
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    [image: ] 
 
  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
    “Charles,” Matilda whispered and kept her eyes glued to the broken snippets of smoke in the distance. “The scientist has escaped… She’s finally gotten away from the Queen.”  
 
    “Wait,” I muttered, trained my eyes toward the smoke, and blinked out of confusion. “What do you mean? How do you know that, Matilda?”  
 
    We had just captured Granhamn, and now, we were celebrating the defeat of the great marchioness. Behind me, my men and monster-women drank and ate their fill at large tables. I’d never heard their voices filled with such joy in the time I’d known them. When I glanced behind me, I spied the rest of my women at the long table together. Daisy, Kleeia, and Cecelia sat at the table at the back with their heads leaned together, and I could tell from the fast movement of their lips, they were thoroughly engrossed in their current conversation. I wasn’t sure where Valerie, Edony, Rian, and Josephine were, but I figured the other four were somewhere close by.  
 
    Earlier, I’d seen Matilda rush out, and I’d followed her out of curiosity, but this was a shock I hadn’t expected. The scientist had escaped the Queen and was now on the run somewhere across the country. Instantly, I turned back toward the green-haired woman as she began to speak again with her eyes trained toward the dark sky.  
 
    “I don’t think I told you this,” the desperado muttered. “But there are more of us than you thought. I have the five women I keep along with me on raids, but I have three other groups of six or seven. We keep ’em on main posts just outside of certain cities, and we contact each other through smoke signals. My contact in Tulna just received the word the aristocrats are sendin’ more guards to the capital… the scientist has escaped.”  
 
    “How did she?” I asked and scanned the broken-up gray smoke in the sky. “Did they say?”  
 
    “It’s smoke signals, Charles,” the green-haired woman snickered. “They can’t really write out full paragraphs.”  
 
    “What’s going on?” a familiar voice asked from behind me, and I turned toward the three monster-women standing in the doorway of the marchioness’ manor.  
 
    “Is something the matter, Charles?” Valerie asked, and her bright blue eyes glittered with worry.  
 
    The ash-blonde stepped forward and clutched her elbows tightly in her palms. Her face was small, her nose slightly upturned, and her cheeks rosy from the copious amount of alcohol she’d just consumed. The feline-woman wore a tight-fitting jumpsuit in a deep, chocolate-brown that matched the color of her sleek ears and tail. The ash-blonde was average height, but her hips were wide, and her breasts large and full.  
 
    Edony stood to the left of the cat-girl, and the she-wolf towered over her sisters. I had to admit, the Duchess was the most striking of the three. Her features were sharp, even more pointed after the transformation with the vicious Raiju. Her pointed white and azure ears lifted into the air, and then the left one laid flat against her colorless hair. Her long, fluffy white tail stood at attention, and her attentive violet eyes stared into the darkened sky toward the masses of smoke that lazily drifted toward the clouds overhead.  
 
    The Duchess was the most shapely out of all of my women except for Kleeia, who by far, had the largest breasts I’d ever seen. The she-wolf’s breasts were big for her stature and size, and they jiggled as she slunk forward toward us. Valerie skipped with her hands held behind her back and her chocolate brown tail swinging out behind her.  
 
    “What is that?” the wolf-woman asked in an awestruck tone.  
 
    “It’s smoke signals,” I explained. “The other desperados stationed around the edges of the desert, specifically the ones around Tulna have reported to Matilda that the scientist has escaped the clutches of the Queen.”  
 
    “Really?” Rian barked and then threw her head back with bellowing laughter. “That’s fantastic! Isn’t it, Charles? We can finally meet up with her and see her genius in action! I wonder if she’ll be just as intelligent as you.”  
 
    The imp-woman’s swollen, pregnant stomach poked out even more than before and if you truly looked at her now, you’d know she was heavy with child. The imp-woman’s skin was tinted a light red, and her long, sleek hair was the color of oil. Her large, yellow eyes always burned with the brightness of stoked coals, and as she moved forward with her sisters, her coiling black horns brushed at the sky.  
 
    “We’ve seen her masterful work,” Edony purred. “Matilda’s horses and even her arm, but I will say this. I doubt anyone will ever reach the level of genius and intelligence Charles has. He is a master of his trade, but I’m sure he and the scientist have plenty they can learn from each other.”  
 
