 
    “Actually,” Daisy grinned, wrapped her arms around my front, and pressed her face to my chest. “Charles did it all by himself. All he needed was a little help from us to keep them in line.”  
 
    The realization hit me like a ton of bricks. What Daisy said was right. I’d done this all by myself with only the aid of my women. I would’ve never imagined in a million years that I would’ve taken on a group of aristocrats and won.  
 
    I was becoming a man that I didn’t know before my very eyes. If I’d been faced with this same situation even a few weeks ago, I would’ve stood aside and allowed my women to fight for me, but now, I had the ability and will to fight alongside them.  
 
    I glanced down at the staff held lightly in my hands. If I’d had this from the beginning and known about my blood’s ability, maybe, just maybe all of this would’ve happened a lot sooner.  
 
    “Thaaat waaaas faaaantaaastic!” Valerie screamed, threw her hands up into the air, and did a victory lap around all of the downed aristocrats. “Oh, my goodness, Charles, I don’t think I’ve seen you look so handsome in my life! Ugh, just get over here and make love to me right now!” 
 
    “You, you…” the aristocrat at my feet growled and then crawled on the grass on her hands and knees.  
 
    Instantly, her hands and legs froze to the ground, and the woman’s head whipped around toward Kleeia with a loud, animalist snarl. The nix-woman shrugged, chuckled, and then pointed her finger at all of the unconscious nobles laying in the grass. Within seconds, each woman had a pair of frozen shackles placed over their wrists and ankles. No matter how hard they struggled or fought against their bindings, they wouldn’t break free.  
 
    “Kleeia,” I chuckled. “Do you think you could do that for the other ones, too? The potion won’t wear off for a while, but we wouldn’t want the potion wearing off before we get back from the mines.”  
 
    “Of course,” the nix-woman nodded. “But what are we going to do with them? I assume that we’re going to transform all of them before we leave.”  
 
    “I think I have some of the tranquilizer leftover in the lab,” I uttered. “But I doubt we’ll be gone for long and even if they tried to escape, where would they go? Crawl out into the desert for help? They’d only find Matilda and her group of desperados who’d bring them back here to us.”  
 
    I bent down beside the woman entirely frozen to the grass, pressed my elbows against my knees, and grinned down at her.  
 
    “Now,” I chuckled darkly. “Where are the men? Down in the mines? Or are there other quarters where they might be resting?”  
 
    “Why would I ever tell you?” the aristocrat snarled, screwed up her face, and hauled back to spit at me, but then froze as Josephine’s power took hold.  
 
    “You’re going to tell him,” the drake-woman warned her. “Or I’ll break every bone in your body. I’ll do it right now. Do you want me to show you? It’s relatively easy. All I have to do is use your muscles, twist, and tense them around, and then pop, it’ll be broken. Isn’t that strange how my power works? I can make your body do things that are normally impossible, but the question is, do you want to test me, or will you give us the information we need?”  
 
    The honey-blonde glared down at the aristocrat from over my shoulder, and I felt as her power retracted in an enormous wave. The noble stared up at the stunning drake-woman for a moment and then seemed to think for a long moment.  
 
    “Will you let us live?” she asked. “Will you let us go after you’ve taken the things you want from Valestia?”  
 
    I chuckled darkly, leaned a little closer, and cupped the young woman’s chin. I tilted her face to the right and then to the left. She was a beautiful aristocrat, and I couldn’t wait to add her to my monster-women army.  
 
    “In a way, yes,” I sneered. “I will free you in a way that you’ve never been before, but it’s certainly not what you’re thinking. I’m going to free your mind and your body from the chains of the society you were born into. I’m not sure if you heard because you were inside hiding, but Edony over there said she was augmented. In a way, that’s what I’m going to do to you and all of your comrades. I’m going to transform you into a monster-woman, and you will join my army to fight against the matriarchy. You see, we plan to take over as many cities as we can and then go straight to the capital. Our intention is either to kill the Queen or transform her, too. Before long, the entire continent will be rid of all aristocrats, and they’ll be replaced by my caring, understanding monster-women who are in love with me. That’s how I’m going to free you, my dear.”  
 
    “You can’t do that,” the noblewoman snarked. “That’s impossible.”  
 
    “Take a look around,” I smiled and gestured to the crowd of women behind me. “Does it look impossible? I’ve already done it. My monster-women are all around us. You can’t deny it, can you? Not when the proof is right in front of your face.”  
 
    “You will be happy,” Edony soothed and rested a tender hand on my shoulder. “Your soul will finally know what rest feels like. The transformation will calm all of the hate and rage in your heart. All of your hearts. Don’t you want to know what that feels like? You must be so tired.”  
 
    “We all know what that feels like,” Daisy uttered and then glanced around at each of the downed aristocrats. “We know what it feels like to have your heart and soul consumed by a raging fire. You don’t want to admit it. It’s alright, we’ve all been through it, but we know that you secretly want all of it to end, and we can do that for you.”  
 
    “Why don’t we do it now?” I asked, let go of her chin, and stroked her cheek with the back of my hand. “You finally have a taste of relief.”  
 
    “You can reach redemption,” Valerie smiled, gestured toward her sisters, and then spun around twice. “You can finally know what it’s like to be free of this world and live without the social pressures from other aristocrats. It’s an utterly wonderful feeling.”  
 
    “You know what that sounds like?” the aristocrat asked under her breath, and for the briefest moment, a smile crossed her stunning face.  
 
    “What?” I asked with a light chuckle.  
 
    “Like a cult,” the aristocrat’s smile dropped from her, and her hateful eyes slashed into me. “I’m not sure if you’re trying to sell all of this to me like a package deal with items, but it’s not working. This ‘redemption’ doesn’t sound like the right thing for the other aristocrats or me.”  
 
    “Very well, then,” I sneered, stood, and brushed off my hands on my pant legs as if I’d touched something dirty. “I’m sure we’ll get the information and goods we need from the men down in the mines. Rian, Kleeia, why don’t the two of you stay here and keep watch over our friends? Keep them company while we’re talking to the men and getting the things we need.”  
 
    “Of course, Charles,” the imp-woman nodded, grabbed the aristocrat we’d just been speaking to by the arm, and hauled her toward the pile of unconscious bodies.  
 
    “We’ll be here when you get back,” the turquoise-haired woman grinned. “I’m sure that all of us will have plenty to talk about before you get back.”  
 
    “Alright,” I nodded then turned toward the rest of my women. “Let’s go.”  
 
    The six of us turned on our heels and headed out of the open manor’s gate. As soon as we stepped out, our feet crunched onto the uneven brick of the street, and I settled my eyes on the enormous outcropping of sandy brown rocks. The left of it, the earth dipped in, where the miners had dug in and carved out the ore and iron. We followed the long path that led directly to the edge of the hole, and I glanced behind me toward the massive ironworks. Steam and smoke poured out of stakes, and I already knew that men were probably inside slaving away for the aristocrats. We’d go down to the mines first and recruit the men down there first, then we’d move on to the actual ironworks.  
 
    “How is this possible?” Daisy asked. “We’re in the middle of the desert? I thought that iron and ore were only found in mineral deposits in the ground?”  
 
    “It’s possible because of that,” I explained and pointed toward the enormous rock formation overhead. “This might not have been a desert thousands of years ago. It easily could’ve been a mountain, a forest, or even an ocean for all we know. It's changed over thousands of years. Exactly, the latter is the most believable since this is a desert.”  
 
    “An ocean?” Valerie questioned with a scrunched up nose. “Out here?”  
 
    “Oh, yes,” I nodded. “We never know what this could’ve been thousands of years ago. The world is constantly changing and evolving around us, we just haven’t been here long enough to see it. Edony, you may not know this, but the land that Edenhart was built on used to be an enormous lake. You can tell by the deposits in the dirt. There were quite a few aristocrats who found calcified fossils while building things and a lot of them were fish or other aquatic animals.”  
 
    “Okay,” Cecelia broke in. “But that doesn’t explain how this could’ve been an ocean. It’s hot and dry.”  
 
    “But that doesn’t mean it always was,” I grinned. “A lot of the iron on earth existed before even humans were alive. The iron ore formation started over billions of years ago. Look at the rock formation. I doubt many of you would recognize its shape, but Daisy, why don’t you take a guess?”  
 
    “It looks like a bunch of giant rocks pointed in different directions,” the brunette uttered, squinted, and then tilted her head. “But the way they’re shaped it’s a little different. The spaces between the formations are so smooth and clean-cut, it looks as if something has sanded it down! It’s a reef! Or at least, the rock served as a reef for some point in time.”  
 
    “There you have it,” I chuckled lightly. “The water currents carved out the smooth spaces in the rock to allow more flow.”  
 
    “The sand!” Valerie cried, stared down at the ground, and then spun around. “It’s not sand because it’s a desert! It’s sand because it used to be an ocean!”  
 
    “Also correct,” I nodded. “If you look at it closely, it’s not as fine as real desert sand.”  
 
    “Is that why they have to dig so deep?” Josephine asked. “Because over all of those years, the deposits sunk lower and lower below the sand?”  
 
    “Yes,” I grinned. “Very good.”  
 
    “So,” Valerie pondered. “How do they find the iron? Is it just in big bars down there under all the sand?”  
 
    “Well, it’s not sand down there,” I went on. “It’s rock, and they have to break through it to find the iron ore, which is the raw material. They take all of the ore and then transport it to the ironworks over there. That’s where it’s changed from the raw material into solid iron or sometimes, even steel, which is even stronger but more flexible.”  
 
    “How do they do that?” Daisy gasped. “I had no idea you knew all of these things, Charles.”  
 
    “Well, first to get to the bits of iron in the ore, you have to smelt it out,” I went on. “But I’m an alchemist by trade, manipulating elements is my trade profession, though I’ll admit, I’m not an expert metal worker.”  
 
    “How do you know all of this?” the redhead breathed out of surprise.  
 
    “Well, my dear,” I chuckled lightly. “I’ve read a lot of books and studied a lot to become a scientist. I wanted to make sure that when I went out into the world, I was well-versed on every subject.’  
 
    “I’m always amazed by how much you fit in that big brain of yours,” Daisy sighed, grabbed my arm, and then took a step toward the mines below. “Alright, now let’s go tell these men that they’re free. They’ll never have to work under a horrible aristocrat again.”  
 
    “I can’t wait to see their faces!” the feline-woman squealed, skipped down the steep hill, and then did a perfect cartwheel that transitioned into a backflip. “That’s my favorite part! They get so excited when we tell them that they’re free and that we’re fighting against the matriarchy! I never get tired of that part!”  
 
    “Is she always like this?” Cecelia chuckled. “So exuberant?”  
 
    “Yes,” Daisy snorted. “The only time she’s calm is when she’s sleeping, but we love her anyway.”  
 
    “We wouldn’t have her any other way,” Edony smiled. “She’s as sweet as pie, just like you, dear Cecelia.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” the redhead chuckled. “But thank you.”  
 
    I moved my eyes over all of the narrow walkways between the mine entrances and spied a few men. They moved along sluggishly in the hot sun as they pulled the large bins filled with ore. As we moved closer, I raised my arm into the air and shouted down to them.  
 
    “Hello?” I boomed. “Stop what you’re doing!”  
 
    The six of us ran down the hill toward the men as they froze in position. As we came nearer, I took in their sickly appearances and felt my stomach drop. Each and every one of them was rail thin with emaciated faces. Their cheeks were hollowed, and their shiny feverish eyes were sunken into their skulls. Every single man I laid my eyes on looked near death, and when I stepped closer, they drew back with grunts of dread and panic.  
 
    “There’s no reason to fear us,” I explained. “My name is Charles Rayburn, and I’m here to free you.”  
 
    “Free?” a skeletal man echoed in a raspy voice. “What does that mean? What do these mistresses want from us? We’re working as hard as we can. It’s hot, and we have no water left for the day.”  
 
    “No, no,” I shook my head. “My women aren’t your mistresses. I’m the leader of the New Order. We’re here to free you. You see, we’re tearing down the matriarchy.”  
 
    “The what?” another man asked, shielded his wrinkled face from the sun, and stared at me intently.  
 
    “Damnit,” I grunted and turned toward the rest of my women waiting behind us. “They’re severely dehydrated and probably starving half to death. They’re not going to be able to listen and actually process our words until we’ve gotten some sustenance into their bodies. Valerie, Daisy, go back to the caravan and grab as much water and food as you can. Oh, and my medical bag, too. I’m going to whip up a few vitality potions and see if that can help them.”  
 
    “Aye, aye!” the feline-woman cried, grabbed her sister by the wrist, and then hauled her back up the incline.  
 
    I turned back toward the growing group of men and held up my hands into the air. They whispered amongst themselves, but most of it sounded like incoherent babbles. How long had they been out here? How could they even work in these conditions? Somehow, they’d managed to, and I was unsurprised that so many of them had died already. I even suspected that if we hadn’t known up when we did, this large group of men would’ve been dead by morning. It was horrifying and disgusting to see, but hopefully, with the aid of food, water, and my vitality potions, they’d be as good as new in a few hours.  
 
    We waited patiently for a few minutes and then turned as we heard the sound of pounding feet. Both Valerie and Daisy raced down the incline with their arms full of supplies. The brunette carried my medical bag under her arm and a jug of water over both shoulders. Valerie dragged two wooden boxes filled to the brim with food. Along with the lengths of rope attached to the boxes, she carried a third box with even more of our supplies in it.  
 
    “I grabbed the first aid kit, too!” the cat-girl shouted. “They’re probably injured! Daisy knows a lot of that stuff, so after we get them fed, watered, and full of your potion stuff, we can patch them up!”  
 
    “Good idea,” I nodded and then gestured to where they should place the boxes. “Alright, let’s do this exactly how we do the transformation process, like an assembly line. Two of you prepare the food, and then two of you hand them out. I’m going to work on the vitality potions right now, and Daisy, if you want to start treating them with the first aid things, go ahead.”  
 
    Each of my women nodded in agreement and began preparing whatever food we had on hand for the men standing around and watching us. A few of them leaned in closer with wide, excited eyes as soon as they noticed the food and jugs of water. Before long, Cecelia and Josephine started handing out food and gave each man their portion of water, but I figured that all of it would be gone by the time all of this ended. I didn’t mind as long we got these men back into shape.  
 
    I quickly grabbed my medical bag, opened it up, and glanced in at the ingredients I had on hand. I would make the potion like the elixir I crafted Josephine a long time ago at the mines but with a few different ingredients. First, I grabbed a few finely ground powders and poured them into a large, wooden mixing bowl from my medical bag. Then, I snatched up ground fleshfly larva, boiled torchbug thorax, white snakeroot milk, and finally, alkahiest. I slowly poured each of the liquids into the powder, added the fleshfly larva, and the boiled torchbug thorax, and mixed them in. I waited patiently until it began to steam a little, then added the white snakeroot milk until it became thick and lime green.  
 
    I held the bowl tightly in my hands and waited until each man had eaten and drank their fill. They looked a bit better, and a few of them already had bandages wrapped around old and new injuries. Their faces had more color to them, and when their eyes swiveled to me, they weren’t as glossy or feverish. I came to stand in front of the first man, offered him the bowl of liquid, and then spoke.  
 
    “Take a long sip,” I instructed. “Then pass it to the man next to you. I made enough for all of you.”  
 
    “W-what… is… it?” the man questioned in a deep, raspy voice.  
 
    “It’s a potion,” I replied. “It’ll make you feel better. I promise.”  
 
    “What… if…it’s… po--” the man uttered, and I already knew what he was going to say. 
 
    “It’s not poison,” I assured him. “Why would I feed you and give you water if I was only going to poison you after?”  
 
    “G-Good… point,” the man nodded, took the bowl from my hands, and then tipped it back as he took a big sip of the green liquid.  
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, he swallowed it down and then passed the bowl to the man beside him. I watched the wood bowl change hands until it reached the last worker and was nearly empty. The poor miner drank whatever he could get, swallowed it, and then leaned his head back with a loud sigh.  
 
    “It’s only going take a few minutes to kick in,” I explained to the group of miners. “But you should be starting to feel the effects already. How do you feel? Better? Worse? Is there anything else we can get you? Do you need more water or food? The water might be a little more difficult to get, but we can definitely try to get it for you.” 
 
    The lead man stood shakily from his position on the rock and then walked calmly closer. I examined his face and admitted that it looked much better than it had when we first arrived. All of them looked ten times healthier, and I wasn’t sure if it was from the food and water or my health potion, probably the combination of all three.  
 
    “Who are you?” the miner asked. “Why have you come here? Why did you save us? We’re nothing more than stupid brutes, mining for the worthy aristocrats. Why have you done us such kindness?”  
 
    “I tried to explain earlier,” I smiled softly. “But I don’t think you were able to understand what I was saying. My name is Charles Rayburn, and these are my women, my monster-women. I created them in a machine that I built with my own two hands. We’ve set out on a journey to take over different cities and free every man held in captivity until we reach the capital. There, we will attack the Queen and overthrow the matriarchy and the oppressive society that’s plagued us for centuries. We came here to retrieve supplies, but more importantly, free all of you and ask that you serve alongside my army. Once all of this is over, you will be accepted into society as a gentleman, and you will be able to live the lives that you’ve always dreamed of. Again, I’m Charles Rayburn, the leader of the New Order and future king of the country. Do you want to take part in the group that will change the country, even the world, for the rest of history, good sir?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    “We will join you as long as you do one thing,” the miner grunted, and I stared deeply into his sky-blue eyes for a moment.  
 
    “What is it that you need from us?” I asked.  
 
    “Save our brothers,” he pleaded, pressed his hands tightly together, and then bent down on a single knee. “Spare them from the horrors that they’re being subjected to. Then, we will follow along behind you wherever you go, Mr. Rayburn.”  
 
    “Your brothers?” I pressed. “What brothers? Where are they?”  
 
    “Our brothers in the ironworks,” the miner uttered. “We haven’t seen them in years. We can assume that they’re doing better than we were since we never saw them haul out the bodies, but we’ve heard rumors. We’ve heard that they’re chained to their machines and they aren’t unlocked at night to sleep, even to eat or drink. The aristocrats give them a little bit throughout the day to keep them alive, but they’re basically locked into the same position for the rest of their lives until they keel over and die, but even then, they’re not released. We’ve heard that they keep the dead bodies there to serve as a warning to the other workers.”  
 
    “We will free your brothers,” I promised, reached out, and rested my hand heavily on his shoulders before turning back toward Valerie and Daisy. “How many supplies do we have leftover? Do we have a lot of food and water that we can give the men inside of the ironworks?”  
 
    “We have a little bit of food left,” the feline-woman stated, glanced into the boxes at her feet, and then turned back toward me. “But the water is almost gone. We’ll need to have Kleeia summon some from the desert if we’re going to have enough for the men in the ironworks and our journey back to Granhamn.”  
 
    “We’ll give them all of our water,” I stated. “Then, we’ll ration what we can on our journey home.” 
 
    “Charles?” Edony gasped and covered her mouth with one of her thin, delicate hands. “That means we won’t have any on our way back to the city.”  
 
    “We’ll survive,” I grinned and shrugged. “We’ll have Kleeia summon some, and then we’ll ration it until we return to Granhamn. Sure, it’ll mean we’ll be unwashed and a little thirsty for a few days, but I’m sure that these men have survived much worse than we have. They deserve and need it more than we do now.”  
 
    My women nodded in agreement and then hustled to grab all of our supplies. I turned my attention back toward the miners, and their eyes lit up with awe and admiration.  
 
    “We don’t know the area very well,” I explained. “But we saw the ironworks on the way here. Would you like to come along with us and free your brothers? You are more than welcome to go back to the manor and rest in our caravan for a bit. In a few hours, we’ll head out on the road toward Granhamn with the supplies that we came for.”  
 
    “We will go with you,” the lead miner boomed and slammed his curled fist against his bare chest. “We’ve had the first sweet taste of freedom, and they deserve to gulp from it, too.”  
 
    “Good,” I nodded with a wide grin. “I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch your name, sir.”  
 
    “I don’t have one unless you prefer to call me by my lot number,” the leader explained. “But, the other men prefer to call me Virgil. It started it out as a joke but stuck if that’s what you want to call me.”  
 
    “Alright, Virgil,” I nodded. “Now, let’s go and free your brothers.”  
 
    The six of us and the group of miners started up the steep incline, and when I glanced over my shoulder at the men, they looked around at the world as if it were the first time they really saw it. When I worked for Edony, I didn’t think of myself as caged, nor did I see myself as a slave to the Duchess, but these men, they had been worked until their bodies broke down and their minds were nothing more than gooey puddles of mush inside their skulls. I never considered myself on that level since I didn’t receive this amount of abuse. I considered myself lucky because of my medical and scientific training, and I wasn’t treated in ways such as this. I may not have been an aristocrat, but I was relatively high up on the food chain considering my station as a mere ‘brute.’  
 
    By no means, I went through the same amount of torture and turmoil as these men, and I could read their pain in the lines of their faces as easily as the pages of an old book. I didn’t want to imagine what types of horrors we’d see inside of the ironworks, but I’d made a promise, and I would make sure that I wouldn’t break it. I paused for a moment, and everyone around me froze. Then I looked at each of my women directly in the eye. They’d already seen so much for one day, could they handle going into the ironworks and seeing even more? 
 
    “If you wish to go back to the caravan with those who wish to rest,” I assured. “You’re more than welcome. I don’t know what we’ll find inside, but I can tell you right now, it’s not going to be pretty. These men have been chained to their machines for months, even years. They’re probably barely even alive in there, just like these men were. I’m sure that the miners are more than willing to help prepare food and hand out water if you want to spare yourselves the horrible sight inside.”  
 
    “What?” Valerie gawked.  
 
    “Not help?” Edony questioned with a single, crooked eyebrow.  
 
    “Do you really think we’re that squeamish?” Daisy giggled and then shook her head. “No, we’re going in with you.”  
 
    “I’ve seen some pretty nasty stuff, Charles,” Cecelia chuckled. “I think I can handle some emaciated men and a few skeletons scattered here and there.”  
 
    “Hey now,” I snorted through chuckles. “I was trying to look out for you. Be gallant and save you from the horrors in there.”  
 
    “I think we can handle it,” Josephine smiled sweetly. “I used to see a lot of horrible things when I visited the black market to buy consorts. You forget, Charles, we’re not a bunch of wilting flowers over here. We’re not scared by a little gore or sickness. I think we can manage well enough to get all of the men inside the ironworks healed and ready to head back to Granhamn.”  
 
    “Alright, alright,” I grinned and shook my head. “You convinced me, but the offer to return to the caravan stands once we get back in there.”  
 
    “We know that,” Daisy tutted. “But we’re not going to take it. We know what we have to do.”  
 
    I nodded once and then turned on my heels as we trudged back up the steep incline. As we neared the entrance into the mine, the ironwork’s towering smokestacks came into view, and the loud, mechanical clinking reached our ears. It was clear that the ironworks were still operating at full capacity. We didn’t know what kind of state the men inside were going to be in. As soon as we came over the edge of the mines, the men behind me spread out into almost an arrow shape. All of the building’s windows were covered in slats of wood that’d been nailed in so that no light accessed inside.  
 
    We walked along the enormous dome shaped buildings along with the steaming stacks, and I leaned my head back to take it all in. It looked so bleak, and the black smoke stained the sky in certain spots. In a way, it almost reminded me of Granhamn with all of the enormous, industrialized buildings and the leaking gray smoke, but the larger city wasn’t as desolate as this, and I hoped that the men were treated a wee bit better.  
 
    “I’ve never seen a place like this,” Valerie breathed, leaned her head back, and stared up at all of the boarded-up windows. “It looks so depressing. How could anyone survive in there?”  
 
    “Humans can survive anywhere,” Edony muttered and kept her violet eyes close to the ground. “If I’ve learned anything in my time as the Duchess of Edenhart, it’s that. People will live on no matter what type of situation they’re put in, even if their minds weakens and their bodies fail them, they can carry on as long as they have hope for the future.”  
 
    “Indeed,” I nodded. “And here we are, that hope that they’d held onto for so long.”  
 
    We came around the corner of the building, and the enormous, wooden doors came into view. I stared at them for a long moment and took in all of the wood’s intricate details and rusted, corrugated metal. Across the two heavy, round door handles was a length of rusted chain with a padlock placed neatly in the middle. So, it was true. The men inside of the ironworks weren’t allowed to leave. I steeled and prepared myself for a moment in preparation of the horrors we were about to see inside of the ironworks.  
 
    “Daisy,” I muttered and gestured toward the chains and lock. “If you will.” 
 
    “Of course,” the bear-girl uttered, cracked her knuckles, and then stepped forward.  
 
    The brunette gripped the thick chains in both hands and then pressed her lips into a firm line. In one swift motion, the bear-girl ripped her hands apart, and the chains and broken lock fell to the ground in a jumbled heap. The brunette smiled softly, moved aside, and swept her arm in the direction of the massive door. I nodded to her and then gripped both of the round door handles tightly in my fists. With all of my might, I ripped them open, and bright sunlight flooded into the darkened quarters of the ironworks.  
 
    There were so many machines in the room, I didn’t know where to look first. The glow of molten iron ore lit some of the darker spaces, but most of it was so covered in grime and grease that it blended in with the brown brick walls. I was honestly surprised that the whole building hadn’t gone up in flames from all of the smeared oil on the floor and other machines.  
 
    “By science,” Edony gasped and rushed forward toward a machine. “Here. Let me help you.”  
 
    I turned my attention toward the Duchess, furrowed my eyebrows, and watched as she rushed forward. The she-wolf rested her hands against what looked like a pile of rags with thin metal rods sticking out of it, and it took me a few seconds to realize that wasn’t what it was.  
 
    It was a man.  
 
    “Are you alright?” the wolf-woman whispered as she bent, rolled the man over onto his back, and stared into his glossy eyes.  
 
    Metal clinked against the hard flooring, and I noticed the cuff attached to a chain wrapped around his weak, thin ankle. The chain was bolted to the floor next to the machine he worked on, effectively keeping him in place at all hours of the day. Immediately, the Duchess’ delicate hands pulled away from him, and she slowly stood with a solemn expression on her usually smooth features. She turned back toward us, and a single tear dripped down from her left eye.  
 
    “He’s dead,” Edony whispered. “We can’t help him.”  
 
    “But there’s plenty of others we can help,” I boomed and then pointed through the narrow walkways in between the machines. “Spread out and find them. Once you do, call out to Daisy, and she will come by and break off their chains. After we’ve collected them, bring them outside, and we’ll get them fed and watered.”  
 
    There were no cheers of agreement, only serious and somber nods, and then everyone broke away from our group. I moved forward through one of the thin walkways and glanced around in between the massive bloomery. It seemed as if the front of the building was used to heat and break down the iron ore, while the back was primarily used to forge the iron into specific items. The rear of the building reminded me a lot of the mercantile back in Edenhart with large stalls where sheets of iron and steel were kept before they were shipped out to other aristocrats. This was the stock that we’d choose from and then take back to Granhamn, but I couldn’t worry about that for now, I had far more important things to attend to.  
 
    We needed to find all of the ironworkers inside the building, free them, and then get them back to health. I wasn’t sure how I was going to get all of them back to Granhamn, but I already knew that we’d have to keep a few of them here to maintain the mines and the ironworks.  
 
    “Daisy!” a voice shouted from the left. “Found one!”  
 
    “On my way!” the bear-girl cried. “Be there in a second.”  
 
    “I got one out on my own!” Valerie cried. “I found a crowbar and managed to break his leg thingie! It came off pretty easily because it was so old. I’m going to take him out to the others and then head back in.”  
 
    I swiveled my eyes around me and glanced around in between any space between machines where a worker could be hidden. Back where I was, it looked to be nothing but larger boilers and heating elements for the front of the house, but they had to have someone back here working. Thankfully, as I passed a small workstation that looked abandoned, I spied a rusted bolt cutter. I snatched it up and held it loosely in my hands in case I found someone along the way.  
 
    “Hello?” I called softly so as not to startle anyone tucked between the tight spaces.  
 
    “H-H-Hello?” a weak voice called out. “I-Is s-s-someone t-there?”  
 
    “Yes!” I shouted and followed the sound of the voice. “Keep talking! I need to find you! Where are you, sir?”  
 
    “A-Am I h-h-hearing voices now?” the man asked. “I-Is that the final sign that it’s m-my t-t-time to die? I-I heard that h-hallucinations were the l-last thing to c-come. I-It must be true, t-t-then. It h-happened to e-everyone around me and n-now, it’s happening t-t-to me t-too.”  
 
    I scurried forward, ducked under a hulking metal machine, and then crawled on my hands and knees toward the voice. I was covered in muck and grime, but I didn’t care. I needed to find this lost soul and save him before he gave up hope. Right as I reached the end of the small space, a crumpled body came into view. His face was illuminated by a single ray of sunshine that broke through the boards in the window, and I stared into his deathly face for a moment. His cheeks were so sunken in that if I’d passed him, I would’ve merely thought he was a freshly dead skeleton. His tattered clothes were covered in muck, and his glossy eyes were almost milky white.  
 
    I stood to my feet, brushed off my hands, and finally, he turned his head in my direction.  
 
    “I’m certainly not a hallucination,” I chuckled. “I’m here to free you. Where are you chained? Around the ankle?”  
 
    Without breathing another word, the man nodded, lifted his ripped pant leg, and showed me the metal anklet. The skin right above his foot was swollen, red, and looked infected. When I pressed my fingers against the flesh, it was hot, and I knew for a fact that it was an infection. I could probably heal it without much trouble, but I would have to amputate if the infection worsened under my care.  
 
    “Your leg isn’t doing well,” I uttered and glanced up at him. “I’m not going to try and cut off the cuff. I’m going to break the chain, take you outside, and try to get it off by any other means. Do you think you can walk?”  
 
    “No, sir,” the ironworker shook his head. “I can barely stand without the pain being too much.”  
 
    “Alright,” I nodded. “I’ll carry you out if I have to, but we need to treat this as soon as possible.”  
 
    “Do whatever you need to do, sir,” the man whispered, leaned his head back, and closed his eyes for a second. “I’m still trying to convince myself that you’re not a figment of my imagination moments before my death.”  
 
    “I’m here,” I uttered, lifted the bolt cutter, and placed the jaws over one of the chain’s links. “You can hear my voice, even seconds ago, you felt me touch your skin, didn’t you? I’m alive and well, and soon, you will be, too.”  
 
    “Didn’t feel your touch,” the man chuckled lightly. “My foot’s burning hot, so I can’t feel a damn thing.”  
 
    “At least you’ve still got your humor,” I snorted. “Alright, now give me a second, and I’ll break you free.”  
 
    I pushed all of my strength into the bolt cutters, and with a loud, metallic snap, it broke and rattled onto the dirty floor.  
 
    “There we go,” I smiled. “Now, getting out of here might be a little difficult. I’m going to carry you out on my back since you can’t crawl underneath the machines. Is that alright with you?”  
 
    “I don’t care what you do,” the ironworker whispered. “As long as you get me out of this hellhole.”  
 
    “Very well,” I nodded, gripped him by the gangly, thin arm, and slowly pulled him up. “Stand on your good foot, and I’ll take care of the rest.”  
 
    The ironworker did as he was told and winced against the pain. In one swift movement, I lifted him from the floor, gently placed him against my back, and then bent down again to crawl underneath the unbearably hot machines. We were about halfway through when the man’s voice broke me away from my thoughts.  
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. “Why are you doing this? I’m nothing more than a brute, and so are you. Why are you saving me?”  
 
    “My name is Charles Rayburn,” I explained. “And I’ll soon be the king of this country, and I’ll free every single man who lives under the oppressive rule of the aristocrats.”  
 
    “It sounds impossible,” the man whispered into my ear.  
 
    “It does, doesn’t it?” I chuckled. “But I’m doing it. So far, I have Edenhart, Birskonn, and Valestia under my belt. Pretty soon, after we leave this godforsaken city, I’ll have conquered Granhamn, too. Then we will be well on our way toward the capital to take down the Queen.” 
 
    “I almost don’t believe you,” the ironworker uttered. “But here you are, saving me, so I guess I have to believe it whether I like it or not.”  
 
    Once we were out from underneath the massive machine, I raced toward the bright light shining in through the open door. I passed a few miners on the way out as they helped more of their brothers, but I needed to get this man medical attention immediately. Valerie and Daisy were already busy handing out water and food to the ironworkers who the rest had freed.  
 
    “Where’s my medical bag?” I asked, then shook my head. “Just hand it to me, please. I need to examine this man’s leg.” 
 
    Daisy thrust the black case into my arms, and I didn’t have time to thank them as I slammed it down beside me. Then, I slowly lowered the ironworker to the ground, lifted his leg, and rested it against one of the empty wooden boxes. Out in the light, it looked worse than I first thought. The ankle was so swollen that the skin pressed against the dirty metal of the cuff. The skin was bright red and hot to the touch, but I could see the puss just underneath the first layer of skin as I leaned closer.  
 
    This was going to be tricky since the metal cuff was almost entirely swallowed by the swollen skin. It would hurt like hell, but it was one of the first steps he had to take on the path of healing. When I lifted my eyes to him, his gaze met mine with feverish intensity.  
 
    “This is going to hurt like hell, isn’t it?” he asked dryly.  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “But it’s going to hurt more in the long run if we don’t do anything about it. I’m going to cut the cuff off, but that’s half of the battle. Your foot is infected, probably from an untreated cut or something like that. It’s filled with pus, and if it were left alone for much longer, it could turn to gangrene, which I’m honestly surprised it hasn’t already. If you had it, I would have to amputate the foot entirely.”  
 
    “Well, small blessings, am I right?” the man snorted, leaned his head back, and stared up at the cornflower blue sky. “I’m ready, doc. Do what you have to. I can take it. I can promise you that I’ve probably been through much worse.”  
 
    I nodded once, opened up my medical bag, and retrieved all of the supplies I needed. First, I grabbed antiseptic, gauze, and some lengths of fabric bandages. Then, I plucked out a scalpel and medical-grade thread along with a needle, but I wasn’t sure I would need it since the skin was so tender. I rested all of my supplies on the top of another empty box of supplies and then lifted the bolt cutters. As gently as I could, I lifted the ironworker’s leg and looked for an edge that I could slide the bolt cutter under. 
 
    “I’m surprised that there was no aristocat inside the ironworks with you,” I stated. “Usually, they have women keeping watch, especially with tools like this lying around. You could easily break free and escape.”  
 
    “Escape?” the man barked. “Escape where? Into the desert where we’d either die of starvation or dehydration? Mr. Rayburn, it’s much easier to stay locked in place when all of your other options are escape and death or, uh, death. Even if we did escape, there’s still aristocrats patrolling around every few hours. There’ve been a few men who’ve tried. Those who escaped were found half-eaten by vultures out in the desert, and the others that were caught by the aristocrats, well, they were killed and then thrown to the vultures.”  
 
    “Not much of a choice,” I growled.  
 
    Finally, I found a clean edge of the cuff, wiggled the bolt cutter’s blade underneath, and then clamped down with both hands. This was the easiest part, the next, I wasn’t so sure how we’d handle it. I forced the bolt cutter in deeper to get more of the metal in between the two blades, and the ironworker threw his head back, scrunched up his face, and screamed in agony. I tried to ignore the sounds as much as possible and cut into the metal, then repeated the process. After a few minutes of struggling, finally, the metal cuff came free and fell to the sand with a soft clink.  
 
    “Is that it?” the ironworker asked through gritted teeth. “Can we stop now?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “It’s only going to get more painful from this moment on, but here, take this.”  
 
    I held out my hand to him and offered a large, round white pill. The man stared down at it for a second and then glanced up toward me with fear in his eyes.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked.  
 
    “It’s a sedative,” I replied. “It’ll help ease the pain. Not by much, but it’s better than doing this without it.”  
 
    In one swift movement, the ironworker snatched the pill from my hands and swallowed it dry. He gasped after he forced it down and then leaned back again.  
 
    “I crafted it myself,” I explained. “It’ll only take a few seconds to kick in. We just have to wait for it to hit your stomach, and the acids will dissolve it.”  
 
    “Just do it,” the man shook his head. “Get it over with.”  
 
    “As you wish,” I breathed, grabbed the scalpel in one hand, and brought it closer to the inflamed skin. “Here we go.”  
 
    In my other hand, I held a hefty amount of gauze, and as soon as my scalpel sliced through the skin, lime-green puss exploded out. I immediately pressed the gauze to the open wound, adjusted my fingers around the slice, and squeezed. The ironworker’s face tensed, and he gritted his teeth from the pain, but that didn’t stop the curses from roaring up his throat. 
 
    “Fuck!” he screamed. “Motherfucking hell! Goddamnit! Stop! Stop! Stop, you bastard! It hurts too much!”  
 
    “I can’t,” I grunted through gritted teeth. “I have to do this. I have to get all of the pus flushed out before I sew you back up. If I didn’t, we’d be doing this again in a few weeks from a different and more intense infection.”  
 
    “I don’t care!” he shouted and clenched his hands into tight fists. “Let go! Stop!”  
 
    He didn’t make a move to stop me, so I squeezed even harder, before tossing away the used gauze. I leaned in closer, tested the wound again to make sure I’d gotten all of the infection out, and then quickly swiped at it with another piece of gauze. With the wound clear of pus, I needed to disinfect it and then sew it closed, but I wasn’t sure which would be more painful for him. I grabbed the disinfectant, glanced up at his face, and then quickly uncapped it before pouring a heavy amount over the wound. The ironworker roared to life again, but this time, not as loudly. 
 
    I hastily wiped the wound, tossed the used gauze, and then threaded the needle. I’d only done this a few times before, but I leaned closer and hooked the curved needle into his skin. I made quick work sewing the slice back together, wetted a piece of cotton with more antiseptic, and swiped it across the stitches.  
 
    “We’re almost done,” I told him, but I wasn’t sure if he could hear me over his painful stupor.  
 
    From beside me, I grabbed more gauze, layered it over the stitches, and then wrapped the thick fabric bandage over it then secured it tightly. It seemed that the sedative began to kick in, and the ironworker’s glassy eyes rolled up to mine.  
 
    “Get him some water and food,” I told Valerie and Daisy. “He might not be able to eat very much but make sure that he does.”  
 
    “What are you going to do, Charles?” the bear-girl asked.  
 
    “I’m going to go back inside,” I stated. “And check for more ironworkers. It looks like we’ve gotten most of them out, though, but then I’m going to take inventory of all of the stock.”  
 
    I turned and glanced over most of the miners as they aided their brothers. My eyes searched for Virgil, and when I found him, I called out.  
 
    “Do you know if the aristocrats have horses?” I asked. “Or wagons? Anything like that back at the manor?”  
 
    “Yes,” Virgil nodded, brushed off his hands, and turned toward me. “Why?”  
 
    “As soon as we’re finished up here, and all of you are in better health,” I explained. “We’re leaving for Granhamn. I’m going to leave a few of you here to take care of the mines and the ironworks, but it’ll be nothing like what you went through. I’m going to set up a trade route so that you will have fresh food and water delivered here weekly. You will never go to bed hungry or thirsty, ever again. Not only that, but you will have normal working hours, and you will be allowed proper rest. I need wagons, even carriages to transport not only the supplies we need but all of you, too.”  
 
    “There should be wagons and horses in the carriage house around the back of the manor,” one of the miners replied. “They had a few of us tend to them every once in a while, as a reward. Even we weren’t sure how that was a reward, since we had to clean out the stalls and feed them.”  
 
    “What about supplies?” I asked. “Are there supplies inside the manor?”  
 
    “Of course,” Virgil nodded. “Every few weeks, an enormous wagon would appear and bring them new grass and other supplies. Plenty of water and food for weeks on end. I don’t know how they could eat all of it by themselves.”  
 
    “Good, good,” I nodded. “Valerie, Cecelia, will you keep patching the men up with the things from my medical bag? Josephine, make sure that everyone has enough water and food. Edony, do you think you could go back to the manor and check up on Rian and Kleeia?”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” the she-wolf smiled. “Though, I’m sure that they’re fine. They’re the toughest monster-women I know.”  
 
    “Hey, now!” Valerie giggled.  
 
    “You included, Val,” the Duchess grinned, turned on her heels, and then raced off in the direction of the manor.  
 
    “Virgil,” I uttered, and immediately, he turned to face me. “Are there more men who weren’t in the mines or the ironworks?”  
 
    “Only a few,” he stated. “We’ve had a nasty bout of sickness going around, so they were allowed one day’s rest.”  
 
    “Do you think you could round them up for me?” I asked. “Then bring them here and make sure they have their fill, too?”  
 
    “Of course,” the miner nodded and then moved away from us.  
 
    “Charles,” Edony broke in. “When will we leave?”  
 
    “We’ll finish up with these tasks, load up the wagons with our supplies from the ironworks and the manor, and then we’ll transform the remaining aristocrats here,” I explained. “And we’ll set out on the road later tonight. We’ll push the horses hard and fast because, in a day and a half’s time, we finally take Granhamn for our own. There’s nothing else standing in our way, and our win in this battle is almost definite.” 
 
    “Wait, sir,” one of the ironworkers interrupted. “Do you know what this place was used for?”  
 
    “No?” I asked and shook my head. “What was it?” 
 
    “Well,” the man grumbled, struggled to his feet, and then stepped forward. “Then there’s something you need to see first.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    The man led me into the darkened ironworks with a few of the workers closely following behind. I wasn’t sure where he was taking me or what he wanted to show me, but when he turned to look at me, his eyes were bright and alive in their sockets. What could it be that he so desperately wanted to show me? Did it have something to do with the cannons that we needed to make? 
 
    “This place is ancient,” the worker muttered over his shoulder. “There are plenty of places in this building, and the ones that surround it that have gone unused for years.” 
 
    “I don’t quite understand,” I replied. “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “The Queen owns this land,” the ironworker stated. “She has since the beginning of time, or at least, it seems that way. She uses iron in the capital as well as other cities. We ship it out to them, or they come and pick up  but there plenty of other uses for iron, correct?”  
 
    “Of course,” I nodded. “Iron and steel have many uses in the modern world.”  
 
    “What I don’t think you’ve realized is,” the older man coughed. “The Queen has wanted a war for a long time, and she’s made preparations here and there all across the country. Valestia is just another example of the places where she’s stashed things in case a war breaks out in different districts of the country.”  
 
    “So, you’re saying there are weapons here,” I nearly shouted. “She has weapons stashed here?”  
 
    “That’s the rumor,” the older man chuckled under his breath and maneuvered me deeper into the ironworks. “I’m the oldest man here. I’ve survived what happened to us, and I knew a lot of the men who worked in other parts of the ironworks that have been shut down.”  
 
    We finally reached the back of the building, and I glanced around at the enormous bays filled with iron and steel. My gaze met the older ironworker’s, and a sly smile spread over his face. He stepped forward, maneuvered around a machine, and then disappeared from view. I followed after him into the darkness and held out my hands in front of me. Suddenly, my fingertips brushed against the rough fabric of the back of his shirt, and I listened to him struggling with something heavy. A few minutes went by as me and the other men stood in what seemed to be a darkened tunnel.  
 
    Suddenly, dim, gray light flooded my eyes, and I instinctively blinked against it before raising my hand to shield my face. The man in front of me stepped forward through the hidden doorway, and I quickly followed after. I almost couldn’t believe my eyes. What even was this place? What had they been building here? Then I saw them across the room, hastily covered with burlap sheets. They were enormous and covered in thick coats of dust, but there was no mistaking them.  
 
    “Cannons.” I muttered and took a step forward toward them.  
 
    They were very long and the barrel wide enough for one of my smallest women to crawl through. I rushed forward and grabbed the edge of one of the sheets before I tore it off. With my eyes glued to the massive structures, I breathed out heavily and then whispered to the group of men behind me.  
 
    “The Queen was building cannons?” I murmured. “Why? You said a war but there haven’t been any wars in recent years.”  
 
    “From the stories I heard from the men who’ve passed away,” the ironworker explained. “The Queen was prepping to go to war against a Duchess who wouldn’t relent to her in a city not far from here. It was called, oh, goodness gracious, uhm, it was called… Ed… Edon… Edonharp?”  
 
    “Edenhart,” I answered for him. “She was going to wage war against the Duchess of Edenhart, Edony.”  
 
    “Oh!” the older man gasped. “Yes! That was the name of the city and the Duchess! Do you happen to know her, Charles? I think you mentioned that you came from a place close to there.”  
 
    “I lived there,” I breathed and ran a hand along the smooth, cold metal of the cannon’s barrel. “Edony is one of my women. So, the Queen planned to wage war against her? What else do you know about this?”  
 
    “All the men knew was that the Queen needed the cannons immediately,” the man explained. “I don’t think they ever heard of her actual plans.”  
 
    “I see,” I whispered and then slowly dropped my hands from the weapons that would’ve been used against my own dear Edony.  
 
    I stared at the weapons for a long moment and imagined what kind of damage they could’ve done against our beloved city. The town I had called home, and the city that Edony had worked so hard to protect would’ve been destroyed in mere seconds as soon as these were brought out. I now had a dilemma that I needed to deal with. It was good that we’d found the area where the cannons were built and where we could craft even more, but did I need to tell Edony what these weapons would’ve been used for? I was sure that as soon as the words left my lips, the Duchess would’ve been heartbroken or even thrown into a fit of rage.  
 
    But taking the weapons and using them against the Queen’s marchionesses and cities, now, that was a great dose of irony. I decided that I would have to tell the Duchess about the Queen’s old plans later, and what we needed to do now was craft even more of these enormous machines.  
 
    I glanced around the room and took in all of the machines that the past ironworkers had used to craft the enormous cannons. To the left of me were two gigantic molds: the right side of the cannon and the other, the left. When I brushed my hand against the hardened outside of the form, I realized it was made from a sand-like substance, probably mixed in with bonding chemicals to keep it set for longer. My eyes landed on large barrels on either side of each mold, and I nodded knowingly. 
 
    “What is it?” the ironworker asked.  
 
    “It’s an alcohol-based wash,” I explained and then bent to pick up a sizeable mop-like brush from the floor. “It’s brushed over the mold and in each of the notches then ignited to burn away the alcohol to leave a protective coating. The two sides are then pressed together to create a seal.”  
 
    I ran my finger along the edges of one half of the mold and found the rounded part at the outermost top.  
 
    “This is where the iron is poured in,” I tutted thoughtfully. “So, hmm, where is it?” 
 
    Then, I turned, moved my eyes over the rest of the building, and pointed to an enormous looking bowl that stood off on the ground on complicated struts and wheels.  
 
    “There!” I told them as I pointed my finger at the ladle. “The molten steel is placed within that then brought back over here, poured through the hole, and left to rest.”  
 
    I pressed my shoulder against the enormous mold, and slowly it began to rise against solid pistons that were used to lift and drop the forms from the floor. With the raised mold over my head, I glanced over the side of the object, and then my eyes widened.  
 
    “What?” I grunted.  
 
    “What is it, my lord?” another worker asked.  
 
    “Somehow.” I uttered. “They have a cooling system attached to the molds. That way the metal solidifies much faster than it would’ve normally. I wonder who built that for them.”  
 
    “What happens to the molds after they’re cooled?” another man asked from the back of the group. 
 
    “They’re taken from here,” I explained. “Where another worker uses tools to break off and sand down any of the unwanted gatings, but it looks like these weapons are near perfect from the molds, so there wouldn’t be much to be done.”  
 
    “But they’re solid when they come out, right?” the lead ironworker asked.  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded and then stepped across the room. “That’s what these three machines are for. The finished cannon is loaded into this bay here, attached here, and then a special solution of oil and water is blasted forward from a drill bit as it drills through the center of the iron casting. Then they switch bits again for a gradual widening of the cavity. After that, it’s placed on the lathe over there, and it trues up the interior of the cannon with the intended shot.”  
 
    “Is it finished then?” another man asked.  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “Then the men who sanded down the unwanted gating comes over and grinds down the areas between the trunnions to taper the exterior. Those are the corresponding grooves that fit into the gun carriage. Do you know how long it took them to build these?”  
 
    “Fast,” the older man stated. “I can assume from the cooling components on the molds. I think the men who worked on them said they were able to make four or five in a single day.”  
 
    “A single day?” I nearly shouted. “A single day? That’s unbelievable. I theorized that it would take us seven or eight days to build a single one. I’ve built smaller ones a few times before, and even that took me a few days.”  
 
    “They stream-lined the machines, I guess,” the ironworker shrugged. “Other than that, I don’t know much, but there is one thing I do know now.”  
 
    “What is it?” I asked with a crooked eyebrow.  
 
    “You just told us exactly how to build one,” the man grinned from ear to ear. “And do you know what that means?”  
 
    I couldn’t stop the smile that spread wolfishly across my features. My right hand curled into a fist, and I slammed it down into the palm of my left.  
 
    “We can make even more,” I chuckled. “I just explained how to make them, and now, all of you know how to do it, too.”  
 
    “So, why don’t we get to work, Mr. Rayburn?” the ironworker brushed his hands, cracked his knuckles, and then slammed his hands down on the shoulders of the men on either side of him. “We already got two of them. How many do you think you’ll need for this little siege you’re planning?”  
 
    “We want four in total,” I explained through a wide grin. “So, we’ll only have to make two today.”  
 
    “Let’s get started, then,” the ironworker bellowed and then stepped forward toward the machines. “We’ve worked long enough in this building to know how most of these machines work. I’m sure if you sent a few more of the men in to help us, we’d have them out within the next five or six hours.”  
 
    “Of course,” I nodded. “I’ll go and get them.”  
 
    “Prepare yourself to leave Valestia, my lord,” the ironworker grinned as he grabbed a leather apron, threw it on over his ruined clothing, and cinched it around his waist. “We’ll have you on the road as quickly as possible, we promise.”  
 
    A few of the men raised their arms and bellowed at the sky with their heads thrown back. I quickly left the secret room and made my way back out of the ironworks. Once out, I explained the situation to Valerie, Daisy, Josephine, Cecelia, and the rest of the men. Immediately, without my prompting, all of the ironworkers and the miners raced inside the ironworks to aid the others as they built the brand new cannons. If this would only take a few hours, I wanted to prep the rest of my women, transform the aristocrats, and get on the road toward Granhamn.  
 
    “Where are you going now, Charles?” Daisy asked as she began to pack all of the things back into the wooden boxes.  
 
    “I’m going to go and check on Kleeia, Rian, and Edony,” I uttered. “We’ll start preparing to leave in a few hours.”  
 
    “Alright,” the bear-girl nodded. “We’ve got all of the men patched up and fed, but we’re out of water now. You may want to take most this town’s reserves with us when we leave. We have a whole trove of men with us now, and we have no way to water them or ourselves. We’ll probably be at the caravan in a little bit after we’ve cleaned everything up here.”  
 
    “Alright,” I nodded and then smiled gently. “I’ll tell Kleeia when I get there.” 
 
    I chuckled lightly, raised my arm toward the rest of my women, and then set off down the short road toward the manor. Everything around me seemed so desolate and broken down, but when I glanced toward the enormous mansion at the end of the street, it was completely different with lush grass and glittering gold accents. It seemed that the aristocrats’ greed and selfishness didn’t end when they stepped out of their home towns. All of this shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. Edony had told me that Valestia was a place where poorer nobles with weak abilities went to make extra money, but even out here in the middle of nowhere, they weren’t able to give up their lavish lives.  
 
    Men had died while chained to their machines in the ironworks, and half of the men who slaved in the mines were so dehydrated that’d they’d been driven half to madness, and yet these women could lounge on the grass of their manor and sip refreshing drinks while the hot sun beat down on them. It absolutely disgusted me. I’d been to a few cities and saw how the aristocrats treated their workers, consorts, and servants, but this place was by far the worst that I’d ever seen. The miners and the ironworkers were treated worse than animals. The man who I’d worked on, if he’d been left to himself for a few more days, he surely would’ve died. The infection would’ve spread from his ankle and could’ve ended up infecting other vital parts of his body.  
 
    These crimes were inexcusable but were they to the point where these aristocrats deserved to be punished to the death? As I trudged down the road toward the manor, I thought about it a little more. Were there any parts of this situation that stood out to me with unforgivable cruelty? I’d seen how men were treated by their owners and mistresses many times, and though they bordered this amount of cruelty, I didn’t think that these women had done enough terrible things to deserve death. They were no worse than some of the women who used to live in Edenhart or even those who worked in the dank underground black market. These weren’t women who’d gone past a point that didn’t deserve redemption. I would allow them to live, become monster-women, and join my army to fight alongside us.  
 