    “What do we do?” Valerie slurred and blinked her blurry blue eyes. “What can we do, Charles?”  
 
    I turned toward Matilda, and the green-haired woman squinted up toward the sky. The desperado seemed to be decoding even more of the smoke signals as they lifted into the air, and finally, she broke away with a low whistle.  
 
    “They believe the scientist has made it back to her submersible,” the desperado breathed in her deep twang. “They were hidin’ it in the palace in one of the tunnels, but she somehow managed to get down there and steal it back. She’s a wily one. I’ll tell you that.”  
 
    “The canals…” Edony whispered, clutched her chin, and thought for a long moment. “There are three different cities the canals are connected to. Rezel, Magnta, and Tulna. They are the biggest suppliers to the capital. That’s why they have the canal. It’s used to easily transport goods to and from, not only that, but they also have a complicated ferry system for the citizens.”  
 
    “So, if she got her submarine back,” I thought aloud. “She could go to any of those three cities, or she could stay in the capital, which I doubt she will do.”  
 
    “Well,,” Matilda chuckled. “I wouldn’t stay in a place where I know people were searchin’ for me. That’s why me and my girls kept a good distance away from Valestia. They were out to kill us, but as I explained before, that damn magnetic woman would’ve sucked me and my damn metal arm right in.”  
 
    “So,” another voice uttered from behind us, and Josephine slinked into view with the Drake Legion closely behind her. “What’s the plan?”  
 
    The honey blonde’s orange, cat-like eyes were intent on my face and never broke the contact for a long minute. I glanced in between the group of drake women’s shoulders and watched as my soldiers shoved food and drink into their mouths. Some of them were slumped over the long tables, out cold, while others sang in loud choruses with their beer steins lifted into the air.  
 
    “We can’t tear them away now,” I explained. “We promised them a day and a half of rest, and I’m not about to break that. They’re loyal to me, but a promise is a promise. They deserve this. They’ve worked hard to earn these few days off, and I won’t take that away from them. They’re nearly breaking their backs for us and our cause, so we’ll leave them be for now.”  
 
    “Just because they’re resting.” Valerie smiled. “Doesn’t mean we have to.”  
 
    “Your goddamn right,” I chuckled, and my hands at my sides slowly curled into tight fists. “We need to show them we’re working just as hard for them. So, I think we should take this time and prepare to leave. So, that means we’ll transform all of the aristocrats while they’re celebrating.” 
 
    “Now wait a goddamn second,” Matilda boomed and tore her eyes away from the dwindling smoke signals.  
 
    “Yes?” I laughed and swiveled toward the green-haired woman.  
 
    “I know I haven’t been a part of this party for very long,” the desperado urged. “But I’ve seen the way you operate, Charles Rayburn. You’re pushin’ yourself to the edge of exhaustion. Look at your eyes! You’re nearly keeled forward from the weight of those bags under your eyes! Now, listen to me, because I know a thing or two about the desert and the cities that lay on the edges of it. If that wily scientist is headin’ to one of those, it’ll take her a day or two to get there. Sure, the water moves pretty fast, but there are always boats and blockades gettin’ in the way. So, I say we take a few days off, you get some fuckin’ sleep, and then we transform the aristocrats before we head out into the burnin’ desert again. I can see it in your eyes, Charles, you’re tired. You need to rest just as much as your soldiers do.”  
 
    “Edony,” I snickered. “It seems you’ve been rubbing off on everyone around you.”  
 
    “Then I’m glad.” The she-wolf nodded, crossed her arms over her chest, and cocked her hip out. “You’re running yourself ragged, Charles.”  
 
    I breathed in deeply and finally felt the exhaustion rush over me. They weren’t wrong. I was pretty tired, and a good night’s rest would probably do me a world of good. If what Matilda said was true, the scientist would reach one of the three cities by the time we packed up and headed that way, but that left one unanswered question; what city was the scientist heading to, and how would we figure that out?  
 
    “Fine,” I chuckled. “I will rest, but I need all of you to stop being so pushy about it, alright? I’m a grown man, and I can tell when I need to relax, and when I can keep pushing on. But, this isn’t going to be a day and a half of full relaxation, do you understand? Let’s go inside, sit down, and hash out our plans.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Edony breathed, and the rest of my monster-women nodded along with her.  
 