    All of this brought me back to the hidden cannons and artillery inside of the ironworks. If the Queen had wanted to attack Edony and Edenhart, what stopped her? Not only that, but what was the reasoning for starting a war between the two of them? Was it the usual squabbling that the she-wolf told us about, or was it something else?  
 
    It was quite a stroke of luck that we’d found them. We could’ve easily gone into the ironworks that single time and then never known about the weapons hidden inside. I felt as if fate was finally shining down on me for the first time. So many times, I’d thought I’d gotten the upper hand and then, yet another aristocrat would stand in our path. This time, it was me who’d gotten the upper hand, and I wouldn’t let anyone take it from me ever again.  
 
    I still wasn’t sure if I would tell Edony why the weapons were there or why they’d been created originally. I knew for sure that the wolf-woman would fly into a rage, but ultimately, these cannons ended up in our hands, not the Queen’s. I knew well, but I wasn’t sure what her reaction to the news would be during this moment.  
 
    “Charles!” a familiar voice cried out to me, and I lifted my head toward the noise.  
 
    Kleeia bounded out from behind the caravan, and before long, Rian joined her. The two monster-women raced forward with their arms outstretched. I’d only been gone a few hours, but it seemed they’d missed me terribly. I quickened my pace to meet them and then opened my arms to them. The two monster-women slammed into me and pressed their soft, warm bodies into mine.  
 
    “I’m happy to see you, too,” I chuckled as the both of them pressed heated kisses to my face. “Have you been keeping busy?”  
 
    “Weeeeell,” Rian drawled out, pulled away, and then glanced toward the nix-woman. “Yes.” 
 
    I pulled away with furrowed eyebrows and then glanced at the two of them as they gave each other sly looks.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “What have you two mischievous terrors done?”  
 
    “You’ve been very busy,” the nix-woman uttered. “So, we decided to help you out.”  
 
    “Yeah!” Rian boomed and gripped me even tighter. “Come look!”  
 
    The red-skinned woman pulled me forward through the gates, and that’s when I saw it. Piles and piles of boxes filled to the brim with food. Container upon containers of water and other beverages. They were stacked outside the open doors of the manor, and both of my women turned to grin up at me excitedly.  
 
    “You got all the supplies,” I uttered in disbelief. “I didn’t even have to ask. It was already on my mind.”  
 
    “Edony came back to check on us, and she saw what we were doing,” the imp-woman giggled. “So, she decided to help out, too! She’s inside right now, and we’re putting all of this stuff inside the caravan. Kleeia won’t have to summon any water from the desert, the aristocrats just had a huge cellar filled with containers of water! We can use that on our way back.”  
 
    “The two of you got all of this out?” I asked and pointed toward the enormous pile of supplies. “All by yourselves?”  
 
    “Weeeeell,” Rian uttered again and glanced toward her nix sister. “We had a little help.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I probed. “Did you force the aristocrats to help you? Threaten them in some way?”  
 
    “Well, no,” Kleeia murmured. “We took it upon ourselves and transformed them. We hope that’s alright, Charles. We figured that we were going to transform them anyway, so we did it. You’ve just been so busy with the miners and ironworkers, so we didn’t want to trouble you with the monster-women.”  
 
    “You did what?” I raised my eyebrows, crossed my arms over my chest, and took a step back.  
 
    “We transformed the rest of the aristocrats while you were gone,” Rian repeated, and then she winced. “We’re sorry. Please don’t be angry with us. We only wanted to help!”  
 
    “Well,” I relented, let my arms drop, and then shook my head. “I guess it’s a good thing that I decided to let them live. I was debating about allowing you to kill a few of them.”  
 
    “You were?” Rian gasped.  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded and glanced around the manor. “But I didn’t think that their crimes went above and beyond the normal amount of cruelty that we see with the other nobles. I don’t want to say that they were simply doing a part of their jobs because that would be pardoning them of the horrible things that they’d done, but none of them went out of their way to harm these men. They left them alone in horrible work environments, yes, but the aristocrats didn’t brutalize them like I’ve seen so many times before. So, where are these monster-women that you created all on your own?”  
 
    “Well, since you left your staff here with us,” Kleeia grinned, pressed her hands together, and then skipped along the paved drive toward the caravan. “We extracted the core and placed it within the machine. Don’t worry though, we put the old core into your staff so you can use it again and add to the other powers already there. Then we stuffed all of the aristocrats into the machine, you said the limit was ten at a time, but we managed to get all of them.”  
 
    “So, are they like Cecelia and Samila?” I asked. “Well, not exactly like them, but are they the combination of all the aristocrats’ powers?”  
 
    “Yes!” Rian cackled. “Isn’t it amazing? We even recreated all of the things you usually do during and after the experiment. We helped name them, and then we examined them. A.B. helped out, too, so he has all of the data if you’d like to have him repeat it for you.”  
 
    “I’ll do that on the way back to Granhamn,” I chuckled. “Where are they now?”  
 
    “They’re inside!” the nix-woman smiled. “We had them spread out through the manor and look for more supplies that we could bring back with us.”  
 
    “And you said that Edony is inside?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m here, Charles,” the Duchess replied, and I lifted my head toward the manor’s front door.  
 
    The Duchess held a box tightly to her chest, stepped down the stairs, and then added it to the pile before she brushed off her hands.  
 
    “Kleeia and Rian needed my help carrying things down here,” the she-wolf explained. “But what are you doing here? I thought you were busy getting the ironworkers and the miners back to good health?”  
 
    As the she-wolf’s violet gaze met mine, I decided that I would tell her and her sisters what we found hidden deep inside of the ironworks, and I breathed a heavy sigh before rubbing my eyes tiredly.  
 
    “I did,” I nodded. “We found something. Something of interest.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Edony asked, narrowed her eyes, and cocked out her hip. “What did you find?”  
 
    “Apparently, there was a scheme to attack Edenhart,” I explained. “One of the ironworkers told me. He heard it from other workers who have since passed away, but he believed it to be rumor until we found the secret room at the back of the ironworks.”  
 
    “That place did look pretty suspicious,” Kleeia commented. “The back looked a lot longer than it should’ve been.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I nodded. “There was a whole artillery workshop in there with machines to build and craft cannons, along with the cannonballs, but that’s not the most frightening thing we found.”  
 
    “You found cannons, didn’t you?” the Duchess asked.  
 
    “I did,” I nodded. “As I was told, the Queen planned to start a war and destroy Edenhart with them.”  
 
    “That bitch,” the wolf-woman whispered under her breath, crossed her arms over her chest, and cupped her elbows in her hands. “She really did it. I mean, I figured that she would, but she did it. She fully intended to destroy Edenhart and me.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “I’ve already told you that there was tensions between the Queen and I,” the Duchess explained. “There were quite a few times that both of us prepared to go to war with each other. Hell, it was the whole reason your army came to be in the first place. We were poised and prepared to rip each other’s throats out, but the Queen always seemed to be the first one to back away from it. She seemed scared of me, which is fine for me and the survival of Edenhart, but the fact that she had these items built and prepared to be wheeled out to my city that is quite literally right through the mountains from here, well, that’s quite scary to me.”  
 
    “I didn’t want to tell you at first,” I stated. “But I thought you, of all people, deserved to know what we found. Actually, I didn’t think you’d react this way.”  
 
    “You thought I’d be angry, didn’t you?” the she-wolf asked. “You thought I’d fly into a rage and blast something or someone with an electrical charge, right? I feel that way inside, but I won’t let it affect me in that way anymore. We’re past that point. Right now, Edenhart doesn’t even exist. I mean, it does, but there’s no one living there except for the few monster-women and soldiers we left there to stand guard. I’m actually quite amused by all of this.”  
 
    “You are?” Rian balked.  
 
    “I am,” the Duchess nodded with a smirk. “The Queen is so insanely stupid. She left these weapons in a place so easy for me to find. In Valestia? She should’ve known that I’ve been here before and ordered iron from here many, many times. Not only that, Charles, but imagine taking on the capital but with the very cannons that were almost used against me. I doubt that you looked for it, but on the inside of the mold, there would’ve been a seal, the Queen’s seal. So, when we attack her, it’ll be painfully obvious where the cannons came from, and we stole them from her, rightfully so.”  
 
    “My exact thoughts,” I chuckled darkly. “The men are in the process of making two brand new ones for us right now. They should be finished by the day’s end.”  
 
    “So, we get to leave Valestia?” Kleeia squealed. “And finally go back to Granhamn?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded with a smile. “We’ll return to Granhamn with the cannons and attack. I’m sure by now that Aschere and the rest of my men are nearly finished with the ballistae and catapults that I asked them to craft. Once we arrive, we’ll group together, map out our plan, and then tear Granhamn’s walls down brick by brick.”  
 
    “I’m just worried about the marchioness,” the nix-woman stated and tapped her chin with a slim finger. “We know nothing about her and her abilities. At least with Samila and Birskonn, we could sneak into the city and find out more, but with Granhamn, we can’t do that.”  
 
    “I’m sure we’ll be fine,” I assured, and Edony nodded in agreement. “We’ve taken on much more than a single marchioness. Hell, we took on the whole city of Edenhart. We’re more than capable.”  
 
    “What do we do now, Charles?” Rian asked.  
 
    “We wait until they finish the cannons,” I explained. “And then get back on the road and meet with Matilda and her women on the road. What were you doing before this?”  
 
    “Putting all of this stuff inside the caravan,” Kleeia gestured toward the giant pile. “It won’t take us very long with the help of the other monster-women.”  
 
    “Why don’t you go inside and take a nap, Charles?” Edony offered. “Let us do a little of the heavy lifting for a bit. You need to rest before we head back to Granhamn. You haven’t been sleeping well again, have you?” 
 
    It seemed as if nothing got past the attentive she-wolf, and I gave her a sheepish smile as I brushed at the hairs at the back of my neck. It was true, I hadn’t been sleeping well, but it was because my mind was continuously plagued with all the things that needed to be done before we moved on to Granhamn. I hadn’t admitted it to my women, but I was nervous about what would happen once we got inside the fortified city.  
 
    “Nothing gets past you, does it, Edony?” I chuckled lightly.  
 
    “You bet your ass, it doesn’t,” the she-wolf snarked and then grabbed a box from the pile. “Go inside, and lay down for a bit. I’m sure that whatever you planned to do is not as important as you being well-rested. The other men are working hard to make the cannons, but they won’t be of any use if our leader is half asleep all the time.”  
 
    “Fine, fine,” I tittered, raised my arms up into the air, and finally gave up to the wolf-woman’s prodding. “I will take a nap, but only a short one. There are still a lot of things to do around here before we leave--” 
 
    “Which we can handle,” Edony interrupted with a smile and a single raised eyebrow. “Now, off to bed with you.” 
 
    I exhaled loudly through my nose, lowered my head, and chuckled lightly before heading toward the open door of the caravan. The three women nodded and then moved toward the enormous pile of supplies before they began to load them up into the caravan. I hastily climbed in and then made my way through the cabins toward the bedroom. It was warm inside, and the sunlight barely filtered in through the gauzy curtains. I slowly undressed and then slipped into my usual spot directly in the middle of the bed. It felt strange to be in here without the rest of my women, but as I laid my head back onto the pillow, the exhaustion hit me at full force.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how long I was asleep, but I awoke to the sound of the bedroom door clicking closed. I glanced to the left of me toward the window, and the sun had sunk low already. Then I leaned my head up to see who’d come in, and I smiled softly as Rian strutted closer.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked in a gruff voice. “Have the men finished the cannons?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” the imp-woman whispered, gripped me by the hand, and pulled me to the side of the bed. “I haven’t checked in on them. I just wanted to see you. Charles, I needed to see you.”  
 
    The imp-woman’s yellow eyes burned into mine for a long time, and I understood what she meant. Instantly, my member flexed against the fabric of my underwear, and the black-haired beauty glanced down at it with a wide grin.  
 
    “It looks like you wanted to see me, too,” Rian whispered. “Why don’t I take care of that for you, Charles? I may be pregnant with your child, but I still hunger to feel your seed within me. I want to taste you, Charles, please, I need it.”  
 
    The black-haired beauty dropped to her knees in front of me and tugged at the edge of my underwear with a mischievous look in her yellow eyes. Rian leaned in close, licked her lips, and hooked her taloned fingers into the waistband of my underwear. Her nails grazed my skin, not painfully, but enough to send static shivers up and down my back. The red-skinned woman hadn’t even laid her hands on me yet, but the sensations all around the room, the light burning behind her eyes, and the feel of her skin against mine sent me straight to the edge.  
 
    I gasped for air, threw back my head, panted for a second, and then lowered my eyes again toward Rian. The black-haired beauty slowly pulled down my underwear. My member fought against the fabric, but finally sprung free into the heated air. The red-skinned woman’s lips parted with a slight gasp, and then her eyes met mine with a low chuckle.  
 
    Rian took my erect penis into her hands, slipped her fingers over it a few times, and electrical static raced through my veins. I felt as if I were about to explode, almost on the verge of ejaculating into her hands, but I fought it off as hard as I could. I didn’t know why I felt this way, I’d never been like this before, and I almost felt like I was in a trance.  
 
    “Mmmmm,” the black-haired beauty purred. “I can’t wait to taste it.”  
 
    “Oh, science,” I hissed.  
 
    My member throbbed angrily in her hands, and more precum seeped out of it before dribbling onto her hand. Rian leaned forward and hastily licked it away with her long tongue. Then the imp-woman pressed her succulent lips to the head of my penis, opened her lips, and then wrapped her entire tongue around my length. My eyes bulged from their sockets, my heart soared, and I almost felt as if my soul had left my body. The black-haired imp-girl’s tongue moved independently as if it weren’t even a part of her body. It curled around me, retracted, slithered over my length, tightened, and then released with a soft, wet slap.  
 
    “Oh, Rian!” I murmured.  
 
    “I’m not finished yet,” the imp giggled. “I want to get you to the point of exploding, and then I’ll stop.”  
 
    “And what else?” I gulped. “After that?”  
 
    “I’m going to climb up onto that bed,” Rian whispered. “Strip off my clothes, and have my way with you.”  
 
    “Good…” I purred. “Do it.” 
 
    Rian chuckled, gripped my penis, lowered her head, and then took me entirely into her mouth. Her tongue wrapped around me again, this time not as tightly, but the imp-woman slowly began to bob her head. The sensation of both her mouth sucking, and her tongue wrapped around me was enough to make me go wild with pleasure, I almost couldn’t handle it.  
 
    “Ohhhh!” I breathed.  
 
    I panted, my hands gripped the sides of the lush bed, and I arched my hips upward so I was deeper in her. Rian giggled softly with my penis in her mouth, a smile twitched at the corners of her lips, and then she nodded even faster. Guttural grunts roared up my throat, I threw back my head, felt sweat bead on my forehead, and clenched the bed hard.  
 
    Each time Rian’s head came up, her saliva flowed down the length of my veiny member, and when she slammed back down, it became something like a lubricant. I gritted my teeth, let go of the bedclothes with my right hand, gripped her by the back of the head, and forced the imp-woman down faster. I thrust with my hips, entered and exited her mouth faster than ever, and listened to the soft whimpers of pleasure from the woman below me. The harder and faster I moved, the more sounds that Rian made, and it gave me a strange, dark pleasure.  
 
    My penis twitched inside her mouth, I was almost there, a few more strokes, and I’d paint the back of her throat white with my semen, but right as I was about to, Rian slipped away from my grasp. The gorgeous imp panted, wiped her mouth clean of her salvia, and then wriggled closer, her eyes filled with heat again.  
 
    In one swift movement, I bent down, grasped the imp woman by the waist, hauled her from the floor, threw her onto the bed, reached underneath her, and ripped aside her clothing.  
 
    “Oh! Charles!” the imp-woman screamed. “Please, yes, do it. I need it, now more than ever!” 
 
    Her womanhood was wet, pink, and slightly swollen from arousal, and I couldn’t wait to jam my member inside of her. I held the fabric away from her core with my one hand and moved the pointer finger and thumb of my other hand over the lips of her vagina. The red-skinned beauty threw back her head, gasped, pressed her lips together, and then mewled softly out of desperation. I probed two fingers inside of her convulsing walls, groaned against her tightness, and felt my member harden even more. I inched forward, removed my slick fingers, gripped her by the hips, pressed the head of my penis to her womanhood, and then slowly pushed into her.  
 
    “Yes, Charles, yes!” Rian roared. “Come on, I need it now! Pound me until I can’t walk! I need it!”  
 
    “If that’s what you wish,” I grinned. “Then I will give it to you.”  
 
    I slammed into her until my hips met the soft flesh of her enormous, soft ass. Then I rocked my hips back and forth and relished in the feeling of her convulsing walls. The red-skinned woman threw back her head, squeezed her eyes closed, and screamed toward the ceiling of the caravan. Rian was tighter than any of my other women, and I was unsure how she wasn’t in pain from my giant member.  
 
    Each time I thrust into her, wet squelches exploded up from her tunnel, moans gushed from her plump lips, and her juices dripped down my thighs. I moved savagely, almost like an animal, as I thrust into her, and each time my hips slammed into her beautiful ass, her hands tightened on the sheets, and she let out an ear splitting cry. Her body was tense beneath me, her legs firmly planted on the floor with her head pressed to the mattress. I suddenly had an idea, so I chuckled under my breath, let go of her hips, reached forward, and gripped the imp by her thick, black horns.  
 
    “Charles!” Rian roared. “It feels so good, yes, yes, don’t stop! Please! Harder! Faster!”  
 
    I bucked against her, used her horns to stabilize me, and listened to the sweet, guttural sounds that ripped up the imp-woman’s throat. I could tell that she was close from the way her vagina clenched and convulsed around me, but I had to admit, I didn’t want it to end, and I wanted to continue like this for the rest of the night. 
 
    I slammed into her one last time, felt her walls tighten, let loose for a second, and then convulsed into a full orgasm. She threw back her head, her eyes squeezed shut, her face dotted with sweat, and her mouth dropped open in a vibrating scream of pleasure. Rian bucked against me and rode me through her orgasm, and the more that she moved, the closer I came to my own release. Then I suddenly felt my penis stiffen, and I grunted through my clenched teeth, hissed loudly, let go of her horns, and held her by her rearing hips.  
 
    “Rian!” I shouted. “Yes, you feel so good!”  
 
    “More, Charles!” the gorgeous woman begged. “More, yes, harder! Harder! Harder! Oh, it feels so good!”  
 
    My member seized inside of her, tensed even more, and then sprayed my hot cream inside of her throbbing walls. I thrust into her as deep as I could go so that the most amount of my seed could flood inside of her womb, and then I stayed frozen there while my body pumped into her over and over again. Then, after a few agonizing moments of sweet release, I was empty, and she was filled.  
 
    “Ohhh, my love,” I sighed as I pulled out of her, threw myself down onto the soft bed beside her, and then wrapped an arm around her shoulders.  
 
    Rian was still gasping for breath, so I pulled the black-haired beauty fully onto the bed with me, dragged her to my side, and rested her head against my chest. We both breathed heavily, and we were covered in a light sheen of sweat, but when I looked around the room, the red veil had lifted, and I could see into the darkened corners better than before. I remembered this sensation from before in the laboratory, and I laid back against the soft mattress as I relished in it.  
 
    I rested a tender hand against Rian’s growing stomach, and the imp-woman held it there for a few minutes. Before long, the baby inside her womb would be able to kick and move around freely on its own, and I couldn’t wait to feel it. We hadn’t discussed what we wanted to name the baby yet, but the time would come eventually. I was still shocked by the fact that within a month or two, I would be a real father. No man in this century had been able to call himself that, but I would be the first of many.  
 
    “I love you, Charles,” the imp-woman breathed. “More than I have ever loved anything in this world.”  
 
    “I love you, too, Rian,” I whispered and stroked her sleek, black hair. “You and your sisters have given me everything that I’ve ever wanted and more.”  
 
    A soft knock at the door broke the two of us away from our intimate moment, and I hastily leaned up from the mattress.  
 
    “Yes?” I called.  
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” Valerie giggled. “But a man named Virgil is out here with us, and he has some important news.”  
 
    “And what is the news?” I probed.  
 
    “He said the cannons are finished,” the cat-girl stated ominously. “And we’re ready to head back to Granhamn.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Rian and I quickly dressed ourselves and then exited the caravan. I didn’t have time to notice all of the brand-new monster-women crowded around the manor or the rest of my women as I leaned my head back and took in the enormous cannons. They were huge and placed within wooden gun carriages. Their rounded sides were a deep, shiny black, and it looked as if steam rose off of the brand-new iron. Beside each of them were large boxes piled high with large cannonballs. Some of them looked brand-new, while others had a thick layer of dust on them. I assumed that most of them had been made when the Queen began her plans to attack Edony and Edenhart.  
 
    These machines were colossal, terrifying, but also unspeakably beautiful at the same time. They would wage so much damage against Granhamn and allow us access to the city after so much waiting and scheming. I instinctively stepped forward with my mouth hung open and stared at their smooth, clean-cut surfaces. The ironworkers had managed to build them within a few hours, and now, they were here, almost as if I’d dreamed them into existence.  
 
    “So, what do you think?” Virgil asked.  
 
    “They’re fantastic,” I muttered. “The ironworkers did an amazing job.”  
 
    “That’s what I thought, too,” the old miner nodded. “The gun carriages are pretty good, too. They didn’t build those, though, they found them in the back of the ironworks. It looks as if the Queen meant to build more than just the initial two but moved on to her next project before anything else could be done.”  
 
    “Lucky for us, then,” I chuckled darkly. “But how will we get them back to Granhamn?”  
 
    “Horses can pull them,” the miner explained. “The other workers retrieved the aristocrats’ beasts from the stable, and we’re prepping to tie them off to the front. You should be able to get them back to Granhamn with no trouble at all.”  
 
    “You aren’t coming with us?” I asked. “I thought for sure that you’d want to be at the war front when it all goes down.”  
 
    “Nay, sir,” the miner shook his head. “You said earlier that you needed a few men to stay back and work the mines and the ironworks. I rallied up a few of my brothers, and we’ve agreed to stay here as long as we’re allowed to live in the manor and have some of your supplies.”  
 
    “Of course,” I nodded. “We’ll leave everything you’ll need. Then once I take over Granhamn, I’ll start a trade route between the large city and here, so you’ll never run out of supplies.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Virgil breathed and lowered his head. “We appreciate your kindness, Charles. These men and I have no past experience in battle, nor have we been trained on how to handle those situations, so we’d prefer to aid your wars in other ways than joining in on the fight. We hope the iron and steel that we provide you will help you in your mighty cause.”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Now that the cannons are finished, and you are freed, we should head back to Granhamn. My whole army is waiting on us, and I’m sure that they’ve finished our other weapons by now.”  
 
    “We’re leaving now?” Valerie asked, tilted her head, and held her chocolate-brown tail between two hands.  
 
    “Yes,” I stated. “Is everything prepped to go? We should meet up with the desperados once we get back into the desert. I know they’re waiting on us, too.”  
 
    “The caravan is ready to go,” Kleeia sang. “We got all the supplies we needed and left quite a bit for the men who are staying behind.”  
 
    “We have so much water now,” Rian sighed, reclined back against the caravan, and stared up at the darkening sky. “We can take long showers or baths. I was getting quite tired of the sponge baths we had to take. I feel like my hair hasn’t been properly clean in weeks.”  
 
    “Hey, now,” Daisy chuckled. “I thought you said you didn’t mind not taking showers? You said it took you back to your imp-dom days where water was the most disgusting thing to you and your people.”  
 
    “I like them now,” the red-skinned woman giggled. “Once you get used to them after a while, it’s kind of hard giving them up.”  
 
    “I have to admit,” the feline-woman broke in. “I kind of miss my cat days where all I needed was my tongue and my flexibility to get clean.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t consider that ‘clean,’” Edony chuckled. “More like covered in your own salvia.”  
 
    “Well, when you say it like that, it does sound gross,” the cat-girl laughed. “But, hey, I was a cat. I didn’t know any better at the time.”  
 
    “So, everything is ready to go?” Edony asked. “Can we head out?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “All we have to do is get the horses tied off to the cannons. Virgil, are the men who are willing to fight prepared to leave?”  
 
    “They’ve been ready for hours,” the miner smiled. “As soon as I asked for volunteers to go, so many hands shot up. I would say that they’re preparing their belongings to go, but hell, we were slaves to the aristocrats, so we don’t have any ‘belongings’.”  
 
    We waited for a few minutes as the rest of the workers brought the horses around, and I surveyed from the caravan’s driver’s seat for a moment as the beasts were tied off to the front of the gun carriages. I’d never before seen weapons of this size or magnitude in my life, and I felt oddly humbled in their presence. We’d used scientific contraptions to incapacitate the aristocrats before, but these cannons, they were real weapons that could kill and maim the people in its path. I knew that there would be several deaths when we used them to attack the fortification around Granhamn. Hell, the battlements atop the wall were teeming with soldiers, but that was the price to pay when fighting against an established evil.  
 
    Once the aristocrats’ horses were tied securely to the front of the cannons, and the new soldiers and monster-women were loaded into carriages and wagons, I turned toward Edony, who sat beside me.  
 
    “Edony, I have a task for you.” I uttered, and immediately, the wolf-woman’s eyebrows shot up. 
 
    “What is it, Charles?” the Duchess asked.  
 
    “I need you to drive the caravan,” I explained. “I need to craft the acidic potion we’ll use to eat away at the fortifications. Do you think you can do that alone?”  
 
    “Of course,” the she-wolf nodded. “I’ve driven carriages and wagons before. The caravan may be larger than those, but I think I can do it.”  
 
    “Good,” I nodded. “I’m going to be in there for quite a while because we need such a large batch of the potion.”  
 
    “The caravan will be in good hands,” the she-wolf promised me with a nod and a smile.  
 
    “I’ll sit up there with her,” Cecelia uttered. “I have some experience with driving larger wagons back when I was part of the Queen’s guard. If she has any trouble, I’ll be up there with her.”  
 
    “Good,” I breathed and then turned back toward the crowd of men who would stay here in Valestia. “Now, I’m counting on all of you. We’re going to need a lot of iron and steel for more weapons and maybe even industrialization in the future. I promise you that you’re in good hands, and I won’t disappoint you. Once all of this is over, all of you will be free from this land and will be able to live the lives that you choose. You are free to stay here and continue working for me, but that’s entirely your choice. From this moment on, you are liberated men, and I want all of you to remind yourselves of that every day. You’re no longer slaves to the aristocrats. You may not have processed that yet, but eventually, after a few days, you will realize that you aren’t brutes anymore. You’re men with value and who deserve nothing but respect.”  
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” Virgil lowered his head and then lowered his torso, too, into a deep bow. “You don’t understand the magnitude of what you’ve done for us. We may not be fighting shoulder to shoulder with you out on the battlefield, but we will be the ones sending you the weapons to help you win.”  
 
    I nodded once, bowed to all of them, and then opened the caravan’s door behind me. The rest of my women had already settled in for the ride back to Granhamn, and as the giant wagon rumbled forward, I headed toward the back cabin. I passed through each of the rooms where more of my women lounged and relaxed on couches or sprawled out onto the floor. 
 
    “Charles,” Daisy uttered as I moved past her. “I’ll start preparing dinner in a few hours. I’ll have to make sure that I make enough for everyone, but I’ll call for you when it’s finished.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I nodded. “But if you’d bring my dinner to the laboratory, I’d rather eat in there while I prepare the potion. That way I won’t have as many distractions, and I’ll get it finished fairly quickly.”  
 
    “How long do you think it’ll take you?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “A few hours,” I replied. “I have to prepare it and then place it within the vials I brought along with us. It’s a tedious task, but I’ve made it once or twice before, so I already know everything I need to put into it.”  
 
    “Do you need any help?” Valerie asked and slid her legs off of the couch she sat on. “We’re more than willing to come along with you.”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I can do this alone. Not only that, but remember when we crafted the crystal tool? We don’t know if any of you are pregnant, but I wouldn’t want the fumes to make you sick. I can handle it on my own because I’ve done this before, but I wouldn’t want to cause any of you harm, even if it may be an upset stomach or something along those lines.”  
 
    “Okay, Charles!” the feline-woman smiled, nestled herself back on the couch, and reclined back as she rested her hands on her lean stomach. “I haven’t started to feel sick in the morning yet, but I just know our little baby grows there.” 
 
    “Are you sure I can’t come with you?” the bear-girl asked. “I’m sure that I could handle it.”  
 
    “I want to be especially careful with you, my dear,” I smiled. “You already told me that you’ve been feeling unwell. I wouldn’t want to risk it. There’s no need to worry, my loves, I’ve done this many times before, and I’m sure I can take on this task all by myself.”  
 
    “Well, alright,” the brunette tutted, chuckled under her breath, and then sat back in her chair. “But if you do need help at any time, please call for one of us.”  
 
    “I will,” I smiled and then moved through the hall, passed the bedroom, and then stepped into the laboratory.  
 
    The room was eerily silent, and my boots clunked heavily against the unfinished wooden flooring. When I glanced into the far corner, A.B. silently floated in his crystal clear liquid. I cleared my throat to let the brain know that I was in the room with him, but he was either asleep, if he could even enter into a state of slumber, or ignoring me. I never knew what type of mood my assistant would be in, but it seemed as if he were sleeping instead of blatantly ignoring me.  
 
    I hadn’t forgotten his request for a body, in fact, I’d been pouring over the idea almost constantly. Despite the past few days and their distractions, I almost had a full plan to create him a body, though I already knew it would be difficult, and we may fail while trying. I’d have to do a lot of testing and trial before we went through with it, but I wanted to make sure whatever we did was safe before we subjected A.B. to it. 
 
    “Lots of things happening,” a familiar voice grumbled into my head, and I smiled absentmindedly while I grabbed ingredients from the cabinet. “Louds noises, lots of people moving around, and then the ground rumbled. Charles, what’s been going on? You haven’t taken me out of this damn jar since I rode in the driver’s seat with you. I can’t know what’s happening if you don’t tell me.”  
 
    “Lots of things have happened, A.B.,” I explained. “We reached Valestia, captured all of the aristocrats, and then freed all of the ironworkers and miners. Now, we’re back on the road to Granhamn with cannons in tow and a bunch of the men we freed, oh, and some new monster-women, but you probably saw them. I was pretty busy patching up the miners and ironworkers, so Kleeia and Rian took it upon themselves to transform the aristocrats.”  
 
    “Yeah!” the brain chuckled. “They did a pretty good job, too, except they left out the occasional mad scientist laughter here and there. I got all of the data if you’d like me to repeat it for you.” 
 
    “Not right now,” I shook my head, grabbed more of my tools from the side table, and then set them down on the counter. “I have to craft enough of this potion before we make it back to Granhamn. We’re going to use it to eat through most of the fortifications, and then we’ll use the cannonballs to blast the rest of our way through it.”  
 
    “But wouldn’t the cannonballs alone do the trick?” the brain asked.  
 
    “In normal situations, probably,” I shrugged. “But the wall around Granhamn has to be at least six feet thick. The cannonballs would hit it, crack it, and then just stay there. We have to guarantee our success with this mission, A.B.. We can’t attack and then have all of it go wrong. If the soldiers find out that we’re there and fight back, we’re goners. I mean, my monster-women are probably strong enough to take all of them on, but the male soldiers? Their bodies are too weak. They’d be dead as soon as the Granhamn soldiers stepped outside of the wall. So, we need to hit them hard, and we need to hit them fast.”  
 
    “This really isn’t like any of the other places that we’ve attacked,” my assistant commented. “We’ve never had to use actual weapons before, and I have to admit, it’s pretty scary to think about.”  
 
    “The times have changed, A.B.,” I uttered. “And we have to change along with them. That means we can’t just use the monster-girls, even though they are an advantage. We need more than just their aid, especially when our foes will be using weapons like these against us in the future. I can’t imagine what it’ll be like when we finally reach the capital. What kind of weapons will they use? The ballistae, catapults, and cannons seem kind of primitive compared to what they probably have. The Queen has one of the most intelligent scientists I’ve ever seen on her side. Not willingly, of course, but she’s forced to work alongside the Queen. I’m sure that the other women told you about the desperados we met on the way here?”  
 
    “Of course!” the brain squealed. “You should bring them in here so I can meet them! I do love me some rough and tumble women who can duke it out in the desert.”  
 
    “I’m sure you do,” I chuckled. “Though, I kind of doubt that you ever ventured out into the desert.”  
 
    “You don’t know that!” A.B. protested. “I’m sure that once more of my memories come flooding back, I could tell you if I’ve been out here before or not! Maybe, just maybe I’ll remember where I came from and the woman who created me. Then we can go there, and you and the rest of the monster-women can beat her up.”  
 
    “A.B.,” I uttered softly. “I’m sure that the woman who created you is long gone by now. You remember that I managed to determine how old you are. Unless the scientist who created you is like the Queen and never ages, she must be dead.”  
 
    “Don’t say that,” my assistant moaned. “I keep imagining all of the monster-women who fiercely love and adore me just going to town on her, and you can’t squash my hopes like that.”  
 
    “I’m trying to be realistic,” I explained. “But scientists like her usually do have apprentices.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” the brain asked. “I don’t remember anything about whatever word you just said.”  
 
    “An apprentice is someone who learns from an expert in their field,” I went on. “If the scientist who created you was as renowned as you’ve stated before, she must’ve had a few of them around to learn from her and her practices.”  
 
    “I don’t remember anyone,” A.B. whispered. “But I don’t have a lot of my memories, so there easily could’ve been one or two that are shielded by my memory loss.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I nodded, pulled all of my ingredients together on the counter, and then turned to grab the glass containers I’d put the potion in once it was finished. “I was a male scientist, so I never had any. No woman wants to learn from a brute, but all of the other female scientists that I’ve encountered, no matter if they were good at their fields or if they were total hacks, they at least had one or two. They taught them as much as possible before they were sent off to either colleges or medical schools. I’m almost certain that the woman who abused you probably had one.”  
 
    “But what does that mean?” my assistant asked. “What can we do? The woman who did this to me is dead.”  
 
    “But her practices have been passed on,” I explained. “People are probably still doing what she did to you in the name of science when it’s actually barbaric to all humankind.”  
 
    “I’d rather punish the woman who did this to me,” A.B. muttered, “Then punish those who learned from her. Sure, they might be practicing the same methods as her, but they aren’t the ones who did this to me. We can’t punish those who simply learned the practice from someone else. I’d rather let what she did to me die with my old body and move on from it. If you can create me a body and place my brain within it, I’d be more than willing to let the past transgressions go, then move on with my life. There is no use dwelling on it anymore. What happened to me happened, and no matter how angry I am, it won’t change what she did. You’re right, Charles. The woman who did this to me is more than likely dead and rotting in her grave, and if she isn’t, she’s probably an old crone, wasting away in some remote town. If she isn’t near death yet, she will be within the next few years. Maybe I should put away those dreams of revenge and focus on the things ahead of us.”  
 
    “A.B.,” I grunted, lifted my eyebrows, and then turned to stare at him. “That was very mature. I’m proud of you.”  
 
    “You gave me hope, Charles,” the brain chuckled lightly. “I’ve been your assistant for a long time now, and I never really wanted or cared to have a body. I was fine aiding you in your work and having my own space down in the laboratory, but now that we’re actually making changes in the world, I want to change, too. I don’t want to be a reanimated brain in a jar, sitting in a single space until someone else comes into the room. I want a body, and I want to fight alongside you and your women for a cause that I believe in. I’m no longer content by being nothing more than a strange pet or an ‘art installment’ as Edony used to call me.”  
 
    “I will build you a body,” I promised. “It’s going to happen a lot sooner than you think, old friend. Now, I hate to cut this conversation short, but I need to concentrate on this.”  
 
    “Ah, yes,” A.B. uttered. “The acidic potion. We’ve only made it a few times, correct?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded as I glanced over my ingredients. “It’s fairly easy to make but it’s time-consuming work, and I figured that during this journey, it’d be best to make it before we arrive back at Granhamn. I have the crushed bismuth, azoth, aqua tofani, cadmia, glass of antimony, and finally, the king’s yellow. All of these combined with a few more solvents and the white vitriol, I should be able to craft the perfect potion. It’s a little different and a lot stronger than the others we’ve made before, but we need it to be able to eat through at least three feet of the wall before we blast it with the cannons.”  
 
    The brain fell silent as I began to work and mixed all of the dry ingredients. I poured together the multi-colored bismuth, cadmia, and the king’s yellow into a metal bowl. Using a golden spoon, I stirred it all together and then grabbed a glass vial for the liquid components. Then I poured in the azoth, aqua tofani, glass of antimony. Instead of using a spoon to mix, I swirled the vial in my hands until the liquid was a single color, then poured it into the big glass bowl. It immediately began to sizzle and steam, and I slowly mixed it together until it was a slimy texture.  
 
    “Is it finished?” the brain asked and bobbed anxiously in his tank.  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded, grabbed the bowl, and then brought it toward one of the large, glass containers. “But I’m going to have to repeat the process nine or ten times until we have enough. I want to blast holes large enough in the walls for all of my armies to walk through. So, I’m probably going to be in here doing this for a few hours.”  
 
    “At least you can get it done while we’re still on the road,” the brain commented.  
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “I’d hate to get to Granhamn and then have everyone wait on me until I finished. When we get there, I want to tell everyone the plan, get everything into place, and then immediately attack. I don’t want any waiting or slip-ups to happen.”  
 
    The brain fell silent for a second time, and I began the process all over again. I would’ve made a bigger batch and split it between the containers, but I hadn’t brought all of my supplies or tools with me. If we were back at the manor, I would’ve brewed the potion in one of the enormous bowls I had back there, but I hadn’t brought them because I didn’t think there would be enough room inside of the caravan. Little did I know that I would need them later on, but that was my mistake for not packing them away with the rest of the items.  
 
    It’d been so long since I’d made something like this with alchemy, and the muscles of my brain flexed with an almost photographic memory. The image of the initial page from my handwritten book stayed burned into my mind, and I followed it almost perfectly, except for the few changes I made here and there to make the potion stronger.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how many hours I spent repeating the process and pouring the slimy, sticky mixture into the glass containers, but after a while, I smelled the scent of our dinner cooking all the way from the front cabin. That meant that Daisy had started to prepare, and in a few minutes, the brunette would bring me my plate to the makeshift laboratory. I glanced down at the filled containers at my feet and then stretched my arms with a loud groan.  
 
    “Only a few more,” I breathed, rubbed at one of my sore shoulders, and then poured more of my ingredients into the acid-resistant bowl. “Then I can rest. Or I’ll go up front and join Edony and Cecelia in the driver’s seat.”  
 
    “Rest,” my assistant chirped. “You need to rest.”  
 
    “You sound like Edony,” I chuckled. “Have you been taking lessons from her lately?”  
 
    “Maybe,” the brain chuckled. “But I have noticed that the bags under your eyes look a lot heavier than they used to. Heavier by at least ten to twenty pounds.”  
 
    “They’re heavier because I have a lot more on my plate now, A.B.,” I explained. “I’m not a simple doctor and scientist anymore. I’m a leader of an army, not just an army of men, but also of monster-women. I have to craft weapons I’ve never used before and attack cities that I’ve never been to. A lot of the time, I feel as if the weight of the world is on my shoulders and if you think about it, it kind of is. The whole nation of men are relying on me. They may not know it, but those I’ve freed. They look to me for strength. I can’t let them down, not now, and not ever. I’m the only one who has the power and ability to change the world. I may have a lot weighing on me right now, A.B., but I’ll tell you, I’ve never felt more alive.”  
 
    “Well, that’s a first,” my assistant laughed.  
 
    “I have three cities under my control now,” I went on. “And we’re about to take over a fourth. Each one that we take over, the closer we get to the capital, and before long, we will have that, too, and I’ll take my rightful place as king.”  
 
    A soft knock came from the door behind me, and I immediately turned.  
 
    “Yes?” I called.  
 
    “It’s me, Charles,” Daisy called through the wood. “I’ve brought your dinner.”  
 
    “Oh, thank you,” I chuckled, gripped the door handle, and then opened the door. “I’m starving.”  
 
    The bear-girl held the small tray from before and stepped through the doorway with a soft, tender smile. The brunette glanced around the room and then found a place to place the tray with my steaming meal far from the chemicals I had been working with. As I grabbed the fork and began to dig into the butter-covered mashed potatoes, the petite woman slithered her way up onto the metal examination table I’d hastily erected in here and placed her hands into her lap.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked through a mouthful of food. “You look tired. Are you feeling alright?”  
 
    “No.” The bear-girl gave me a small smile, stared down at her knit hands, and then cleared her throat. “Charles, I’m pregnant.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Daisy and I sat in silence for a moment as her words hung poignantly in the air between us. I knew that it would happen eventually, but the news still made my heart race.  
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked in a low, gruff voice. “Are you absolutely sure, my love?”  
 
    “As sure as I can be,” the bear-girl replied, fiddled with her hands in her lap, and then finally lifted her face toward mine. “I’ve felt sick and exhausted for the past two weeks. Not only that, I feel different like something within my body has changed, and I think it’s our child.”  
 
    “You think you’re pregnant?” another voice from the doorway broke me away from my thoughts. “Because I really think I’m pregnant, too…”  
 
    My eyes swiveled instantly to the door, and Valerie leaned against the frame with her arms crossed over her small chest. The feline-woman played with a lock of her hair and bit anxiously at her bottom lip.  
 
    “You, too?” I asked in a muffled tone and wavered on my feet for a second.  
 
    “I just started puking!” the feline-woman laughed. “I’m so happy!” 
 
    “There’s only one way for us to know for sure,” I uttered. “We’ll have to test your blood just like we did with Rian back at the manor.”  
 
    “Charles?” Daisy uttered, and I immediately stopped what I was doing and turned to face the brunette.  
 
    “Yes?” I breathed.  
 
    “Are you alright?” the bear-girl asked, and her chocolate-brown ears laid flat against her head. “You seem--”  
 
    “A little out of it,” Valerie finished her sister’s sentence. “We thought, well, I thought that you’d be over the moon. You seem a little dazed.”  
 
    “If you don’t mind me interrupting,” another familiar voice broke in, and I turned as Josephine stood in the doorway.  
 
    “Please,” I begged with wide eyes. “Please, don’t tell me that you’re pregnant, too?”  
 
    “No,” the heiress laughed and shook her head. “Or at least, I don’t think I am yet. I just swung by to let you know that we’ve met back up with the desperados. They’re following along behind us, but it seems that I’ve stumbled upon an even more interesting conversation.”  
 
    “Not to be a fifth wheel,” A.B. chuckled. “But, I think I know why Charles is reacting this way.”  
 
    “You do?” I laughed lightly, pressed my hands to my hips, and then leaned in closer toward his tank. “Then please, explain to me what’s going on.”  
 
    “When Rian announced her pregnancy,” the brain went on, and I listened intently with my chin cupped in my palm. “We were back at the manor and just beginning preparations to leave for Birskonn. If you think back on that time, our lives were fairly simple. We didn’t have to worry about battles, the marchionesses, or the Queen. Well, maybe a little bit about the Queen, but not as much as we currently do. So, in short, Charles has a lot of things on his plate right now and a pregnancy, no, two pregnancies is quite a shock to him.”  
 
    “Exactly that,” I nodded in agreement. “We have a lot happening right now, and finding out that both of you are pregnant, well, it’s a lot to handle all at once.”  
 
    “Oh,” Valerie whispered, lowered her head, and stared down at the tips of her heels.  
 
    “You make it…” Daisy murmured. “You make it sound as if you’re not excited. I hoped that when I came to tell you, you’d be jumping for joy like you were when Rian told you the news.”  
 
    “Oh, my loves,” I breathed, rushed forward, and grabbed one of each of their hands. “Of course, I’m excited. I’ve never been so happy in my life. You two have given me something that I never imagined I’d have. You came into my life so unexpectedly, and now, you’re going to give birth to my children. When I lived at the boarding school, I used to dream of a future where I’d have a wife and kids who loved me, but that seemed so unattainable. Now I have seven future wives along with the hundreds of monster-women in my army. I never thought in a million years that I would live a life so full of love, and yet, here all of you are. Before long, I’ll have three children running along beside all of us, and I almost can’t believe it. If this is a dream, please, don’t wake me up from it.”  
 
    The ash-blonde beside me giggled, reached out, and softly pinched the flesh of my forearm. The cat-girl shook her head and grinned up at me with rosy cheeks.  
 
    “Not a dream,” Valerie chuckled. “We’re all very real.”  
 
    “Then, do you know what this means?” Josephine asked, and all of us turned toward her. “We should do the test! Make sure that they’re really pregnant, and then we can tell everyone else! Oh, Charles, this is so exciting! There are going to be three babies in the family, and before long, the rest of us will have children, too! I can’t wait until your fertile seed takes hold in my womb and brings me a child, too. I’ve always wanted to have a baby, and seeing my sisters receive what they want makes me even more excited for when it’s my turn.”  
 
    “And you will have it,” I smiled, let go of Valerie and Daisy’s hands, and then turned toward the cabinets behind me. “Just as Josephine suggested, we should do the test just to make sure that you’re really pregnant.”  
 
    “But, Charles,” Daisy protested. “What about the acidic potion? Don’t you need to continue working?”  
 
    “I’m nearly finished,” I smiled and then grabbed the metal contraptions from inside of the cupboard. “I only have a few more that need to be filled, and this will be a nice break for me.”  
 
    I set the small device down on the counter and then paused for a moment. There was so much going on at this moment, and as I said to A.B. earlier, I felt as if I had the weight of the world on my shoulders, but my women were pregnant. I was allowed to take a little bit of time and be exuberant about that. I’d always wanted to be a father, I’d hoped and prayed for a day where I was allowed to become just that, and finally that day had come. Rian was already pretty far along, and her stomach was just starting to plump out. Before long, the baby would move and kick inside of her womb, and then maybe even a month or four later, she would give birth to my child.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Josephine asked. “Charles, are you alright?”  
 
    “I’m fine,” I grinned and then laughed lightly. “I just never thought I’d be this happy in my life. I always thought that I would remain in Edenhart, under the Duchess’ thumb until the day she decided to kill me, but look at us. We may be on the verge of battle against the largest city yet, but I’ve never been happier. I feel as if my life is finally starting. We may be going through a difficult and turbulent time, but I’ve never felt so alive. Things are happening for me, not to me, and finally, after so many years under the control of aristocrats, I feel as if I’m the one who is in control of my life. Now, I’m going to have to draw blood from both of you, is that alright?”  
 
    “That’s fine, Charles,” Daisy nodded with a small smile. “I’ve probably been through worse in the combination of both my lives.” 
 
    “Sure!” Valerie grinned. “You’ve drawn blood from me before, and it wasn’t that bad!”  
 
    I nodded once and then grabbed two sterile needles, wads of clean cotton, the tubing, and then two small bandages. Before long, we’d know if both of my first monster-women were pregnant with my children, and I couldn’t wait. I suspected that what they said was true, but we needed to be absolutely sure.  
 
    “I’ll test Daisy’s blood first,” I explained. “Then while we’re waiting for the results, I’ll draw Valerie’s and put it in as soon as the first is finished. She could have the result within about ten minutes or so.”  
 
    My three women nodded along with me as I prepped the needles, tubing, and small containers where the blood would collect. Once I finished, I grabbed a small length of fabric and wrapped it around the upper part of the brunette’s arm. I stared down at the veins in the bear-girl’s arm until their blueish-purple color intensified and showed me that the tourniquet was working perfectly. Then, I lifted the needle, glanced up at the bear-girl, and then slid it cleanly into her vein. I tugged lightly at the metal instrument until scarlet blood flowed through the tubing and pooled at the bottom of the container.  
 
    Once it was about halfway full, I prepared the cotton in one hand and held the needle between two fingers with the other. I slid the instrument out, placed the cotton over the hole, and then placed the container and tubing down on the side table. In one swift motion, I pulled the cotton away from the small wound and then placed the bandage tightly over it.  
 
    “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” I asked, and Daisy nodded with a soft smile. “Now, all I have to do is pop this into the machine, and we wait for a few minutes before the results are printed out. Once they do, I’m not going to read them. I’ll set them down on the counter and then wait for Valerie’s. We’ll read them together.”  
 
    “What if I hold them, and you read them once they’re finished?” Josephine giggled. “That way, there won’t be any peeking, and we can do it like a little announcement.”  
 
    “Ooooh,” Valerie crooned. “I like that idea! Let’s do that, Charles!”  
 
    “We’ll do that, then,” I breathed, held the container lightly in my hands, and then shuffled over to the machine.  
 
    I held the small vial between two hands, opened up the small receiving hole at the top, and poured in Daisy’s blood. Instantly, the machine sputtered to life, and the little pistons at the top whirred to life. Without missing a beat, I turned, tossed the used utensils into a wastebasket, and then stepped toward Valerie. The feline-woman grinned, wriggled closer, and then held out her pale, right arm to me. I snickered softly under my breath, wrapped the tourniquet around her arm, and tapped at the veins in her arm as they began to pucker up a bit.  
 
    “Here we go, my love,” I soothed, took the needle between two fingers, and within a single breath, slid it into her buttery skin. “See? Just a little pinch, and the pain is gone.”  
 
    I kept my eyes glued to the needle for a second and then tugged on it to get the proper amount of blood flow. Seconds later, the scarlet liquid flowed through the yellow-tinted tubing and started to fill the vial. Behind me, the small machine on the counter thrummed and hummed pleasantly. When I glanced over my shoulder, a long strip of paper exploded out of the side, and Josephine didn’t hesitate as she raced forward. The heiress grabbed it, let it fully print out, and then held it tightly in her hands as if it were her most prized possession.  
 
    As soon as the blood reached the halfway mark on the bottle, I grabbed the cotton and repeated the process. Within a few seconds, I placed a bandage over the wound, lightly tapped the bear-girl’s shoulder, and turned toward the clicking, cooling machine. I opened up the receiving hole at the top and poured in the ash-bkonde’s blood. Instantly, the machine kicked into high gear, and the pistons began moving for the second time. All we had to do now was wait for the contraption to assess the blood and give us a result on whether the feline-woman was pregnant or not.  
 
    “How long do you think it’ll take us to get back to Granhamn?” Valerie asked, and I glanced over my shoulder at the ash-blonde.  
 
    “A bit more than the same amount of time it took to get here, thanks to moving the cannons” I explained.  
 
    “We should probably attack them at night,” Daisy thought. “Kind of like what we did with Birksonn. If all the aristocrats are sleeping, they won’t suspect anything at all.”  
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “But that poses more problems for us.”  
 
    “What do you mean, Charles?” the heiress asked. “How so?”  
 
    “If we attack the city after dark,” I began. “We’ll have no way of knowing where the fortification begins and where we should aim the ballistae, catapults, and cannons. To add to that, we can’t carry torches to help aid us because the soldiers on top of the wall would immediately see them and then send out troops to investigate. Our best bet is to arrive before night falls, get everything into place while there’s still light to see, and then begin our attack. I want to work around our disadvantages and make sure that we win this battle against Granhamn.”  
 
    “We should also make sure that the soldiers understand the terrain around the city,” Josephine uttered, and immediately, my eyebrows shot up in surprise. “They need to know how to navigate down to the moat, place the planks over it, and hurry across after we’ve blasted a hole through it. If we’re doing it after dark, it’ll be difficult for them to race down the hill in total darkness without falling or hurting themselves.”  
 
    “Josephine, that’s an excellent point,” I nodded. “But I have a plan for that.”  
 
    “You do?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “Yes,” I stated. “It’s fairly simple, but I think it’ll work out just fine. I’m going to have all of the monster-women who’ve been created with nocturnal animals, like you, Valerie, and Daisy, head the front of the armies and help guide them down. There will be no need for torches or lights if we have all of you work together at once.”  
 
    “That sounds like a good idea,” Daisy nodded.  
 
    “We’ll have a more fleshed out plan by the time we reach Granhamn and speak to Aschere and my men,” I explained. “But I want to have the bare bones ready before we get there, so everyone understands what we’re doing.”  
 
    My machine clicked loudly from behind me, and I turned right as the strip of paper rolled out of the contraption’s side. I reached for it, but Josephine was too quick and snatched it out of my hands with a giggle. The heiress held both pieces in her hands, grinned up at me, and then offered them to me with a flourish of the wrist like a show woman.  
 
    “For you,” the honey-blonde tittered, bowed low, and held out the strips of paper.  
 
    “Thank you,” I chuckled lightly and took the pieces of paper from her hands.  
 