    I turned back toward the manor entrance, glanced around the room for a quiet place to talk, and found an empty table with only a few passed out soldiers around it. The group of us hurried toward and sat down close together. Edony, Rian, and Josephine sat down across from me, but the Drake Legion stood slightly behind their leader with the yellow eyes intent on my face. Matilda and Valerie sat on either side of me, and the green-haired woman leaned forward on an elbow.  
 
    “So,” the desperado uttered. “It looks like you’ve got somethin’ you want to say, specifically to me, so, go on, spit it out.”  
 
    I laughed loudly and nodded along with the green-haired woman’s words. Because of the twang in her voice and the blunt, straightforward way she talked, I hadn’t thought the desperado would’ve been as astute, but I was very, very wrong.  
 
    “Let me explain first,” I stated. “We scientists are creatures of habit. We’re very particular about the way we like things. If we find a spot we like, we settle down for good. As most of you know, I used to be an alchemist, and people who work in that trade move around a lot. I hated that part of the job, and I only went to a few different cities, but that was only if I had to. When Edony found me selling my wares in the street, I’d been in that spot for months. My camp was directly behind me in the woods, and when I finished up for the day, I’d pack up my stuff and go back. Then, when Edony moved me into the manor, I had the option to live in different houses around the city she owned, but as soon as I stepped foot into the house, I knew I wasn’t going anywhere. I’m sure this scientist is exactly the same.”  
 
    “So, she has a home base?” Matilda questioned. 
 
    “Something like that.” I nodded. “A part of the city or even the canal that’s most comfortable for her. Does that sound familiar, Matilda? A place where you either saw or ran into her multiple times?”  
 
    “Yeah, actually, it does,” the green-haired woman nodded. “As I said before, we’d usually stop inside the city before we raided it, so we’d know the lay of the land. She was in… Tulna. There’s this part of the canal where it drops down below the level of the busy street. There are some stairs down to a walkway. I think it’s where most of the boats dock, but there are a few vendors down there, although most of them are pretty shady. When we decide to raid cities, we have to know every single street, even the alleyways most inexperienced robbers wouldn’t even think about. So, we walked past her submersible, and she just jumped out at us.”  
 
    “You said you saw her there multiple times?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” the desperado nodded along. “We visited Tulna multiple times to make sure we had the whole map drawn out, and she was always there. Days before we were going to attack finally, she approached us, asked us what we were doin’ there, and then once she’d gotten to know us a little bit better, she offered to build the horses and my arm. Of course, as you can see, she did, but after we attacked Tulna for the things we needed, she disappeared. She told us she had to go pick up supplies from a merchant in the capital, and we warned her not to go.”  
 
    “Why not?” I asked, leaned against the tabletop, and stared deeply into Matilda’s eyes.  
 
    “You haven’t heard?” the green-haired woman asked and then swiveled her eyes to look at each person in the face. “You didn’t hear the decree the Queen sent out? Even we saw it, which is kind of funny because we’re all the way out in the middle of the desert.”  
 
    “We haven’t exactly been paying attention, Matilda,” Valerie giggled. “We’ve been busy taking over cities and transforming aristocrats.”  
 
    “Well, I guess that would take up a lot of your time and attention,” the desperado laughed and shrugged at the same time.  
 
    “What did the decree say?” I probed.  
 
    “The Queen was looking for scientists,” the desperado explained. “The decree didn’t exactly say why, but there was… some threatin’ verbiage in the written words.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Edony asked. “What did it say?”  
 
    “Somethin’ like,” the green-haired woman paused, tapped her chin, and then continued. “If you know someone is a scientist, and they haven’t willingly volunteered, report them to the royal guard. When we visited Tulna, soldiers were patrolling and looking for people under that profession, but… the scientist said they’d never catch her.”  
 
    “Yet they did,” I broke in, and the desperado nodded sadly.  
 