    I stared down at the intricate signs and symbols before fully understanding what they read. Valerie and Daisy waited with bated breaths as they held hands for comfort and strength. Finally, I raised my head and looked to the patiently waiting monster-women.  
 
    “You’re pregnant,” I whispered, fell forward with my arms open wide, and gripped them tightly to my chest. “Both of you, you’re both pregnant.”  
 
    “Really?” Valerie squealed happily, and then her face pinched as emotion overtook her. “Really? We both are, Charles?”  
 
    Hot tears dripped down the feline-woman’s face as she half-laughed, half-cried, and held me tightly to her chest. Daisy buried her face into my neck, and her soft giggles reached my ears. They held onto me tightly for a long moment, and when I glanced over at Josephine, the heiress was nearly jumping for joy.  
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Daisy whispered. “I almost can’t believe it. Charles, we’re going to have a baby!”  
 
    “Me, too!” Valerie sobbed into my chest. “We’re going to be parents! We’re going to have a litter of kittens!”  
 
    I burst out laughing at that comment, and Valerie pulled away from me with furrowed eyebrows.  
 
    “Valerie,” I tittered. “I highly doubt that we’re having a litter of kittens, Probably a single baby with the possibility of it being twins, but kittens? I don’t think that’s physically possible, my love.” 
 
    “You don’t know!” the feline-woman giggled with tears still in her eyes. “I’m half cat, Charles. Anything is possible.”  
 
    “Well,” Daisy broke in. “If you think about it, Charles, it could happen. I’m also part bear, and from what I’ve read, the average cubs that bears have are one to two. Some rare cases where they had five in a single litter, so it could happen. We don’t know.”  
 
    My mind filled with images of kitten and bear children running around. I already knew that most cats could usually produce four kittens, and if bears could have up to five, how many children would I have by the end of all of this? 
 
    I hoped it was a lot.  
 
    “We don’t even know how many babies imps can have at once,” Josephine broke in. “Wait, do imps give birth, or do they lay eggs? Dang, I never bothered to ask Rian.”  
 
    Eggs? What if Rian could lay eggs? We’d have more than just a single baby on our hands. We’d have hundreds, even thousands of little Rians and Charleses. The idea of that was terrifying and exciting all at the same time. We’d be able to take over towns and cities within mere minutes with our army of imp-human children. No, there was no way that could be possible. I felt Rian’s stomach earlier when we laid in bed together. I had only felt one child inside of her womb, unless I was mistaken.  
 
    “No way,” Valerie laughed. “I bet that all of us are going to have one baby each, maybe two tops.”  
 
    “I still can’t believe it,” Daisy sighed and rested both hands against her flat stomach. “All of this seems like it’s just a dream I’ve conjured up. Maybe I’m still a bear out in the woods, deep in the slumber of hibernation, and all of this isn’t real. It seems just like yesterday I came to life through the experiment, and now, I’m going to be a mother. I’ve always wanted to have children, and now, I get to have one. Charles, oh, Charles, thank you. You don’t understand how happy this makes me.”  
 
    “I don’t think either of you understand how happy you’ve made me,” I murmured. “I’ve wanted all of these things for so long, and they’re finally mine. All of you act as if I’ve given you a present, but in reality, you were gifts to me from the universe. I don’t know what I did to deserve all of you, but I’m grateful. I’ve never loved anyone or anything as much as I love all of you.”  
 
    “We love you so much, Charles,” the ash-blonde breathed. “You’ve given us everything that we’ve ever wanted.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it!” Josephine squealed. “We’re going to have three babies! Oh! This is so exciting! I can’t wait to tell everyone else!”  
 
    “Go and tell them,” I urged. “I have a few more things to finish up in here before I can rest for the night.”  
 
    “Okay, Charles!” the feline-woman cried, gripped Daisy by the wrist, and then hauled her sister out of the room.  
 
    Josephine grinned at me and then turned before stepping out of the doorway. I only had two more batches of the acidic potion to finish, and after that, I’d go up front with Cecelia and Edony. I wasn’t sure how far we’d traveled, but the sky outside the makeshift laboratory window had darkened to an inky blue. If we pushed the horses hard, we’d reach Granhamn soon, and then we’d attack with the full might of our army. I had no idea what was waiting for us just inside the wall that surrounded the city, but I had to be prepared for anything.  
 
    Before we left the soldiers, I’d instructed Aschere to craft more of the smoke bombs, and I had an idea of what we could do with them. We’d have more than one catapult, and if I placed two of them side by side and shot the devices over the wall, they’d land scattered across the street. Then I’d deploy the smoke inside of them, and whatever aristocrats that were nearby would fall prey to the noxious fog. There was no way to repeat the plan from Birksonn, but I had to remind myself that every city that we came upon would be different.  
 
    “Each city we take over,” I whispered under my breath as I pulled my ingredients closer across the cabinet. “The closer we get to the capital. Before long, we’ll have to face the Queen, and what then? Will we win, or will she kill us all where we stand?”  
 
    “What was that, Charles?” A.B. asked, and I immediately shook my head as I went back to work on the potion.  
 
    “It was nothing,” I chuckled lightly. “Just musing to myself about things of the future.”  
 
    “What about the Queen?” the brain asked. “You definitely said ‘the Queen’, didn’t you?”  
 
    “I did,” I nodded. “I was wondering if we’d win against her or if she’s too powerful for even our army to battle against.”  
 
    “Maybe not now,” my assistant uttered. “But Charles, you haven’t taken into consideration that we’ve only just conquered two cities. We’re small right now, but our armies will be almost doubled or tripled in a few weeks, even a month or so. We’re already a force to be reckoned with. What will we be by the time we reach the capital? Think about it, Charles. Each time you create a new monster-woman with an ever-changing core, she’s different and more powerful. From this moment on, all of the monster-women that come out of that machine will be unstoppable.”  
 
    “You’re right, A.B.,” I grinned.  
 
    “I know, I’m right,” the brain bobbed in his tank. “I think I know a little bit about this stuff after spending all this time with you. You may not know the magnitude of our army yet, but imagine it, Charles. You have the entire population of Edenhart, Birksonn, and Valestia’s aristocrats on your side. That’s a lot of very powerful women, but that’s not the end of it. You have hundreds of freed slaves, workers, and consorts on your side, except that’s not what they are anymore. They’re your trained soldiers who would do anything to fight and win on your side. I personally think that you take yourself and your army for granted. You are stronger and smarter than you think, Charles.”  
 
    “I am,” I agreed.  
 
    “See?” A.B. asked. “Even you know it, Charles. Take a look at everything we’ve managed to overcome. The old Charles and A.B. would’ve shrunk away from battles such as this, but we’re different men. We’re not the same as we used to be, and I think it’s about time that we started acting like it. I’ve seen you at your worst, ol’ boy, and you might not want to admit that you had a low point, but I was there. Every time you thought the Duchess was coming to visit, you’d scramble down into your hole, and you’d pray that she didn’t show her face. Charles, look at you now. That very same woman who used to bully and abuse you is deeply in love with you. Remember, you are the only person in this world who can save the male sex, only you, Charles.”  
 
    “You’re goddamn right,” I boomed and slammed my fists down on the countertop. “And you know what? Granhamn will be the first to feel my full wrath. I’ve sat in shadows and silence for too long. The aristocrats there will know my name and face, and they will fear me. Granhamn will fall to me as well as all the other cities that lay in our path.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Once I finished making the rest of the acidic potion, it was late in the night, and most of my women had gone to bed. We had a long journey ahead of us, and I knew that Edony would chastise me if I didn’t head off to sleep, but I was too excited to do any of that. How could the Duchess expect me to fall asleep when we were so close to our third attack against a city? Yes, I knew that it was important for me, the leader of our army, to be well-rested in order to fight, but all of this was far too exciting. I felt like a young child on the eve of their birthday, but instead of receiving a present or something along those lines, I would earn a city and all its citizens.  
 
    I moved by the caravan train silently and glanced into each of the rooms. No one was awake at this time of night, and as I tiptoed past the closed door of the master bedroom, I heard the soft breathing of my sleeping monster-women. Within a day and a half, we’d be at the foothills that led to Granhamn, and then we’d attack with the full might of our collective armies. I glanced out of the windows a few times and saw the moving shapes of either the desperados or the gun carriages, whichever of them, I couldn’t be sure. The cabins were utterly silent except for the muffled sounds of the rolling wheels on either side of the walls, and I made my way toward the kitchen cabin. When I reached it, the small window behind the driver’s seat was cracked open, and I could make out the two dark shapes of Edony and Cecelia. The two women spoke quietly to each other, but it didn’t seem to be anything serious.  
 
    The wooden board under my left foot creaked loudly, and one of Edony’s fluffy, white ears pressed to the side of her head. The she-wolf didn’t turn, but a low chuckle erupted up her throat. Instantly, Cecelia whipped around, and the strange monster-woman grinned back at me over her shoulder.  
 
    “Shouldn’t you be sleeping, Mr. Rayburn?” Edony simpered, and I laughed lightly under my breath.  
 
    “I guess I should,” I shrugged, opened the window all the way open, and then gestured for Cecelia to scoot over. “But can you blame me for not? I’m far too excited. I think if I did try to lay down, I’d just stare at the ceiling and wait for dawn to break.”  
 
    “You do realize we just started this journey?” the wolf-woman asked with a glint in her violet eyes. “We still have about a day and a half on our schedule, so I think you should go lay down with the others and let Cecelia and I handle this.”  
 
     “You’re not forcing me into bed, woman,” I laughed loudly and climbed through the window before sitting down in between them. “I’m the leader of this army, alright, and I don’t have a bedtime.”  
 
    “I only say these things because I’m worried about you,” the she-wolf tittered sweetly, and then gave my left hand a tight squeeze. “But, the bags on your eyes do look as if they’ve receded a bit, so I will relent for now.”  
 
    “Charles,” Cecelia breathed. “What’s going to happen once we reach Granhamn? I know that we’re going to attack with the cannons, ballistae, and the catapults, but what happens once we’re inside?”  
 
    “Well, as you know,” I started. “I instructed Aschere to craft more of the devices that expel the sleep-serum. I plan to attack the wall first with the acidic potion then blast the remains with the cannons. While all of this is happening, my soldiers and monster-women will run through the trees toward the moat. I instructed Aschere to craft some planks so we can cross over the moat and get inside but right before we enter into the hole and attack the city, I’ll have more of my soldiers at the top of the hill launch the devices over the wall, then I will deploy them. That should be able to knock out quite a few of the aristocrats who’ve come to investigate the commotion. Edony, or even you, Cecelia, do you know anything about the marchioness who’s taken over Granhamn?”  
 
    The black-drake-woman immediately shook her head to let me know that she didn’t know anything about the current leader of the city, but when I glanced over at Edony, the she-wolf’s violet eyes stared straightforward with a fire in them that I recognized. The corners of her plump lips curled down into a snarl, and her delicate hands that clutched the reins tightened instinctively.  
 
    “Tell me,” I urged. “We need to know.”  
 
    “Granhamn was taken from me after Birksonn,” the Duchess began. “So, I was already on the defensive. I knew Samila before she was placed within my city and then, she ultimately took it over. I considered us friends for a short while until I found out she was sent there by the Queen to spy on me. The other marchioness, well, I don’t know her, but I’ve heard many things. You see, I have quite a few contacts left in Granhamn, and occasionally, they’d managed to send out letters to me. Some of them, well, the marchioness found out they were in contact with me, and they lost their lives. I’m going to be very blunt, Charles. This is going to be the hardest fight we’ve had so far. If we can do this, I’m almost sure that we can take over the city, even the capital with ease.”  
 
    “Edony,” I stated. “Please, stop beating around the bush and tell me about the marchioness. We can’t fight against her if we don’t know anything about her or her abilities.”  
 
    “There’s a type of person in the capital,” the Duchess began and then cleared her throat. “I wouldn’t even say it’s a person. It’s more of a position given to a few select people. There are only a few of them born every century, and their ability is something called ‘elimination.’ Do you understand what that means?”  
 
    “I think I do,” I nodded. “When we created Kleeia, she told us about people who work for the Queen called ‘Soul Suckers.’ Is that the group of people that you’re talking about?”  
 
    “Yes,” the she-wolf breathed. “They eliminate both the soul and powers of a person.”  
 
    “Kleeia only said there was one,” I uttered. “She works closely with the Queen.”  
 
    “Kelara may have worked closely with the Queen,” the she-wolf uttered. “But even then, Kelara was just the Queen’s assassin and personal consort. Do you really think she’d tell her everything going on in the capital? I don’t think that Kleeia wants to think about it this way, but the person she once was nothing more than a pawn to the Queen. Expendable and easily replaceable. I’m sure that after Kelara didn’t return to the capital and her mistress, she was replaced within days. I don’t think that’ll hurt Kleeia if I told her that, but it’s something that’s incredibly normal in the capital. I only know about the Soul Suckers because I’ve had a few run-ins with them, nothing dangerous, but I do know that they exist, and they are extremely, almost unbelievably powerful.”  
 
    “Do they take the powers for themselves?” I asked.  
 
    “No,” the wolf-woman shook her head. “They store it within themselves and then gift it to the Queen. She is the most powerful woman in the world because of these ‘Soul Suckers.’ She has abilities within her body that she would never possess naturally.” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is,” I began. “The marchioness of Granhamn is one of these ‘Soul Suckers’?”  
 
    “Yes,” Edony nodded. “But think about it, Charles. I haven’t been in contact with anyone in Granhamn for eight or nine months. From the reports I received from a few of my contacts, the marchioness hasn’t left the city since she was given control over part of my duchy. Do you know what that means?”  
 
    “I think I have an idea,” I muttered. “The Queen is in the capital. How can she receive the powers if the Soul Sucker is taking them?”  
 
    “She’s not,” the she-wolf snarled.  
 
    “Wait,” Cecelia broke in. “So, you’re saying that the marchioness who’s been put in place over Granhamn is taking the powers away from the aristocrats living there? Wouldn’t the Queen find out? Wouldn’t the Queen see this as the violation of a direct order, maybe even treason, and kill her?”  
 
    “How would the Queen even know?” Edony and I asked at the same time.  
 
    “Granhamn is heavily fortified,” I explained. “No one’s allowed in or out. So, how would the Queen know? The marchioness probably sends her reports, but even then, think about it. We already know that the capital citizens are tired of the Queen and her ways, so that must include some of her guards, too, right? Having more power and abilities seems like some good incentive to keep quiet about what the marchioness is doing. She easily could’ve bribed the guards and constables with promises of wealth and power.”  
 
    “I bet that’s what she’s doing,” Edony breathed. “Do you know what that means?”  
 
    “Yes,” I growled. “There are guards walking around Granhamn with more power than they were born with and there’s probably a good chunk of the aristocratic population that’s had their abilities taken away from them.”  
 
    “That,” Edony nodded. “Or they’re dead. Most of the time, when they steal a noble’s ability, they kill them to keep them from ‘suffering a life without an ability.’ They think it’s inhumane for a woman to live life the same way a brute would.”  
 
    “Isn’t that disgusting?” I asked. “That death is a more suitable fate than to live without a power. I’ve lived this long, not knowing that I had an ability, and I’ve done just fine.”  
 
    “I’m almost sure that the ones they stole the powers from...” the she-wolf hesitated. “They’re-- they’re all dead. They took what they needed from them and then put them out of their misery.”  
 
    “We’re not one-hundred percent sure if this is happening there,” I reiterated for the two of them. “But if it is, we’re going to have to be on our toes. We may have the army, and we may have a whole trove of monster-women, but we’ve never dealt with a situation like this.”  
 
    “True, true,” Edony nodded, turned her head toward me, and then grinned. “But do you know what we do have on our side?”  
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    “Josephine and I received full abilities from the cores,” the she-wolf explained. “Mine came from the Raiju, and hers came from the drake. I think there’s more to our power that we haven’t discovered yet. I feel as if there’s something inside of me that I’ve yet to unlock. A power that not even I, one of the strongest women in the nation, have any idea how to control. Josephine hasn’t said anything, but I know she feels it, too. Sometimes, when no one is looking, or at least when she thinks that someone isn’t obscuring her, she’ll press one of her tiny hands to the middle of her chest and close her eyes. You’ve seen how she is with the other drake women and how they communicate. It looks as if she’s attempting to speak to a part of herself that’s so deeply hidden. She knows it’s there, but it hasn’t revealed itself yet. I’m sure it eventually will, but all we have to do is be patient and wait for it.”  
 
    “You think there’s more to the core transformation than the powers you have now?” I probed. “How so? Can you explain?”  
 
    “I can’t explain a feeling, Charles,” Edony giggled lightly. “It’s just a sensation deep in the middle of my chest. It feels like after the transformation when your ability is about to activate for the first time, but this seems so prolonged.”  
 
    “What did it feel like?” the black-drake-woman asked under her breath. “When your ability finally came back after the experiment?” 
 
    “It’s different for each of us,” the Duchess explained. “I wasn’t around to experience Daisy, Valerie, or Rian’s, but they’ve told me about it. Rian said she felt like she had lava pouring into her veins, Daisy felt all of her muscles ache, and--”  
 
    “Valerie hasn’t really spoken about what it felt like the first time her power activated,” I began. “But I was there, and I also had the opportunity to experience it. It was the night that we snuck into Ortensia’s dormitory to plant evidence, and a certain someone showed up in the middle of our mission.”  
 
    “Wait,” Edony giggled, bumped my shoulder with hers, and grinned slyly. “Was that me?”  
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled. “You interrupted us right after we planted the evidence and hung Ortensia’s body from the rafters. I’ve realized over time that my women’s abilities usually reactivate when there’s something dangerous happening. Valerie protected all of us with her invisibility. You had no idea we were there, did you?”  
 
    “I think you underestimate how astute I really am,” the Duchess chuckled. “I had a sense that you were there. I think I even said it to one of the guards that you could possibly be behind all of this, but they thought I was delusional. Charles, I’ve known you for a very long time, and when you’re around someone for a long time you sense them even if you can’t see them. Maybe it’s just an aristocratic thing, but we have higher sensitivity than any other creatures on earth.”  
 
    “I have an understanding,” I nodded. “But I can’t truly know what you mean since I’m a man.”  
 
    “You’re a doctor and a scientist, Charles,” the she-wolf smiled. “I’m sure you know what the five senses are. Those are probably one of the first things you learned about when you did your research.”  
 
    “Of course,” I replied. “Sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch.”  
 
    “There’s a widely disputed sixth sense,” the wolf-woman went on. “In the earlier generations, before women developed powers and such, no one believed in this sixth sense, and it debated what it truly would be if it existed. I, for one, believe that the sixth sense exists because I’ve felt it. Some believe that it’s a sensory mode that gives the person the ability to speak to the dead. That sounds like poppycock to me. I fully believe that the sixth sense is a keen intuition. I knew you were there even if it was the sense of your so familiar presence.”  
 
    “Kleeia said her ability felt like ice was building up in her veins,” Cecelia whispered.  
 
    “Is something the matter?” I asked, leaned forward, and stared into her eyes.  
 
    “I just,” the redhead whispered, clutched her stomach, and concentrated on the dark road ahead of us. “I feel different, like there’s something inside of me. I don’t know how to describe it, but that feeling gets stronger and stronger with each day that passes. I can barely concentrate on anything other than that feeling.”  
 
    My eyebrows instantly raised, and I glanced toward Edony. The she-wolf blinked rapidly, squared her shoulders, and then fell into deep thought for a moment.  
 
    “My powers only activated the moment that I saw that Charles was in danger,” the Duchess explained. “But it felt like this sudden surge of power that even I couldn’t contain. If I hadn’t relented, I probably would’ve killed every aristocrat in that room, but mine felt something like that. Like the constant building of a wave until it towered over my head, and when I couldn’t hold it back anymore, it swept me away to shore. I’m so grateful that Charles and my sisters were there, because if they weren’t, everyone in Edenhart would’ve died that day.”  
 
    “We don’t know what type of power I’ll have,” the ex-guard grunted through gritted teeth. “Since I’m the combination of Samila’s power and the preexisting ones from the core but this feeling, it’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. I don’t think I can hold it in for much longer, Charles.”  
 
    “Try to talk through it,” I urged. “Tell us what you’re feeling.”  
 
    “How can I?” the ex-guard panted. “It feels as if I’m being sucked out into space. I feel utterly weightless and so very heavy at the same time. Is that even possible? Charles, I don’t think I can control it for very much longer.”  
 
    “Charles,” Edony cried. “What do we do? Should we stop? We’ve never been in a situation like this before. Not only that, but I’m driving a massive caravan with the desperados and cannons behind us.”  
 
    “Pull off!” I instructed and jabbed a hand out to the side of the road to the left. “If we can get her a good distance away--” 
 
    “I can’t take it!” Cecelia screamed. “Charles! I’m sorry!”  
 
    The black-drake woman gritted her teeth, screamed through them, and then jabbed her right hand in front of her. My eyes widened in horror as a portal large enough for the entire caravan to fit through spawned in front of us. Edony instantly pulled back on the reins, and the horses bellowed in protest, but it was too late. Before I could even close my eyes or reach for my staff, we entered into the inky darkness of the portal. For a second, I couldn’t breathe, and the only sounds I heard from the two women on either side of me were muffled as if they were screaming underwater, then just as suddenly, the strange, weightless feeling was gone.  
 
    I breathed in deeply, and the air smelled so different than the desert atmosphere I’d grown used to over the last few days. Then I slowly opened my eyes and stared at the scene in front of us. I almost couldn’t believe it. What? What had Cecelia done? How had she done this?”  
 
    “Charles,” Edony murmured in a shaky voice. “Where are we?”  
 
    To the right of me, Cecelia sat in the driver’s seat with her knees tucked tightly to her chest and her eyes squeezed shut. It looked as if the black-drake-woman were holding her breath with her hands tightly formed into fists against her chest. I stood from my seat, turned to stare over the caravan’s metal top, and took in the enormous portal behind us. She’d created a portal that large on her first try? I swiveled my eyes back toward the sloping mountainside ahead of us and noticed the lights off in the distance between the massive cedar trees.  
 
    “I think we’re back in Granhamn,” I whispered, sat back down, and grabbed the redhead by the shoulders. “Cecelia, did you portal us across the desert, all the way back to Granhamn?”  
 
    “I don’t know!” the ex-guard squealed with her eyes still tightly shut. “I told you I couldn’t hold it in anymore.”  
 
    “Whoa, there!” a familiar voice shouted from the left side of the driver’s seat. “What just happened, partna’?” Matilda asked from atop her mechanical horse. “I wish ya’ll woulda warned us about that. We were mighty scared!”  
 
    The rest of the despardos quickly fell into line behind her, and the leader glanced over her shoulder with a worried expression.  
 
    “I’m just hopin’ that the men on the wagons and drivin’ the wagons got through all right,” the green-haired woman muttered and glanced over her shoulder. “Naw, never mind, here they come. So, Charlie, where are we now, partna’?”  
 
    “It looks,” I panted. “It looks like we’re at the bottom of the foothills of Granhamn.”  
 
    “Woo-eee,” the desperado threw back her head and cried. “That’s a lot of land to travel over in a matter of seconds. So, we got here through that big black thingie over there? I almost can’t believe it, but well, we did just travel through it.”  
 
    I stared down at Cecelia for a long moment until the ex-guard finally opened up her eyes. Just as she did, I felt her unusual power retract from all around us, and when I glanced over my shoulder, the portal had disappeared without a sound.  
 
    “You did that?” I asked. “You portalled us here all the way from the other side of the desert?”  
 
    “I-I guess so,” the black-drake-woman stammered. “I don’t know. I couldn’t stop it, Charles. I’m sorry.”  
 
    For a few seconds, I stared down at her with wide eyes, and then a dry laugh roared up my throat before my arms wrapped around her. I roughly brought the redhead to my chest and laughed into her shoulder.  
 
    “Why are you apologizing?” I asked through loud chuckles. “There’s no need! By science, Cecelia, that was fantastic!”  
 
    “Y-You think so?” the black-drake-woman squawked.  
 
    “We weren’t in any danger,” I explained. “But your power knew exactly what we needed. You must’ve sensed that I was anxious and excited to get back to Granhamn. Your power provided us a new way to travel. I can’t believe it. I wonder what else you can do. There has to be more to your power than just portals since we used the core that contained Samila’s ability and the drake’s.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Cecelia shook her head doubtfully, lowered her face, and then grinned wickedly. “But why don’t we test it out on those Granhamn bastard aristocrats?”  
 
    “Right,” I barked, turned, and then grabbed the reins out of Edony’s hands. “Let’s get there. Matilda, I need you to go around to each of the wagons full of men and tell them that we’re going to be fighting a lot sooner than we thought.”  
 
    “Oh, really?” the desperado purred, tapped her metallic fingers against the silver surface of her horse, and then shifted the reins to her other hand. “I’m on it, boss. You guide us there, and we’ll handle the rest for ya.”  
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, the green-haired beauty kicked her heels against her mechanical horse’s side, turned it toward the wagons following along behind us, and disappeared from view with the rest of the desperados in tow. The three of us in the driver’s seat didn’t speak, and instantly, Edony handed me the reins. I slapped the strips of smooth leather against the beasts’ backs, and we rolled forward toward the outcropping of trees. I remembered the road of our Granhamn visit well, and I knew that within minutes, we’d be reunited with our army.  
 
    “Cecelia,” I uttered right as we entered into the forest, and the road sloped upward. “I need you to go inside and wake your sisters. They need to prepare before we get there. All of this is happening a lot faster than we expected, but we’re ready. I think we’ve been ready for this moment for a very long time.”  
 
    “Of course, Charles,” the black-drake-woman nodded, shifted her position on the driver’s seat, climbed through the window behind us, and then padded away through the cabins.  
 
    “Are you sure that we’re ready for this?” Edony asked in a hushed voice. “Do you think we’re fully prepared to take on Granhamn?”  
 
    “I’ve asked myself that question quite a few times over the last few days,” I nodded. “How can I answer that? I’ve seen our strength, determination, and will tested so many times, and yet, we’ve prevailed. I know that this is something on a much larger scale than anything we’ve taken on but do I doubt us? No. Edony, we’re to fight a lot of battles in the coming months, and a lot of the time, we’re not going to be able to prepare. We’re going to have to rely on our numbers and skills that we already have. Yes, acquiring the cannons was a stroke of luck I never saw coming, and they will aid us greatly in the future. You already knew that I planned to craft them, but that would’ve been a much more difficult task than simply using the hidden ironworks, but if we hadn’t, we still would’ve attacked Granhamn. You asked me if I think we’re fully prepared to attack Granhamn, and I’ve never been so sure of something before in my life.”  
 
    “I’m just worried about the fortification,” the Duchess explained. “What if--” 
 
    “Don’t think about the what ifs,” I interrupted with a shake of my head. “Let me put it a little more plainly. If we’d attacked Granhamn before Birskonn, sure, I would be a little more worried than I am now, but think about it, Edony. I have three cities under my control, and all of their citizens are now either soldiers or monster-women. How many people do you think that is? I stopped counting after we reached the hundreds. Before long, we’re not going to be able to split into groups to go to different cities because they’re looking more and more like an actual army instead of just a vagabond group of men in armor. I told you before, but Granhamn is the first city that I think people will actually die when we attack it, and that’s a factor that I’m willing to accept. We’re waging war now. This isn’t just us rising up against the aristocrats of Edenhart.”  
 
    “I understand, Charles,” the she-wolf nodded, and her fluffy, white ears laid flat against her head. “I know that Rian and Kleeia have been itching to kill, but I can’t say that I like it. I mean, I used to when I was the Duchess of Edenhart, but I’m a different person now. I don’t feel that burning need within me, but maybe it’s different for the both of them.”  
 
    “There are going to be casualties no matter what precautions we take,” I warned. “Aristocrats are going to die, and I know that I promised a long time ago that all of them would be saved and given a second chance through the transformation process, but that’s not possible. I would love to be able to infiltrate Granhamn in a safer way, but we can’t. We have to take the offensive, and if they lose a few lives, then so be it. I’m not afraid.”  
 
    “You’ve changed so much,” the she-wolf breathed and then leaned her head back to look up at the stars as the trees swallowed us whole. “You’re a completely different man, Charles. I’ve said this before, but I always knew you were special, destined for something greater than the lowly life of an alchemist.”  
 
    “I know that I’ve changed,” I nodded and kept my eyes straightforward for any signs of the abandoned guard tower off in the distance. “I’ve had to. Creating Valerie was a happy accident, but I had to become a better and stronger person when she came into my life. With each monster-woman that I added to our family, I needed to adjust and become a new man for them. Now, I have so many people depending on me. I can’t relent. I can’t stop or let go. I have to make the hard decisions even if it means that people will lose their lives. Think about it, Edony. We can’t fight a battle or a war without a few people dying on either side. I know that some of our men won’t make it back home, but at least they got to taste freedom for once in their lives.”  
 
    “They won’t die,” the wolf-woman shook her head, and when I glanced at her, her violet eyes glowed brightly against the darkness around us. “When you created me, I made a promise to myself. I didn’t tell you or my sisters. It was a covenant with myself. I promised that I would protect you and my sisters with my life, no matter what happened to us. Now that we have a whole army on our side, that promise extends to them, too. My sisters may not have admitted it, but I suspect that they’ve made a similar promise to themselves. We need our leader, Charles, but there can’t be a future without the male population. Some of our soldiers will make that up, and we can’t let them die for nothing. I will fight tooth and claw to protect my sisters and my king, but I will also do it for the men fighting alongside us.”  
 
    “I’m proud of you, Edony,” I whispered, and the wolf-woman’s back went straight as a rod. “It’s so strange to hear you say those things. We went through a lot of rough times together, well, they were mainly rough for me, but to see all of the progress that you’ve made, it’s inspiring. Your sisters once told me that they didn’t think that they could accept you into our family, but they see what a difference you’ve made. Your will is still as strong as iron, and your tongue is sharp as a knife, but your heart has softened so much. You accept the love around you and give it freely, not only to me, but to your sisters, too. There’s still a fire of vengeance burning inside of you, and I never want that to die out, do you understand? You’ve been subjected to horrible things your entire life because of the Queen, but as soon as we reach the capital, all of it ends. I’m not sure what we’re going to do with the Queen yet, Edony, but only once we’ve finished her, I want that fire inside of you to die down.”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” the Duchess nodded with bright eyes, and then her right arm jabbed out. “There, you’ll want to pull in there. The guard tower will be beyond that, and then, we’ll find the soldiers.”  
 
    I nodded and instantly shifted the reins in my hand to guide the horses in that direction. It was so dark here, and it deepened even more as Edony lowered the wicks in the lamps. When I glanced down the steep hill to my left, I could make out the pinpricks of light from the city below. Most of the citizens must’ve been asleep by now, tucked away into their beds, but the sounds from the enormous factories reached my ears clearly. What were they making? Was the Queen using the city to craft more weapons just like Valestia, or was it completely different?  
 
    It was freezing here, and I huddled closer to Edony for warmth. Thankfully, we’d put on coats and gloves as night had fallen in the desert, so the weather didn’t bother us as much as it would’ve if we’d arrived in our lighter clothing. Though it was dark in the woods, my eyes quickly adjusted, and I managed to maneuver the caravan through the trees with very little help from Edony. When I glanced around the side of the giant convoy, the rest of my party followed along behind us. Matilda and the rest of the desperados helped the men on the wagons and gun carriages to move in between trees. When I lifted my gaze to the path in front of us, I finally spied the empty, vine-covered guard tower off in the distance.  
 
    I knew from visiting here before that we couldn’t go any farther into the forest, so I pulled back on the reins and slowed our horses to a stop. When I glanced around, I looked for any sign of my soldiers. In the dark, I could barely make out the rough shapes of forest green tents all placed around the base of the guard tower and beyond that, hulking figures covered in thick tarps.  
 
    “Are those?” Edony whispered, and her breath came out in a thick cloud.  
 
    “The ballistae and catapults,” I nodded and then searched all of the tents for any signs of life. “Yes, that’s them.”  
 
    My eyes landed on a larger tent a little farther into the forest. Most of the structures were hidden well against the darkness, and I doubted they were visible from the top of the wall surrounding Granhamn. The only difference about the bigger tent was it was covered in thick branches to hide it from sight, but as I hopped from the driver’s seat, I spied a lamp on inside of it. I took a step forward and then spoke to Edony over my shoulder.  
 
    “Get the cannons into place,” I explained. “I’m sure that Aschere and the rest of the men put them over there for a specific reason.”  
 
    “Alright,” the she-wolf nodded, jumped down from the driver’s seat with a soft, graceful thump, and then brushed off her gloved hands. “What are you going to do?”  
 
    “I’m going to go greet my men.” I smiled.  
 
    The wolf-woman nodded once with a soft grin and then disappeared around the corner of the caravan as its door opened. The rest of my monster-women poured out but quickly trotted off in the direction of the desperados and the gun carriages. All of us knew what we needed to do in the coming moments, and now, I needed to speak with my soldiers.  
 
    I quietly moved toward the concealed tent, and as I neared it, their whispering voices finally reached my ears. It was clear that Aschere was inside along with a few of my other soldiers, but I wasn’t sure what they were talking about just yet. I finally found the flap inside of the tent, ripped it open, and stepped inside. The room was aglow in golden hues from the lamps, and the five men inside were huddled over a small table with a hand-drawn map resting on top of it. All of them jumped and moved to grab their weapons resting against the fabric sides of the tent but paused when they looked me in the face.  
 
    “My lord!” Aschere barked and then dropped into a low bow. “We didn’t expect you to arrive back so soon.”  
 
    “Yes, we didn’t expect it, either,” I chuckled and then let the smile drop from my features. “Now, who’s ready to plan an attack, soldiers?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    I pressed my hands against the hard tabletop, leaned forward, and stared down at the hand-drawn map in front of me. Whoever had drawn it had filled in the wall, moat, and some of the buildings just behind the wall, but the middle of the city was utterly blank. Directly in the center of the creamy whiteness was a single red circle, and I squinted down at it for a long moment. 
 
    “Who drew this?” I asked. “How did you manage to get all of this?” 
 
    “Well,” the lead soldier uttered and then tapped three different locations around the rim of the fortification. “I stationed three of the other soldiers here, here, and here. I had them draw out whatever they saw there, and then they brought it back to me. We were able to piece it together from the three different locations. We don’t know what’s in the middle of the city, though, but from afar, it mainly looks like factories.” 
 
    “Then what’s this?” I asked and pointed to the big red circle. 
 
    “That’s where we believe that the marchioness lives,” my main guard answered in a gruff voice. “I personally climbed the guard tower and used a handheld telescope to look out over the city. I couldn’t get much because the wall is so high, but I eventually got tired of that and climbed onto the roof of the tower itself.” 
 
    “Aschere,” I warned. “That’s dangerous. You could’ve been seen, and our cover could’ve been blown.” 
 
    “There’s no need to worry, my lord,” the guard smiled and shook his head. “I had Aurelia with me. Remember the monster-woman who developed camouflage abilities on our way to Birskonn? She made sure that no one saw me, and that’s when I finally got a good look at the inner part of the city. It was a bit difficult to see because the fog was thick, but factories surrounded the largest building in the middle. Here, take a look at this.” 
 
    Aschere turned, rifled through another pile of parchment, found the right one, and then set it down on top of the large map of Granhamn. I stared down at it for a moment and took in all of the details that my trusted guard had sketched out. 
 
    “I couldn’t get the complete layout of the building,” Aschere admitted. “But I did go around to a few of the other larger trees so I could see it from other angles. It’s highly guarded, so I can only assume that’s where the marchioness resides.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I muttered and cupped my chin. “This is going to be more difficult than we thought.” 
 
    “What do you mean, my lord?” another soldier asked and leaned forward across the table. “We have all of the catapults and ballistae in place, so we’re ready to attack whenever you are.” 
 
    “No, that’s not what I meant,” I shook my head. “The attack is foolproof. We have all of the components, the cannons, the potion, and the ballistae along with the catapults, but there’s something else I just learned of on the way here. The marchioness here, she used to be part of something like the Queen’s secret guard.” 
 
    “Secret guard?” another soldier asked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Are you talking about what I think you’re talking about?” Aschere probed in a low, solemn voice. 
 
    “The Soul Suckers,” I uttered, and my trusted guard nodded along knowingly. 
 
    “Yep,” he breathed. “That’s what I hoped you weren’t going to say.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of them,” one of my men explained. “I’m pretty sure that all of us have heard of them.” 
 
    “But, I think,” Aschere murmured. “I think I’m the only one here who’s had a run-in with them. I wouldn’t even call it a run-in.” 
 
    “You?” I barked out of surprise. “You have?” 
 
    “Yes,” Aschere nodded. “You may not know this, but I came from the capital. I used to be a consort for one of the aristocrats in the upper part of the second ring. She tired of me and sold me to the black market there, and that’s how I ended up in Edenhart. My first mistress. She was one of the Queen’s most trusted advisors, and she was one of those Soul Suckers. I witnessed her temper and her brute strength. There’s a lot of things people don’t tell you about these elimination types. They’re physically strong, but not only that, their power is immense. If they can’t hold you down with their arms or body, they will hold you down with their powers. I watched her…” 
 
    Aschere took a deep breath, rubbed at the bridge of his nose, and stared down at the tabletop with memories in the shadows of his dark eyes. How many men like Aschere had seen horrors in the homes they were brought to? Even though the aristocrats owned consorts, they should’ve been treated with more respect and dignity than they were. I’d seen men I’d known my entire life taken out into the streets, whipped, lynched, and some of them even quartered as if they were meat for the butcher. What had Aschere been subjected to? What had his mistress done to him? 
 
    “You don’t have to tell us,” I soothed. “If the memory is too painful, you don’t have to speak of it. I’m sure that the rest of us can imagine what she did.” 
 
    “No,” my guard boomed. “I must say it. I have to. As an agent of the Queen, she’d invite enemies into her home. Aristocrats that the Queen wanted taken out but didn’t want to do it publicly. My mistress, Alliana Deverough, would bring them in, invite them to dinner, and then right as they were about to leave, she’d corner them and suck out their souls. As her consort, I had to be with her at all hours of the day, and I witnessed so many killings in her presence. Do you know what the worst part of it was? It was witnessing the death of aristocrats. It was the way that Alliana acted after. She’d gloat over the body for hours until the Queen’s guard came to collect it. She’d even talk to it as if the person were still alive. I can still see their frozen, sickly gray faces in my mind when I close my eyes.” 
 
    “Is she still in the capital?” I asked. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Aschere shook his head. “She sold me to the black market on the eve of my twenty-second birthday and bought a new younger consort as she signed my paperwork. She did that every few years. She kept me close to five years, I think. I was eighteen at the time, right out of the boarding school. The day I aged out, she came to pick me up and take me back to the manor. I can only assume that she likes them young, and once they hit twenty-two, they’re ‘too old’ for her, then she gets a new one.” 
 
    “Edony told me that there are only a few elimination types born every century,” I uttered and then lifted my gaze to stare directly into his face. “I will warn you, the soul sucker who’s in place as the marchioness of Granhamn, well, she just might be the one who owned you back in the capital.” 
 
    “Good,” my guard snarled. “I hope she is here. I can’t wait to see her face when you and your women smite her. My lord, I have a request of you.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, leaned away from the table, and crossed my arms over my chest. 
 
    “I know that you intend to transform her,” the guard started, and I lifted a single eyebrow. 
 
    “If you’re asking me to kill her,” I interrupted with a shake of my head. “I won’t do it. The marchionesses are the most powerful women in the city, and we have to have them on our side.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Aschere chuckled. “I wasn’t going to ask that. I want to be in the laboratory when you transform her. I want to personally place her within your machine and throw the switch.” 
 
    Instantly, my eyebrows raised out of surprise. I hadn’t suspected those words to come out of his mouth at all, and I pressed my palms against the tabletop as I stared at him intensely. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “Is there any specific reason? I’m not objecting to this, but I want to hear your reasoning behind such a request.” 
 
    “Alliana didn’t torture me, surprisingly,” Aschere stated. “She was benevolent when it came to me and my care. I was treated more like a pet than a consort. After her, I was sold to three different mistresses, and all of them abused me, in fact, each was worse than the one before. After all of that, I was sold to an aristocrat to work in her fields, so I did, and then when she finished with me, I was sold to the black market in Edenhart where Edony found me. It’s so strange to say this, but Alliana treated me better than she treated the other aristocrats.” 
 
    “You had,” I murmured, stared into his eyes for clarification, and then pressed on. “Something like a relationship with her?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it that,” Aschere shook his head and then ran a hand through his thick hair. “Certainly not a relationship comparable to you and your women. We didn’t have long talks about our hopes and dreams or anything like that, but the two of us had an understanding. As I said before, she treated me more like a pet than anything, but to her, I was her most prized possession.” 
 
    “Until your five years were up,” the soldier to my left snorted, and Aschere shrugged with a halfhearted smile. 
 
    “True,” my trusted right-hand man nodded. “But those five years were the best that I’ve ever had in the hands of an aristocrat. I want to be the one who brings her into the world as a new woman. I want her to… Never mind.” 
 
    I understood all too well the emotions that Aschere was feeling. I worked for Edony for a long time, and before that, a few times I’d been under the instruction of other aristocrats. Aschere didn’t love his past mistress, but there were emotions there, and I could see them written plainly across his face. Everything he was feeling right now, I completely understood. He was torn between hating her for the things she did and how she enslaved him, but he also cared for her because of the way she treasured and treated him during their time together. It was almost like how I felt when it finally came time for me to transform Edony. I thought that I hated her, in fact, I did, but I also felt deep pity for her. 
 
    “I understand,” I stated, reached out, and placed a heavy hand on his shoulder. “And I will allow you to do that. You will be the one to bring the new Alliana into the world, but we still don’t know if it is her or if it isn’t.” 
 
    “We’ll find out very soon,” my guard smiled, shifted his eyes back down to the table in front of us, and then cleared his throat. “Alright, my lord, what is the plan, and how are we going to bring Granhman down for good?” 
 
    “You’ve already placed the ballistae and catapults, correct?” I probed, and all of the soldiers standing around the table nodded in unison. “We’ll use the ballistae to attack the guards on top of the battlement, not the actual wall, so we’ll need the men on top to keep their eyes sharp. Good, good, everything is in place.” 
 
    “We’ve placed them relatively close together,” Aschere explained. “That way, when we hit the wall, it’ll crumble upon impact.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” I grunted. “My women and the men we brought back from Valestia are putting the cannons into place right now. The goal is to have the cannons relatively in the same spot as the catapults. That way, we can launch the acidic potion, it’ll hit the wall and start to eat through it. Once it’s softened the walls, then that’s when we blast the cannons. The cannonballs force will break the remaining wall, and the soldiers waiting at the moat can lower the planks. You crafted the planks, correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” Aschere nodded. “We managed to go down there and roughly measure how long and wide we needed them to be. We have four of them ready, is that enough?” 
 
    “That’ll do perfectly,” I smiled. “Now, how many of the devices did you manage to craft? I hope that I left you enough supplies to craft all of them.” 
 
    “Oh!” Aschere cried, grinned, and then turned to rifle through another box behind the table. “Yes, yes, my lord. I crafted as many as I could, but I also did some tinkering myself. As I’ve said before, I have a background in mechanics, not as lengthy or as skilled a background as you, Charles, but I know enough to fiddle around with things. I managed to make this.” 
 
    Aschere jabbed his hands out, opened his palm, and offered me a small, round device. The item in his hand was the size of a regular chicken egg and made entirely of copper. The little orb’s seams glowed a bright pink color, and I knew it had to be the potion swirling around inside of it. I turned the small device over in my hands and examined it thoroughly before glancing up at Aschere. 
 
    “I’m amazed, Aschere,” I chuckled. “But what does it do?” 
 
    “Exactly the same thing that the larger ones do,” the guard explained. “But the dose is smaller. You may not have known this, but when we attacked Birskonn, some of the soldiers were hit with the potion, too. Not enough to make them pass out, but they were tired and weak for a few hours after they inhaled it. This is a small enough dose for one to two aristocrats. That way we’re not endangering the men as we’re knocking out the nobles. Also, they have something a little special added to them.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, glanced down at the orb in my hands, and saw that there was something else deeper inside of the swirling smoke. 
 
    I brought the device closer to my face and stared through the seams to better look at what was inside. There seemed to be a small orb of purple goo suspended in the middle of the potion, and when I glanced up toward Aschere, the soldier grinned excitedly. 
 
    “Well, let’s just say,” the guard chuckled. “Two of our favorite squid-women developed their abilities while you were away.” 
 
    “Sukizu and Yureru?” I laughed. “Really? What are their abilities?” 
 
    “I would’ve never expected it,” Aschere grinned. “In fact, if I hadn’t seen it myself, I probably wouldn’t have believed it. Where I come from, most of the powerful women have fire or ice abilities, they’re kind of basic, but they’re powerful. Sukizu and Yureru, though. They can transform their bodies into liquid and flow along the ground like some sort of strange, living goo.” 
 
    “Really?” I barked, lifted my eyebrows, and crossed my arms over my chest. “That’s like nothing I’ve ever heard of in my life.” 
 
    “That’s not all,” Aschere shook his head. “The liquid that they transform their bodies into, they can shoot it at people like a projectile. Let me tell you, if that stuff gets into your eyes, well, it stings like a bitch, and you won’t see for a long time. Learned that lesson the hard way. When their abilities activated, we decided to spar with them, and Yureru shot a ball of that stuff at me in attempts to stick me to a tree, but her aim was off, and it got me right in the face. So, the plan is we throw these at the aristocrats, about eye level, and blind them. If the potion doesn’t knock them out, well, we can take them into custody while they’re blinded and disoriented.” 
 
    “That’s fantastic,” I whispered. “I’ve never heard of anything like it.” 
 
    “Well, there’s more, so be prepared,” my personal guard urged. “They also do this strange thing. I don’t even know how to describe it. They got into that liquid state like I told you about, and then they combined into a single person.” 
 
    “What?” I boomed. “They can fuse?” 
 
    “Yes,” Aschere nodded with a wide grin. “Exactly that, they called it ‘fusion.’” 
 
    “I mean, it must be possible because of the animal they came from,” I thought aloud, more to myself than the soldiers. “But this... this could help us a lot.” 
 
    “So, what do we do, Charles?” the soldier to the right of me asked. “What are the plans? We already heard what we will do to the walls, but what about once we get inside?” 
 
    “I want all of you to pass this on to the rest of the soldiers and monster-women,” I explained. “Because as soon as we’re finished here, we’re going to begin the attack. We will have a designated three to four men on each of the siege weapons. You crafted four catapults, yes?” 
 
    “I did,” Aschere nodded. “Along with two ballistae since they were more complicated.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I breathed and then turned back to the men. “So that’ll be forty men in total. I’m sure that the men have been prepped on how these machines work, so there will be no need to train them. So, the rest of the soldiers and the monster-women will head through the forest toward the moat. My women and I will be with them. We will leave one monster-woman per siege weapon so they can guide your aim. Using the women who can see perfectly in the dark, we will guide them to the moat, and minutes before we reach it, those on the top of the hill will launch the catapults.” 
 
    “Loaded with the potion you crafted for us,” Aschere finished for me, and I nodded. 
 
    “Yes, exactly.” I nodded. “You will launch it at the wall and then wait for exactly two minutes and thirty seconds. That’s how long it’ll take for the acid to eat through the granite, and then you will blast the cannons.” 
 
    “What happens after you get through the wall?” another soldier across the table asked as he leaned toward me. 
 
    “You keep firing until there’s nothing left to fire,” I grinned wolfishly. “We only have so many cannonballs and other things to throw at the city, but I need you to make sure you cover us with fire from the siege weapons. This mountainside is littered with some good sized rocks and boulders. Those could do a lot of damage to anybody who tries to prevent us from getting into the breach in the wall. Birskonn was something of a covert mission. We were in, and then we were out. Yes, we caused a little damage there, but this is nothing like what we need to do here. We struck them hard and fast without them even knowing it, but Granhamn is very different. I need you to listen to me and listen well. When we’re finished with Granhamn, I don’t want a building left standing except the ones that we need, and those are the ones in this inner most circle. The factories and the marchioness’ manor. Everything else is expendable and can be rebuilt under my guidance. Once we’re through those walls, I want you to raise absolute hell. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Aschere grinned wickedly. “We’ve already assigned men the positions on the weapons. I figured that we’d need three or four each, but we will pick out the monster-women to guide us.” 
 
    “That’s it, boys,” I snarled under my breath. “Now, who’s ready for war?” 
 
    I stepped out of the tent with the rest of the officers behind my back. They fanned out and immediately began telling the rank and file soldiers our plans. I looked out over the city of Granhamn for a long moment, and even in the dark, I could make out the shapes of the guards atop the battlement. We were minutes away from our attack, and they had absolutely no idea. I wondered what was going through their minds at this moment. Probably business as usual. They were people with lives that none of us knew about, but within a few passing moments, that was all about to change. 
 
    This was no time for a loud, elegant speech in front of my troops. I knew that, and so did all of them. We would have time for that after the battle was won. Right now, all we needed to worry about was getting the siege weapons into place and beginning our attack. Before long, my soldiers gathered around with the mass of my monster-women. By now, all of them had already heard the plan from Aschere and the officers who’d been inside the tent with me. 
 
    “You’ve heard the plan,” I stated in a low voice. “The men who’ve been chosen to operate the weapons, please take your stations, and the monster-women who’ve been assigned to be the look-outs, go with them. Now, the rest of you have been chosen for the siege. You have your weapons, and I can assume that Aschere has already given you enough devices to incapacitate any aristocrats you come into contact with. When we head down the hill, I want the monster-women who can see the best in the darkness in the front, and everyone else follow along in the back. Ah, I see you’ve readied the planks. As soon as there are holes in the wall large enough for all of us to fit through, lay down the planks immediately, then I want everyone to scatter and wreak havoc. Leave no aristocrat standing, and no, that doesn’t mean you’re allowed to kill them. This attack is the hardest we’ve ever hit a city, and I’m sure that there will be nobles that will die, but that doesn’t mean you can kill them at your leisure. Try your hardest to capture them alive. Everyone that’s invading the city, we’re doing it now. Aschere?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord?” my trusted advisor gulped and stepped forward. 
 
    “Stay close to my women and me,” I stated and then gave him a confident smile despite his confused expression. “You’re coming with us to meet the marchioness.” 
 
    “What?” Aschere breathed. “My lord? What if… What if it’s--” 
 
    “That’s precisely the reason why I want you to come,” I stated and then turned toward my monster-women. “Are all of you ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” Edony smiled, and instantly, electricity began to crackle around her. 
 
    “Mhm!” Valerie giggled, phased in and out of view excitedly, and then skipped forward. 
 
    “I bet if you’d gotten me across the moat,” Daisy laughed, rolled her shoulders, and punched the air. “I could’ve brought the whole wall down by myself. You saw what I did to the doorframe at Samila’s place. I could probably do it again but on a much larger scale.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded through a smirk. “But I wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself. Falling granite isn’t exactly easy to dodge when you’re busy punching walls. Let’s go, they’re loading up the cannons.” 
 
    “We brought out the potions you crafted,” Kleeia smiled. “We divided them up and placed them beside each of the catapults.” 
 
    “Good, good,” I nodded. “What about the desperados?” 
 
    “They said they’d take up the back with the rest of the soldiers,” Josephine piped in. “They said they’re more comfortable with fighting from afar instead of up-close, so they’ll handle the ‘stragglers’ as Matilda put it.” 
 
    “Very good,” I breathed. “Alright, then Valerie, Daisy, Rian, and Edony, since all of you have the best eye-sight out of the rest of us, I want you to head the group with the other monster-women. As soon as we’re through the wall, rejoin us, and we’ll head straight for the marchioness’ manor. Aschere, do you have your weapons?” 
 
    “Yes,” the tall man nodded and lifted both his arms, which clutched two massive looking warhammers. “What about you, my lord? Where’s your fancy staff thing?” 
 
    “Right here!” Cecelia squealed, skipped forward, and offered me the weapon. 
 
    “Thank you,” I smiled and nodded my head to her as I took the weapon. “Now, let’s go.” 
 
    I lifted my staff into the air as a symbolic battle cry. My soldiers and monster-women joined me in unison as they raised their weapons along with me. I nodded to Valerie, Daisy, Rian, and Edony, and the four of them glanced toward the other monster-women waiting at the edge of the incline. In tandem, they raced forward down the hill, and all of us followed afterward. Our descent would’ve been louder if it hadn’t been for the factories off in the distance covering up all of the sounds of thumping feet and thrashing brush. 
 
    I leaned my head back and stared up at the enormous wall as it came closer and closer. I listened to my women’s soft voices as they told me which direction to go, but I kept my eyes glued to the massive structure looming in front of me. We weren’t just at the top of the hill anymore where we could look out over everything down here in the gully, I could make out the soldiers’ shapes as they moved across the massive battlements. I’d never seen anything as large and magnificent as this wall. Why was Granhamn so heavily protected? What was the marchioness inside hiding from the outside world? What was she hiding from the Queen? We didn’t even know if she was, but I had the sneaking suspicion that something else was going on behind this wall that the leader of our country didn’t know about. 
 
    I licked my lips and held my staff a little tighter in my hands as I jumped over a fallen log. When I glanced over my shoulder, Aschere was right there, but just like me, the guard couldn’t keep his eyes off of the massive wall in front of us.  
 
    Behind us, the soldiers carried the planks and hurriedly clambered over fallen trees and branches. Before long, a horrible, acrid scent reached my nose, and I hastily covered my nose with my coat sleeve. That scent could only come from one place, the noxious moat that surrounded the entire city. I wasn’t sure how far away from it we were, but that only meant that moments from now, the catapults would launch the acidic potion at the wall. Then I heard it. 
 
    It was a subtle sound, and if I hadn’t been keen on listening, I would’ve missed it. It was the soft sound of moaning wood as the bucket was pulled down and locked into place by the wheel mechanism and ropes I’d designed. One after another, I heard each of them creak, and I could’ve sworn I heard the ropes tense from the pressure of the loaded catapult. We were seconds away, and all of us moved in eerie silence as we waited for anything to happen. 
 
    Then it came. The loud snap as the lever was pulled back, and the buckets launched their contents upward toward the walls. We raced forward, and I turned my head at the right moment as the large glass containers flew overhead. They glinted in the moonlight for a moment and then were cast in shadow as they reached the massive fortification. The sound of shattering glass vibrated through the forest, and instantly, the sound of sizzling reached my ears. Another noxious smell filled my nose, but I knew this wasn’t from the moat. This was the scent of my potion working. I began to count off the minutes in my head. We’d probably reach the moat’s edge in three or four minutes, it was a small window of time, but if we worked efficiently, it could be done. 
 
    “What was that?” a voice from above screamed, and I instantly searched for the speaker on top of the wall through the tree branches. 
 
    “It was probably nothing,” another guard sneered in an annoyed tone. 
 
    “It could be a robbery?” the first voice asked, and someone clicked their tongue from above. 
 
    “Who cares?” a third voice yammered. “It’s just the stupid quarters. You know we’re only supposed to protect certain areas of the city. If you hear anything from the twelfth squadron, then you can panic.” 
 
    “I just…” the first voice said a little quieter. “We’re supposed to protect the city, and that sounded like something breaking.” 
 
    “We’re supposed to protect certain parts of the city, you baboon,” the second woman shouted. “It doesn’t matter if a few shops are broken into here and there. You know what the marchioness told us when she hired us to defend the city.” 
 
    “Only look out for the twelfth and seventh squadron,” the first woman replied a little dejectedly. “I know, I know.” 
 
    “If you know what we’re supposed to be doing,” another woman snapped. “Then you should shut up and only speak when something is happening in those areas. Plus, nothing is going on out here. Just a bunch of nothing as alw--” 
 
    My ears rang as all four cannons went off in a symphony of explosions. The cannonballs flew through the air right as we reached the edge of the moat, and I kept my eyes on the shiny granite for a long moment before all of it exploded before my very eyes. The wall had already been eaten through part way, and when the cannonballs hit, a massive breach appeared through the cloud of dust. 
 
    “Now!” I roared and pointed to the men carrying the planks. “Do it now! This is it, men! It’s time to fight for your lives! I gave you your freedom, now go on, and fight for it.” 
 
    Screams erupted up from the top of the battlement, and when I glanced upward, I saw the shadows of the guards scrambling for their weapons. We had a few more minutes before they were ready to fight against us, and we needed to get inside before any of that happened. 
 
    A third sound reached my ears, and I lifted my head as the soldiers slammed down the planks and blasted past me through the hole we’d created. Arrows the size of a full-grown man’s leg flew through the air and slammed deep into the granite above our heads. Cecelia glanced up, and instantly a wicked grin spread over the redhead’s beautiful features. 
 
    “I’ll meet you on the other side, Charlie,” the ex-guard winked, and before I could stop her, she launched forward. 
 
    Cecelia grabbed the first arrow between both hands as if it were a rung on a ladder and then flipped her way all the way to the top of the battlement. It was dark, but my eyes had adjusted by now, so I observed her erratic movements. 
 
    “What the fuck is that?” a guard screamed in horror as Cecelia finally made it to the scattered walkway and hung off the side like some sort of madwoman. 
 
    “Your worst nightmare!” the redhead cackled, and suddenly, the ex-guard disappeared from view as one of the women moved to attack. 
 
    I searched the long walkway for the black-drake-woman, and suddenly she reappeared in a ring of dark blue smoke that looked eerily familiar. Had she just portaled away? Right as another woman reached her, Cecelia disappeared with a peel of laughter and more inky blue smoke. Suddenly, the redhead reappeared behind the guard, and her tensed hands were blurs through the air as she hit one of the guards in specific spots. 
 
    “Don’t kill her!” Rian turned and shouted as she trotted across the planks. 
 
    “I’m not,” Cecelia laughed madly. “Daisy taught me pressure points! She read about them in a book and then showed me!” 
 
    The guard slumped forward with a loud groan, and Cecelia disappeared from view as she moved on to the next one. With Cecelia busy with the guards on top of the tower, I turned my attention back to the hole in front of me. The cannons, ballistae, and catapults never stopped for a second, and off in the distance, I could hear the screaming of aristocrats as they panicked in the streets. 
 
    Yes… Yes… This was what I had always wanted, wasn’t it? 
 
    I moved forward, and the sea of soldiers parted. When I reached the hole in the massive fortification, I swiped the dust-filled air out of my face and grinned wickedly before I stepped through. My eyes filled with the first few views of Granhamn, but I felt as if I didn’t need to look. I already knew the city was mine, and the marchioness would soon find out what the full brunt of my wrath felt like. 
 
    “Charles, let’s go,” Daisy urged. “We can’t stand here all night as the city crumbles around us. What are you doing?”  
 
    “What am I doing?” I repeated with a low, dark chuckle. “I’m looking out over my new domain.” 
 
    Here in the frenzied streets of Granhamn where the aristocrats ran and screamed for their dear lives, I was already king, and all of these women were about to learn that their new king wasn’t a kind and forgiving one. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    I stood just outside of the hole in the fortifications and watched as chaos unfolded around me. My men rushed forward with the devices Aschere had crafted, both the small and large ones. They tossed them toward the crowds of women, and I heard a shrill beep come from a few of them. Instantly, a cloud of pink fumes lifted into the air as the devices deployed, and within seconds, the aristocrats disappeared from view. Someone thumped down beside me, and when I glanced over my shoulder, Cecelia puffed out her cheeks. The black-drake-woman wiped a light sheen of sweat from her forehead, brushed off her hands, and then pressed them to her hips with a soft chuckle.  
 
    “The guards on top of the wall have been neutralized,” the ex-guard smiled. “I took the liberty of hauling them back to the cages at the caravan, so we don’t have to worry about them for now.” 
 
    “Wait,” Daisy interrupted. “You already took them back to the caravan?”  
 
    “Yeah!” the redhead laughed, stretched her back, and then flipped forward on both hands down the cobblestone street. “You could say that having the use of portals makes things a lot easier than you thought.”  
 
    “Cecelia,” I breathed and then grinned wickedly. “Does that mean you can portal even conscious women back to the cages?”  
 
    “Hmmm,” the black-drake woman hummed for a second while tapping her chin. “I didn’t think of that. I took them there because I thought it was the safest way, but yeah, I could probably do that, too.”  
 
    “I knew you’d be an asset when we added you to the family,” I uttered and offered the black-drake-woman my hand. “But I never knew you’d be this much help. Alright, the soldiers will be taking care of the citizens. Let’s get to the manor. Aschere, do you know which direction to go in?”  
 
    “Yes,” my soldier nodded and held his warhammers a little tighter to his chest. “From what I saw from the different locations around the city, every road on the outside leads to the middle.”  
 
    “Guide us,” I urged. “You tell us which direction to go, and we will follow.”  
 
    “This way!” Aschere shouted over the chaos around us and raced forward down the panicking streets.  
 
    My women and I pounded after Aschere, and I barely had time to take in the city around us. Granhamn seemed like any other city that I’d been to before. When I raised my head to the sky, flaming arrows blasted through the darkness, slammed down onto the roofs of buildings, and quickly caught fire. Before long, Granhamn would be nothing more than a scorched mark on the map, exactly like I wanted. My women fanned out around us in a defensive arrow shape, but the crowd of terrified aristocrats paid us no mind as more of my soldiers set off the devices.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if the marchioness would know we were here by the time we reached the manor. She probably would since there were guards here and there throughout the crowd. The guards, women clothed entirely in black, fought back against my soldiers and monster-women, but those that didn’t, turned on their heels and raced off through alleyways.  
 
    “They’re scurrying back to their leader,” I barked to a group of soldiers and pointed toward the quickly receding shadows of the guards. “Make sure they don’t make it, understood?”  
 
    “Yes, my lord!” One of the men barked, reached into his pack, and grabbed a handful of the tiny devices.  
 
    “Now, go,” I ordered. “We can’t win this battle if the marchioness isn’t under our control.”  
 
    Without another word, I nodded and quickly raced to the front of our group with Aschere a few steps behind me. Granhamn wasn’t a lovely city like I would’ve described Edenhart or even Birskonn. The buildings, businesses, and even the streets were covered in a thick layer of grime and soot from the factories looming off in the distance. The streets were worse than the buildings, though, and we had to maneuver around piles of glutinous blackish-brown muck every few feet. The city’s smell was even worse, and I couldn’t tell if it was from the disgusting muck in the streets or the stinking smoke pouring out of the factories.  
 
    “How could anyone live here?” Valerie asked, launched herself over an even larger heap of brown sludge, landed squarely on her feet, and then glanced over her shoulder with a frown. “If the mess isn’t enough, the whole city reeks of sewage.”  
 
    “I don’t think you want to know,” Daisy uttered and pinched her nose as she pointed at the piles with her free hand. “But that is sewage.”  
 
    “Ew!” the feline-woman shrieked and hopped away from another pile laying in the gutter. “Like actually human sewage or like horse crap?”  
 
    “Could be a combination of both,” the bear-girl stated. “It’s best not to think about it and move on.”  
 
    “How could my beautiful city come to this?” Edony growled, and I felt the electricity heighten in the air. “What have they done to make it come to a state such as this?”  
 
    “It wasn’t like this before?” I asked with furrowed eyebrows.  
 
    “Do you really think that I’d allow such things like this to happen in my city?” the Duchess balked. “You saw how Edenhart and Birskonn were. You never saw them, but they were clean and orderly. I would’ve never allowed any of this to happen. This is filth. The citizens of Granhamn are living in a sea of absolute waste.”  
 
    “Edony,” I uttered and urged us forward again. “I see the fire within you burning brightly. Don’t let it die out. Set the city you used to love ablaze, and we will build it anew.”  
 
    The she-wolf threw back her head, and instantly, neon yellows, whites, and oranges crackled to life around her body. Slowly, the wolf-woman lifted from the disgusting cobblestones, and she brought up her hands then slammed them together with a sound loud enough to be thunder.  
 
    “With pleasure,” Edony simpered through curled lips, and her mesmerizing violet eyes fluttered closed.  
 
    When she reopened them, they were wholly white, and seven different orbs of electricity fizzled to life around her. Above our heads, the calm, cloudy sky soured and began to swirl as if a tornado were about to touch down in the middle of Granhamn. Edony’s right hand slammed out, and instantly, a single lightning bolt stuck down. Valerie clapped her hands over her ears and yelped, and Rian’s eyes closed as she cringed against the noise. In quick succession, the Duchess brought down ten more lightning bolts, and fires burst to life before my very eyes. I’d never seen Edony more powerful than this, and from the wide grin plastered across her features, this task gave her more joy than I’d expected.  
 
    “Charles!” Daisy shouted over the noise. “What are you doing? Why are we destroying Granhamn?”  
 
    “We’re not,” I shook my head, stared up at my magnificent creation, and felt her immense power wash over me. “We’re simply wiping the slate clean.”  
 
    Edony’s hands looked like a conductor waving a baton as she brought down more lightning bolts from the churning sky. When I glanced over at the rest of my women, their faces were bathed in orange and yellow hues from the blazing fires. Slowly, their terrified and confused expressions changed, and wicked grins spread over their lips.  
 
    “Granhamn won’t know what hit them,” Kleeia snarled, slammed out both arms, and icicles exploded up out of her skin like a strange, ridged mass of armor.  
 
    Steam rose from the sharp protrusions, and as the nix-woman brought her hand up and back, a spike of frozen water protruded out of the middle of her palm. The turquoise-haired woman slammed out both hands in quick succession, and the icy projectiles flew through the air like arrows. As they slammed into the sides of the factories, ice spread over the walls, and when Kleeia retracted her hand, it began to crack the entire building.  
 
    “Oh, no, you didn’t,” Rian threw back her head and cackled toward the churning sky. “You don’t get to have all of the fun! Not when Rian, the fire-demon, is on the scene!”  
 
    “Fire demon?” Josephine laughed lightly. “We’ve never called you that before, but I love the name.”  
 
    The red-skinned beauty scoffed with a smile, tossed her dark locks over her shoulder, and then bent her knees as she ran alongside the rest of us. A trail of blue fire burst to life behind her, and the imp-woman paused for a second, launched herself into the air in an elegant twirl, and held out her hands on either side of her. I skidded to a stop for half of a second as I took in the swirling fire tornado barreling down the street in front of us. I’d never seen my women perform any of these moves, and when I glanced at each of them out of the corner of my eye, they all gave me sly grins.  
 
    “Edony’s training paid off pretty well, didn’t it?” Daisy asked, patted me on the shoulder, and then raced off down the street.  
 
    The bear-girl planted her feet in front of a single building, took a deep breath, and seemed to center herself. Before I could even blink, the brunette brought both hands up over her head and exhaled slowly. Her honey-colored eyes slammed open, and in one swift movement, she stepped forward, jabbed out her hands, and an enormous wall of air rushed forward toward the factory. I almost couldn’t believe what I was seeing. One second, the building was there in front of my eyes, and then the next, it was nothing more than a dusty pile of rubble.  
 
    “Aschere,” Daisy called. “Is the manor this way? I made a shortcut.”  
 
    “Y-Yes,” the guard stammered and hurried that way with the rest of us in tow.  
 
    I already knew that Edony had trained them, but all of this, well, it seemed utterly impossible. Their skills were honed to absolute perfection.  
 
    “Edony!” Valerie shouted up to the wolf-woman floating midair.  
 
    “Yes, my dear?” the she-wolf called, slammed out her hand again, and rained down another flurry of lightning bolts.  
 
    “Just wait until we get to the manor!” the feline-woman sang excitedly. “I’m going to whip out the thing you taught me.”  
 
    As the ash-blonde spoke, she waved a hand rapidly in front of her face, and above her, Edony cracked a smile.  
 
    “I can’t wait for Charles to see it,” Edony purred. “You’ve been practicing, haven’t you?”  
 
    “Yes!” the cat-girl shouted. “I mean, it’s not as effective when I’m by myself, but I’ve still been doing it, just to practice the moves!”  
 
    As we hopped and crawled over the rubble, I saw it in the distance, the marchioness’ manor, directly in the middle of all of the factories. It was a massive black and brown brick building with large windows that overlooked the rest of the city. If I didn’t know the telltale signs of an aristocrat’s manor, I would’ve thought it was nothing more than another factory, but with all of the lavish decorations on the sides, it was clear to me that this was where the marchioness resided. The lights inside were on, so that could only mean one thing, the marchioness knew that we were here, and we were attacking the city.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at Aschere, and the soldier’s deep-set eyes were glued to the outer walls of the building. His face looked pensive and pained. We didn’t know if the woman who lived in this building was his past mistress, but there was a definite possibility that it could be her in there. Edony told me that only a few of the elimination types were born every century, so it very well could be a possibility that the woman we were about to fight was the very same one that purchased him and kept him for five years. We had no way of knowing, but we would soon find out.  
 
    “Is that it?” Cecelia asked as she reappeared out of a smoky blue portal.  
 
    “I think so,” I nodded. “And look, she’s waiting for us.”  
 
    We crossed into the street in front of the manor, and I noticed it was much cleaner here. There were no piles of steaming brown waste, though the air still stunk from the black, choking smoke. I was surprised to see that there were no guards here, but if the marchioness were a Soul Sucker like Edony theorized, she wouldn’t need any. These women employed by the Queen were weapons, and they knew how to use their abilities better than the run of the mill aristocrats.  
 
    We neared the manor, and through the large, open windows, I spied intricate chandeliers and expensive-looking furniture. Every marchioness we’d come into contact with already lived in luxury while the city’s citizens lived in filth and poverty. How could they stand to live in their own skin? The answer to the question was easy.  
 
    They didn’t care.  
 
    Every aristocrat I’d known since the moment I was born was more concerned with their lives and what was happening to them instead of the people around them. Their selfishness knew no bounds, but once they stepped into my machine, all of that ended. My machine was the great and almighty equalizer. Every woman that went in came out entirely different with new beliefs and moral codes.  
 
    “Well, well, well,” a deep, oaky voice boomed from the doorway of the building, and I slowly raised my head toward the speaker. “I always knew that at some point, this mighty city would come under attack. Who sent you? The Queen? Is she so concerned about our business that she sent an army of puny soldiers to do her bidding? Or is it someone else? Who are you? What are you doing here?” 
 
    The woman standing just inside the doorway was tall, and her royal blue hair curled down to her shoulders. Her orange eyes cut through the space between us and slashed through each of us, but that wasn’t what caught my attention. Her power was so immense, it crawled across the cobblestones toward us and washed over us in overpowering waves. I’d never felt a power such as this before. It was horrifyingly strong, and when I leaned into it to get a sense of it, I felt an overwhelming sense of dread.  
 
    When I glanced over at Aschere, my soldier’s face was white as a sheet, and his lips were pressed into a firm line. Just as we’d suspected, this was the woman who’d once owned him, but it seemed she hadn’t seen or recognized him yet.  
 
    “Keep close to one of my women,” I ordered him in a whisper. “It doesn’t matter which one, but I’m telling you right now, we’re taking her in alive, and you’ll be the one to throw the switch.”  
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” the guard bowed his head and then stepped closer to Edony.  
 
    “Again,” Alliana chuckled as she slithered down the stairs. “Who are you, and why are you attacking Granhamn? Is there something that you want from us? Something that you desperately need?”  
 
    “My name is Charles Rayburn,” I uttered, stepped forward, and held out the staff at my side. “I’m the leader of the New Order, and Granhamn is now mine.”  
 
    “Rayburn. Raaaayburn?” the marchioness repeated and tapped her chin with a single finger. “I’ve heard that name. Now, where do I know it from? Ohhhhhh, I remember. Weren’t you the slimy little worm that Kelara was sent to kill? Yes, I remember that vividly. So it seems that Kelara failed. Interesting. I wonder if the Queen killed her for her failure.”  
 
    “She didn’t,” I grinned. “I got to her before the Queen could.”  
 
    “So,” Alliana lazily purred. “You plan to do what? Attack? Kill me?”  
 
    “Not exactly,” I grinned, nodded to each of my women, and then bent my knees. “But I guess you’ll find out.”  
 
    My women understood what we needed to do from the last time we fought a marchioness. They needed to distract and attack her while I moved in closer. All I had to do was take her abilities away, and then she’d be powerless. 
 
    “You may want to stand back, Aschere,” Edony warned as her eyes flickered with blinding white light. “I wouldn’t want you to get electrocuted.”  
 
    “Nah,” Valerie giggled, skipped forward, and then phased out of view. “Let me handle this. Hey! Lady! Look riiiiight heeeeere.”  
 
    Alliana’s eyes landed on the ash-blonde as she materialized right in front of her, and I squinted to see what was happening. Valerie seemed to be standing in place, but her outline looked fuzzy, almost as if she were rapidly vibrating, but that’s when I saw it. It wasn’t just the edges of the feline-woman’s body that were blurry, but also the two feet on either side of her. Valerie was moving so quickly that it created something almost like a mirage, and Alliana’s orange eyes glazed over for a second.  
 
    “Charles,” Edony boomed. “Go! Go now!”  
 
    I didn’t need much more prompting than that and raced forward with the weapon held tightly to my chest. Instantly, the blueish purple core glowed scarlet, and I shifted my gaze back toward the frozen marchioness.  
 
    “Wait!” Valerie screamed and took an instinctive step backward. “Don’t! Stop!”  
 
    Alliana’s body seemed to shift, and a black shadow leaned forward out of her physical body. This was the Soul Sucker’s power revealing itself to us. The black being had no features, not even a face, but it moved forward jerkily toward the ash-blonde like a reanimated corpse. The shadow lunged forward toward the feline-woman, and a horrible sound erupted from the creature. A portal opened up where the beast’s mouth should’ve been, and immediately Valerie froze in place as Alliana’s cackling laughter lifted into the air.  
 
    “Not so fast!” a whooping voice shouted, and my eyes were filled with brilliant blues and blazing oranges. “Hey, marchioness? Ever felt what it’s like being hit with fire and ice at the same time?”  
 
    Rian raced ahead of me with her knees bent, and her hands held out on either side of her. Waves of fire blazed out behind her, but the imp-woman kept her orange eyes glued to the marchioness ahead.  
 
    “I don’t think she’s ready,” Kleeia laughed, and I glanced to the right where the voice came from.  
 
    Kleeia slammed out her hands toward the ground, produced a layer of ice below her feet, and then slid along it. The nix-woman’s mint-colored eyes were trained on Alliana, but right as I thought she’d reach her, the turquoise-haired woman changed direction. The ice underneath of her lifted into the air in a giant curve, and the nix-woman slid along it as she pushed both of her palms out toward the marchioness. Right as Valerie’s trance broke, the marchioness disappeared in a hail of ice projectiles and a plume of blue flames. Rian and Kleeia didn’t relent for a second, and finally, Edony appeared out of a blue portal behind Alliana and grinned down at her back with her tensed hands outstretched.  
 
    I was a few feet away by now, and I felt the electricity bite at my skin. Using my momentum, I turned my feet to the side and skidded to a stop as an enormous dome of electricity slammed down around Alliana. I could barely make out the marchioness inside of it, but what I could see jerked and shuddered. Her voice raised into the air in agonized screams, but I ignored it as I pushed off again. Edony’s eyes met mine for half a second as she held the dome in place over Alliana. Right as I was about to climb up the three stairs toward the marchioness. The Duchess didn’t want to let go, she wanted to continue punishing her for what she’d done to her beloved city, but finally, she relented.  
 
    The yellow, white, and orange dome retracted, and Alliana wobbled on her feet. Her once sleek brown hair was fried and smoked as if it were about to burst into flames itself. Her face was covered in horrid burn marks, and as she wobbled on her spindly feet, her yellow eyes shook in their sockets. Suddenly, the marchioness froze, and a pained squeak rushed up her throat. I didn’t have to guess that it was Josephine’s power at work, and I silently thanked the drake-woman for her help.  
 
    I hurried up the last steps, gripped the staff between both hands, and then lunged forward. My eyes filled with the flashing colors of the core as it reacted to my movements, and I thrust it forward toward the marchioness’ chest. It pierced into her, and for a second, I thought it would go all the way through. Alliana’s eyes slammed open, and an agonized scream ripped through the air. The shadow I’d seen before leaned out of her body as the marchioness’ eyes focused on me, but this time, it seemed weaker than before. The same horrible shrieking sound vibrated against my eardrums, but I didn’t relent. Instead, I put all of my strength into the staff and forced myself forward.  
 
    “No,” Alliana groaned in a low voice. “No, don’t go. Please, don’t leave me. I need you.”  
 
    For a second, I thought she was talking to me, but then I realized she was talking to the creature that’d appeared out of her body. The black outline that was still partly connected to the marchioness at the waist shuddered violently, and the shrieking heightened to an ear splitting scream. Suddenly, the creature broke away from Alliana with a low moan, and I watched as it flowed down into the staff’s core like a black, rushing river. Alliana’s power seemed to be a living being instead of just an ability, and as the core stole it from her, the marchioness slumped forward with panting breaths.  
 
    I’d expected her to fight harder than this, but me and my women hadn’t given her a chance even to lift a finger. As Alliana’s exhausted head slumped onto my shoulder, I stepped back with a disgusted grunt. The marchioness crumpled to her knees and barely supported herself on her right arm when she fell forward. She took a deep breath, and her entire body shuddered from exhaustion. I glanced down at the staff’s core and watched as colors flashed from inside of it while it absorbed Alliana’s ability. In one swift movement, I leaned down, bent my knee, and leaned my elbow against it. Using the tip of the staff, I reached forward and lifted Alliana’s face.  
 
    “I want you to tell me something,” I whispered. “Why is Granhamn so heavily protected? What are you, or what is the Queen doing here that needs to be shielded from the rest of the world?”  
 
    The marchioness’ yellow eyes met mine, and her lips curled into a snarl. I knew what she was doing. She was attempting to activate her power, but she couldn’t; it was gone forever.  
 
    “I won’t tell you,” Alliana snarled through gritted teeth. “I’ll never tell you, brute swine.”  
 
    “Very well,” I nodded, leaned back, and turned toward my waiting monster-women. “You will eventually. Maybe not right now as an aristocrat, but maybe in a few hours after your transformation, you will. Though, I’m sure that after my soldiers raid this town, we’ll find whatever you’re hiding.”  
 
    “Transformation?” the marchioness sneered. “What the hell are you talking about?”  
 
    “Well,” I uttered and spread my arms out at the scene around us. “I managed to fuse humans and creatures. Look at my women, they’re the product of my genius. They’re more powerful than any woman will ever be, but not only that, Alliana, they believe that men are more than slaves. They believe that men are equal and deserve to live freely in this world.”  
 
    “How do you know my name?” the marchioness spat. “I didn’t tell you. Unless you knew it before you came here.”  
 
    “Oh, no,” I shook my head, grinned, and pointed down toward Aschere. “I learned it from him. Do you recognize him?”  
 
    Alliana lifted her yellow gaze upward, and my women stepped aside. Aschere moved forward with his hands folded in front of him. His unused warhammers hung limply from his fingertips, but his eyes connected with Alliana’s with an audible click.  
 
    “Aschere, my love, Aschere,” the marchioness whispered and scuttled a little closer. “What are you doing here? Oh, my, you used to be such a little, scampering pup, and now you’ve grown so much. What happened to you? Why are you here? What happened to your face, pet? Where did you get the scar?”  
 
    “I knew it was you,” the guard stated in a firm voice. “The moment Charles mentioned the Soul Suckers, I knew it was you who was in charge of Granhamn.”  
 
    “I always had such a tender place in my heart for you, puppy,” Alliana smiled weakly. “I always missed our long talks. I never had a consort after you who was so intelligent and gentle.”  
 
    “Alliana,” Aschere began and then cleared his throat. “Alliana, you need to tell Charles what the Queen is doing here.”  
 
    “I should’ve known you would bite the hand that feeds you,” the marchioness barked, retreated on the steps, and slammed out a hand toward him. “Goddamnit! Why won’t my power work, you bastard? You know, Aschere, it’s always the quiet ones who do the things you don’t suspect. I should’ve known you were a weasel. I can see it now in your eyes.”  
 
    “Let’s get her out of here,” the guard sighed and batted a hand in Alliana’s direction. “We’re not going to get any information out of her in this state.”  
 
    “You won’t touch me!” the marchioness snarled, but she was thrown back with a soft yelp.  
 
    “You will stay down,” Kleeia snarled as she retracted the wall of ice and replaced it with a pair of frozen shackles just as she’d done with Samila.  
 
    “Cecelia,” I uttered, and the redhead skipped over. “Will you do the honors and take her back to the caravan? She’ll be the first one we transform once we’ve captured the rest of the aristocrats. Then we’ll get the answers that we need.”  
 
    “Yup!” the black-drake-woman sang, skipped over, and grabbed Alliana by the crook of her arm. “I’ll be right back in a jiffy!”  
 
    “Let go of me!” the marchioness screamed. “I’ll kill you, freak! Get off of me!”  
 
    “Not going to happen!” the ex-guard grinned. “Before long, you’ll be one of us, Alliana, and you’re going to love it! We all do!”  
 
    With a puff of royal blue and black smoke, a portal appeared in front of the two of them, and Cecelia dragged the struggling marchioness toward it. The aristocrat screamed and wriggled to get free, but it was no use since the ex-guard was too strong. In one swift movement, Cecelia held the shackles between both hands, lifted Alliana up off the ground, and tossed her through the portal. The redhead brushed off her hands and then crossed them over her chest. 
 
    “What are we going to do after that?” Rian asked, pressed a single hand to her growing stomach, and tilted her head curiously. “Move on to the next city?”  
 
    “You know,” I uttered. “We’ve been on quite a tight schedule lately. What if we celebrated for a night or two?”  
 
    “You mean?” the imp-woman gasped. “A feast? A feast! Charles, I’m so hungry, I could eat a whole horse, maybe even one of those wild boars we ran across a while back!”  
 
    “I’m sure if we threw a feast,” Daisy chuckled. “We’ll be eating more normal foods, but we can see what we can do to suit your needs, Rian.”  
 
    “Is that wise, Charles?” Edony asked. “Shouldn’t we pack up and move on to the next city before anyone hears about what happened here?”  
 
    “No one will learn what happened to Granhamn,” I assured. “No one’s escaped, and even if they did, the nearest city is Birskonn and beyond that, Edenhart. Both of those are empty except for the soldiers and monster-women I left stationed there. No one except for us will know what happened here.”  
 
    “Well, howdy, partna’!” a familiar voice shouted, and the sound of pounding hooves echoed down the long street. “Didja finish what you needed to?”  
 
    Matilda and two of the desperados rode into view, pulled back their reins, and then hopped down off their mechanical beasts’ backs.  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “What about you? Reports from the front lines?”  
 
    “Well, most of the wall is comin’ down,” the green-haired woman told us. “And the rest of the soldiers have taken the aristocrats into custody, and now they’re ransackin’ the houses and businesses. We wanted to get your approval before we went in and stole some stuff, too.”  
 
    “Well, it’s not exactly stealing,” I explained. “We go in, take supplies or items that we’ll need in the future, and then head out. A lot of the time when we search the houses, we’re also looking for servants or aristocrats who’ve hidden during all of the pandemonium.”  
 
    “So, what your sayin’ is,” Matilda laughed. “If a few things go missin’ here and there, we won’t get into trouble?”  
 
    “As long as it isn’t something important we’d need in the future,” I smiled. “Then sure, take whatever you want.”  
 
    “Alriiiiiight,” the lead desperado cried, slapped her hands together, and then vigorously rubbed them together. “We’ll start gettin’ to lootin’, then. I didn’t expect all of this to happen so fast, Charles. You really came in here, busted ’em up, and then took what ya wanted.”  
 
    “I guess that’s true,” I laughed heartily. “But I’ll tell you this now, you’ll have to finish up collecting all of the aristocrats before you can go in and take the things you want.”  
 
    “Fiiiiine,” Matilda laughed. “Fine, fine, fine, Charles. Is there anything else we should go lookin’ for?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded and stepped forward. “Food and alcohol. Lots of it. We’re throwing a feast. It’s time to celebrate like the true conquerors we are!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Granhamn was ours, and I walked through the darkened streets as my soldiers dragged the unconscious aristocrats into a neat pile. Every once in a while, Cecelia would appear in a plume of black smoke and portal more of them back to the cages at the caravan. and I knew they would soon be converted to loving monster-women that would serve me for the rest of their lives.  
 
    The rest of my soldiers and monster-women raided the houses for items and people who may have been hiding inside. By now, we’d gotten our routine down, and everyone knew their part to play as we cleaned up the city. I’d ordered my women and the desperados to search the houses for food and drink, but I’d yet to tell my troops that we’d spend the next day and a half celebrating our victory.  
 
    I stood back from the hustle and bustle as my men worked to get all of the aristocrats out of the city. I wonder what my soldiers would find hidden within the factories and if there really was something that Alliana and the Queen were hiding in this enormous maze of buildings. I could be mistaken, and my hunch could be wrong, but it rarely was.  
 
    “Charles,” a purring voice came from over my shoulder. “There’s something I’d like to show you.”  
 
    “Edony?” I asked. “What is it? Did you find something of interest?”  
 
    “Somewhat,” the she-wolf laughed, slipped her hand into mine, and turned me toward the street to the left. “It’s nothing of interest to our soldiers or armies if that’s what you’re thinking.”  
 
    “Then what is it?” I probed.  
 
    “I told you a while ago,” the stunning Duchess stated. “Granhamn has one of the largest libraries of records in the whole country. Back when it was still part of my duchy and people came into the city intermittently, it was one of the most popular sights to see for visitors. I didn’t build the library, but one of my ancestors did, and it’s a beautiful work of architecture.” 
 
    “What’s inside the library that’ll be so interesting to me?” I chuckled. “I’ve always loved books, but I should be helping my men right now.”  
 
    “They can handle it for now,” Edony soothed gently and pulled me farther down the street. “My sisters and the desperados are handling the feast. We found enough food to feed everyone, and Matilda broke into a house where we found tables long enough for everyone to sit at. I told you a while ago that the library here in Granhamn has most of the birth records for this part of the country. If you were born in the northern or southern regions, they’ll have it. You remember the number you were assigned at birth, right?”  
 
    “Yes,” I breathed. “It’s IV992468. How could I forget it? It was my name for most of my life before I moved out of the boarding school.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” the she-wolf pondered. “That sounds like the capital’s starting letters. They may have the records here for those letters, but there is never a guarantee.”  
 
    “Wait,” I uttered. “What? The capital’s starting letters?”  
 
    “Yes,” Edony nodded, turned left down a wider street, and pulled me along behind her. “Think of the first two letters of each assigned number as an identifier. The recorder keeper will see it, and based on the two characters, put it in the correct district of where the child was born.”  
 
    “I…” I paused and glanced toward the wolf-woman. “I was born in the capital?”  
 
    “You could be,” the Duchess explained. “Or somewhere that’s close to the capital, an outlying suburb or rural estate perhaps. If you’re in the records here, it’ll have your actual place of birth, possibly even the name of your mother, but that’s not usual, though. Most aristocrats don’t want to be associated with the brutes that they birth. Generally, it’ll just be an initial, no actual name.” 
 
    Most of the buildings on this street were severely burned or almost crumbled to dust, while the factories in the distance were left entirely intact. I wasn’t sure what they were used for, but if they were ironworks or coal production, we could use them in the future. The only building that was left standing was all the way at the end of the street, and it towered into the sky. This had to be the library that Edony told me about, and I had to admit, it was a beautiful building. It didn’t look like it belonged inside of the grimy, dirty Granhamn at all. Maybe in Edenhart, but certainly not this place.  
 
    The walls had once been a creamy white, and now they were covered in a thick layer of grease. The columns that stretched across the front were intricately carved into women’s bodies, as if they held up the entire front of the building. The windows were covered in ornate stained-glass, and when I lifted my eyes toward the roof, I noticed the enormous glass dome. Some of the windows were boarded up, and the massive front door was, too. The two of us hurriedly climbed the eight steps toward it, and I pressed a hand against the rough wood blocking us from entering.  
 
    “Why would they close it up like this?” I asked.  
 
    “To keep the people of Granhamn complacent,” Edony whispered sadly. “My mother once told me a liberated and educated mind will question anything. People kept in poverty and deprived of stimulation are more complacent about the things happening around them. I may not care for the aristocrats, but I will admit that they are often brilliant and well-read. Alliana was depriving the citizens of Granhamn. If they don’t realize that there’s a better way to live, they won’t revolt.”  
 
    “But they do know there’s a better way to live,” I stated, and my eyebrows furrowed. “It wasn’t long ago when you were in control of this city. They must’ve remembered that there were better times and that all of this isn’t acceptable.”  
 
    “They were force-fed lies about me, Charles,” Edony breathed, hung her head back, and took in all of the damage to the outside of the library. “They believed that when I was in control of this city, they were abused, taken advantage of. Suppose you hear that every day, every second from the mouths of your new leader, you’ll start to believe it, too. The only thing that gives me hope is that once all of this is over and the women of Granhamn are transformed into monster-women, they won’t remember any of the time that Alliana was in control. You promised to destroy this city and build it anew, but my only wish is that it could go back to the way it was before the marchioness took control.”  
 
    “And it will,” I nodded, gripped one of the boards blocking the door, and ripped it free. “I will do anything to bring Granhamn back to its former glory. Not even former glory, but a new glory that we would’ve never imagined before.” 
 
    The two of us fell into silence as I worked at pulling off the boards that covered the door, and after a few minutes of hard work, I finally got all of them off. I reached for the ornate golden handle and turned it slowly. The door creaked loudly, but it had a pleasant twinge to it, and it reminded me so much of the much-loved library back in Edenhart. I’d spent so many hours in that hallowed place, pouring over medical and scientific books. As we stepped inside the enormous library, the same feelings I felt while in Edenhart rushed over me.  
 
    Every time I went to the library in Edenhart, it was almost always empty except for the single librarian at the front desk. She’d ask me a few questions, especially why I was there, what did I need for my mistress, and each time I came up with a new lie, so I could gain access to the books that I so desperately needed to further my career.  
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” I murmured and leaned my head back to stare up at the intricate details in the glass dome above our heads. “I would’ve never known a place like this exists in Granhamn.”  
 
    The building was three stories high with long, white railings around each level. Aisles and aisles of books stretched as far as the eye could see, and as I turned to take everything in, dust floated and danced in grey motes in the air. This place was utterly forgotten. Frozen in time with opened books lying on tables and papers scattered across the floor. Everything was detailed in the same creamy white with hints of gold and dark cherry wood.  
 
    Edony stood a little bit behind me with a soft, gentle smile as I walked through the aisles at the front of the building. They had every book I could imagine here on almost every subject, and though I wanted to grab a few, I refrained. If we’d brought Daisy here, the bear-girl probably would’ve fainted from excitement. That’s what I loved about the brunette so much, our shared love of books, and anything literary.  
 
    “Follow me,” the Duchess urged in a low voice and offered me one of her delicate hands. “Let’s go to the records section. I believe it’s on the third level.”  
 
    I followed after her like a child being pulled along after its mother, with my head hung back and my mouth agape. The two of us climbed up a metal spiral staircase, and I stared down at the library below with wide, awestruck eyes. Edony brought me to a far corner of the building where barely any light reached, but once my eyes adjusted, I almost couldn’t believe what I was seeing.  
 
    “What are these?” I asked, stepped forward, and brushed my hand against the cover of a book that seemed to be at least five feet tall.  
 
    “The records of every birth within the last few years,” the Duchess shrugged. “Those probably aren’t the ones we need. Here, follow me; we have to find the ones from your birth year and the same district.”  
 
    The she-wolf disappeared down an aisle with her tail whipping out behind her, and I followed. I felt a little useless because I’d never seen records like this before, but the Duchess seemed to know exactly what she was doing.  
 
    “Are these just the boys born?” I asked. “Or all of the births, female and male?”  
 
    “No,” Edony shook her head. “Just the males. There’s an entirely different record collection in the capital for all of the females born, but those are well-kept and updated every year. When boys are born, they write down when, where, assign them a number, and that’s it. They never record the deaths or any other major life moments, except for sales records. Most aristocrats have an entire portfolio to their names, but they keep it with them their entire lives and have an officiator log all of the items.”  
 
    “So,” I grumbled. “Men are born, sold, and then that’s it.”  
 
    “Pretty much,” the Duchess tutted. “After that, the system loses track of them. Not that they really care about what happens to boys after they are born. Sometimes, the records show which boarding school they’re sent to, but that’s a rarity even then. Oh, here it is.”  
 
    Edony tapped another enormous book, and I grabbed it between both hands. It was so heavy from all of the paper, backing, and the cover, but I managed to lift it and carry it to a spare table. I set it down gingerly, and the Duchess stepped forward, thumbed through the pages, and held the cover in her left hand. The she-wolf seemed to search for my number for hours as she used her pointer finger to guide through the long list of birth records.  
 
    “Hmmm,” Edony tutted, shook her head, and then flipped the page. “Well, this is confusing.”  
 
    “What is it?” I asked and leaned forward.  
 
    “Here’s your birth record,” the wolf-woman uttered and tapped my number. “But look here. Oh, hmmm.”  
 
    “What?” I chuckled.  
 
    “You have a lot of siblings,” Edony gasped and showed me the page. “Look, you can tell they all came from the same birth-giver. The first two letters and the four numbers after are the same except for the last two. That means that they came from the same woman.”  
 
    “How many?” I asked. “How many brothers do I have?”  
 
    “It seems like,” the Duchess whispered. “You have over fifty siblings, but that can’t be right. That’s impossible. No woman can give birth to that many children in the normal span of her lifetime. It must be a clerical error or something. Oh, there’s yours. Hmmm, that’s strange.” 
 
    “What is?” I chuckled. “It seems like the whole record is messed up.  
 
    On the page, after my assigned number was the place where I was born, the capital as Edony suspected, but after that, a few dashes and the sentence, ‘please see record IV992468 – seven for more information,’. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I probed.  
 
    “It’s another record,” the Duchess pondered. “Stay here. I’ll see if it’s here.”  
 
    Edony moved away from the table, slowly moved down the long aisle with her finger pressed to each book’s spine as she read them, and then ultimately disappeared around the corner. I stared down at the paper for a long moment and then glanced toward the aisle where Edony had gone. I could see her through the spaces on the shelves, and her usually smooth face looked pained. Something was wrong, but I had no idea what it was, but it seemed that we would soon find out.  
 
    “I got it,” Edony uttered as she came around the corner and held up a small, brown leather book. “It was hidden deep inside the archives, but it was here.”  
 
    The Duchess slammed it down on the table and then gestured for me to open it. I glanced at her once and then thumbed it open to the first page. It was entirely blank except for my assigned number directly in the middle. I furrowed my eyebrows and flipped to the second page before I scanned through the thoroughly written out bullet-points.  
 
    “Born April twentieth in the year of our Queen,” I read. “Transferred to Mornington School for Brutes. Transferred to Edenhart Boarding School for Brutes. Given the name ‘Charles’ by the other brutes, the staff did not adopt this moniker. Aged out at eighteen. Lived streets. Learned alchemy. Hired by Duchess of Edenhart. Edony, what the hell is this? Why is there this much detail?”  
 
    “It seems,” the she-wolf breathed. “Someone significant has been keeping watch over you for a very long time.”  
 
    “Like who?” I murmured. “Who would be that interested in my life? Sure, I can guess that my mother was a powerful aristocrat in the capital, probably close to the Queen, but why would she track me like this? Is there a reason? Did she do this to my brothers, too?”  
 
    “There are no other records,” the wolf-woman stated. “Look at the ledger; they don’t have the same comment on theirs. It’s only you.”  
 
    “So, what does this mean?” I growled. “What does all of this mean?”  
 
    “I think you were on the right track about your mother being a powerful aristocrat,” the Duchess nodded and then turned to me with a serious expression. “But I think you may have to consider something significant. Something that may have never crossed your mind.”  
 
    “And what is that?” I asked and leaned forward.  
 
    “Charles, your mother,” Edony breathed. “She might be the Queen.”  
 
    “What?” I barked. “No way. That’s not possible.”  
 
    “Think about it, Charles,” the Duchess pushed on. “There’s evidence here. We know that the Queen is hundreds of years old. Fifty children? That’s not possible for any woman with the normal life expectancy, but the Queen. That’s possible for her--”  
 
    “Even if it is the Queen,” I interrupted. “Why would she keep such good track of my life? Why would she care? I’m just a brute to her. A mistake that was born the wrong sex. Why does it matter? Not only that, but you told me that it doesn’t matter if she has an heir; why would she have all of these children? It’s a mistake, Edony, all of this is just some clerical error.”  
 
    “How can it be an error?” Edony shot back with a frown. “The evidence is right here, Charles. You can see it. You can feel it. There is something about you that ties you the Queen.”  
 
    “We don’t even know if it is the Queen,” I shook my head. “It’s probably just another aristocrat, Edony. Someone close to the Queen who maybe had a hunch that I had abilities. Maybe that’s it.”  
 
    “That just sounds ridiculous,” the she-wolf stated. “Sure, Charles, it could be an aristocrat who lives in the capital with the capability of having that many children throughout her lifetime, but we can’t deny that there is some proof that it could be the Queen.”  
 
    “Edony, I’m not saying it’s out of the question,” I breathed and finally calmed down. “It’s possible, but from what I’ve heard about the Queen, it sounds and seems impossible.”  
 
    “We’ll just have to gather more information, then,” Edony nodded, ripped out the pages from the ledger, and then picked up the book with all of my information in it. “We’ll take these with us and search for anything in another city with records like these. We might find out more in other cities, but I’m telling you, Charles, don’t rule it out. The Queen very well could be the person who gave birth to you.”  
 
    “I’m not,” I chuckled. “I just don’t think it’s something that could’ve happened.”  
 
    “Let’s go,” the she-wolf smiled and offered me a hand. “I’m sure that the tables are set up, and when I left, Daisy had already started cooking with Rian and Valerie’s help. Within a few hours, we’ll be feasting and celebrating our victory.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I nodded. “I need to help my men as they gather up the rest of the aristocrats and take them back to the caravan.” 
 
    As Edony and I climbed down the spiral staircase and exited the library, my mind went back to everything we’d just discovered. Could I really be one of the Queen’s children? What did this mean? Could my brothers have the same abilities as me, or was it only me? If they had, wouldn’t there have been similar records like mine? Probably. When I glanced at Edony out of the corner of my eye, the Duchess’ face looked pinched and cloudy with thought. The she-wolf held the book and ripped pages tightly to her enormous chest, and she stared down at the ground as she walked. We didn’t find much information in the library of Granhamn, but what we did discover only confused us even more. 
 
    I pushed all of those thoughts out of my head for now. There was no use pouring over them when we didn’t have answers now, and we probably wouldn’t have any until we reached another city with records like these. Before long, Edony guided me back to where our men worked, and I noticed that all of the aristocrats had been cleared away. My soldiers started the process of hauling out all of the things we’d need for the journey to the next city, and as we came into view, Aschere trotted over.  
 
    “My lord!” he smiled. “Look at what progress we’ve made! We should be finished up in a few minutes if you’d like to head back to the caravan and begin transforming the aristocrats. I figured that you’d want to pack up and head for the next city immediately after we finished here.”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head, stepped forward, and raised both of my hands for attention. “You’ve done very well over the last few days, and I can’t thank all of you enough. That is why today and tomorrow, we will rest and celebrate this great victory. We will kick off the celebration with a grand feast provided by my women and me. Drink and eat your fill; you’ve earned that and a good day’s rest. Tomorrow will be nothing but relaxation. I don’t want to work you too hard, and you deserve to be rewarded for what you’ve done for me and our future. So, finish up your tasks and then meet us at the marchioness’ manor.”  
 
    “Let’s get to work!” Aschere shouted over the noise, and the soldiers and monster-women hooted in response.  
 
    There wasn’t much left to finish up since my soldiers and monster-women had finished most of it up already. The desperadoes came into view a few times as they carried large boxes out of the city’s entrance toward the caravan, and every few minutes, Cecelia appeared out of a smoky portal, grabbed an aristocrat, and portaled away. Since my men had taken charge, there wasn’t anything left for me to do except rejoin my women at the manor. Edony and I hurried toward the large building in the middle of the city, and I took in more of the damage.  
 
    What was left of the buildings and businesses were either crumbled to nothing or charred and smoking. We’d never attacked a city so hard before, and I knew that eventually, we’d have to do it again. Thankfully, we’d gotten everything we’d needed, and more soldiers had been dispatched to search the factories for anything of interest.  
 
    Edony and I stepped up the stairs where we’d attacked Alliana earlier, and I glanced down at the marble floor a few feet away from the entrance. There was a black mark burned into the stone where Edony had shocked her, and I brushed at it with the tip of my boot.  
 
    “You see this building?” Edony asked and hung her head back to stare up at it.  
 
    “Yes?” I answered. “The manor?”  
 
    “This was the building here originally,” the she-wolf explained. “Remember when I told you that Granhamn used to be a place where aristocrats used to go and hide when brutes attacked? This place was originally built to hold and protect my ancestors. I wonder if there are any remains of the old wall somewhere around here. I don’t really care to see it, but it’d be interesting to know if it still exists.”  
 
    “You’re back!” a familiar voice squealed. “Come in! The feast is almost ready! Alliana has these weird stoves that we’ve never seen before! They must’ve been built by a scientist or something because they cook the food so fast! It’s almost like magic!”  
 
    Just inside the foyer was a massive open room, and throughout it, my women had placed long tables. I couldn’t even count how many there were to hold all of my soldiers and monster-women. There were already plates piled high with steaming food on each table, and it showed that over the last hour or so, my women had been working hard to feed everyone.  
 
    “This is our table!” Valerie giggled, grabbed me by the hand, and skipped toward the end of the room. “It’s just like when we had that feast back in Edenhart! You get to sit here and look out over your entire army! Isn’t that great?’  
 
    “Yes,” I breathed and slid into the chair the feline-woman indicated. “Thank you.”  
 
    Before long, my soldiers filtered in and rubbed their hands together at the sight of all the delicious food. As soon as my soldiers settled their eyes on me, their voices lifted loudly into the air. A few men pounded their chests, some slammed their closed fists against the wooden tables, and more of them hooted and hollered at the tops of their lungs. These were my men, my soldiers, and they would help me conquer the world. We were one step closer to the capital, which meant we were even closer to taking on the Queen.  
 
    “You fought hard today,” I shouted. “Your aid made this win possible for all of us. In the future, I will need you more than ever, and we will plunge headfirst into the most brutal and bloodiest war that the world has ever seen. We will win, I can tell you that, or we will die trying. Our mission is pure, as are our intentions. The world has lived on like this for too long, and now it’s time for the ‘brutes’ to rise up and take back what has been stolen from us so long ago. Welcome to the New Order; your freedom awaits.”  
 
    My stomach rumbled as I stared down at the metal plate filled with an enormous baked potato split down the middle with melted butter, a golden-brown turkey leg, and a cutlet of mutton in front of me. I glanced at the plates of food on the table around me, and all of the delicious scents wafted over me. Valerie squealed and was the first to begin eating with frenzied nips at the turkey-legs. The cat-girl’s gaze connected with mine, and then she lifted her fork, eyed me with a small smile, and raised the tiniest bite to her mouth. 
 
    We all dug in, my soldiers included, and the sounds of eating and talk filled the room. Each dish I tried was delicious, and each time I downed my cup of wine, it was quickly refilled by one of my women. We each ate our fill, and a light buzz of drunkenness settled over my tired mind. This was how the night went, full of food, drink, and good company. We filled our bellies and drank until there was no more. We danced together with our friends and comrades surrounding us, and with each new song, our spirits were bolstered even more. 
 
    This was what the New Order wanted. Each man and woman to be allowed to live in peace and harmony with each other. I lifted my eyes toward the open door of the room, and I spied a familiar back. I slowly stood from my chair and made my way toward Matilda. As I neared her, I realized that she was pacing anxiously while glancing up at the sky every few seconds.  
 
    “Matilda?” I asked. “What’s the matter?”  
 
    “Smoke signals,” the desperado gasped, lifted her finger, and pointed toward the west. “Some of my women were stationed out there.”  
 
    “Smoke signals?” I probed.  
 
    “Yes,” the green-haired woman nodded. “We use them to communicate with each other in times of danger.”  
 
    “Danger?” I barked. “What’s happening? Is there something we can do?”  
 
    Matilda stared up at the sky for a long moment and watched as even more smoke lifted higher above the treetops. A low gasp erupted up her throat, and her right hand slammed up to cover her lips. The desperado’s eyes widened, and her free hand jabbed out to grab me by the wrist. Suddenly, Matilda turned, gripped me by the forearms, and stared deeply into my eyes.  
 
    “By science, Charles,” the desperado cried. “The scientist. Something’s happened.”  
 
    “What?” I asked in a hurry. “What about her?”  
 
    “The scientist,” Matilda turned back to stare up into the sky. “She’s escaped from the Queen!” 
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 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Making Monster Girls 7! 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. 
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