    “We believe she was caught in the capital,” Matilda whispered. “We saw her the day before we attacked, and she told us she was gettin’ out of there so none of her science-y stuff could get damaged. She could’ve been stopped along the way, but her submersible was nearly invisible once it dropped below the surface of the water. You could see its shadow, but it just looked like an enormous fish or somethin’ like that.”  
 
    Matilda fell into a long silence, and all of us stared at her for a moment. I slowly realized the desperado blamed herself, even though there was nothing she could’ve done to prevent the scientist from being taken. Without hesitating, I turned in my seat and grasped her hand in mine. I ran the pad of my thumb against the soft back of her hand, and Matilda nodded as she accepted the comfort.  
 
    “They could’ve taken her along the way to the capital,” the desperado repeated. “But I fully believe they captured her once she arrived inside of the capital.”  
 
    “They probably discovered her profession at the security check,” Edony broke in, and I lifted my eyes toward the she-wolf. 
 
    “Security check?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, the scientist isn’t the only one who has a submarine,” the wolf-woman uttered. “I know there are a few aristocrats who commissioned scientists to create them, but from what you’ve described, the scientist’s submersible is much larger than these. The ones the aristocrats’ want, they’re usually pilotable by one person. Kind of like a buggy, but underwater. They’re like those fancy penny-farthing’s? Or are they called high wheels?”  
 
    “Penny-farthing’s?” Rian asked, and immediately Josephine cleared her throat.  
 
    “They’re a type of bicycle,” the heiress explained. “They have a large front wheel and a smaller one at the back for balance. Only the richest aristocrats have them. Say, Edony, didn’t you have one, too?”  
 
    “I did,” the she-wolf laughed. “But it was quite ridiculous looking, so I barely rode it. Not only that, but why would I go anywhere on that thing? I had a carriage specifically for transportation.”  
 
    “But there have been multiple times that people, specifically, the Harlots,” Josephine went on. “Have tried to smuggle things, even people, into the capital using these submarines. So, they put in security checks to check these submersibles coming into the city. They most definitely caught her at one of the security checks… unless there are secret passages to get inside. I could reach out to my contacts inside of the capital, but they’re a little busy right now.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Matilda asked.  
 
    “Oh,” the drake-woman gasped. “I almost forgot you’ve been primarily working in the middle of the desert. Some of my women, the Harlots, took it upon themselves and attacked the capital. They’ve taken over a good bit of the seventh borough, which is the capital market area. I know there used to be secret tunnels through the canal into the city, but I think the Queen found out about them and either shut them down or posted guards down there to catch anyone who tried to sneak through. So either way, she would’ve been caught.”  
 
    “If she escaped,” I pondered. “She wouldn’t have left the capital without her submarine. I don’t know her personally, but that submersible is her pride and joy from what you’ve said. I can only assume she built it herself, and there is no way she’d leave it behind.”  
 
    “I don’t want to say this,” Edony whispered and then leveled her gaze with Matilda’s. “But there’s a good chance the Queen dismantled it. I don’t know for sure, but it’s a possibility. The Queen is cruel, and she loves to hurt those she keeps prisoner. If she didn’t, she at least threatened or said she did it to break the scientist.”  
 
    “Matilda,” I uttered, and the green-haired woman immediately whipped her head in my direction. “When do you think your subordinates will have more information?”  
 
    “I can only assume my other women received a letter,” the desperado explained. “And they passed on the information to me through the smoke signals.”  
 
    “A letter?” I asked. “Like when the Queen held her prisoner, and she trained pigeons to deliver them?”  
 
    “Yes,” the green-haired woman nodded. “But before she was imprisoned, her letters were delivered by a different bird, if you can even call it a bird.”  
 
    “What?” I asked, scrunched up my nose, and shook my head. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “It’s like somethin’ I’ve never seen before,” Matilda explained. “The front half of it looks like a hawk with these beautiful, speckled feathers in deep browns, oranges, and yellows, but the back half of it looks like a goddamn cat, tail, and talons included. I ain’t never seen a bird like that before.”  
 
    “By science,” I gasped as my eyes instantly widened, and I stared down at the rough tabletop in front of me.  
 
    “What is it, Charles?” Josephine asked. “Does that sound familiar to you? Should we get Daisy over here? She is our resident creature expert.”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I think I know what it is, but it can’t be. It’s impossible. They’re supposed to be extinct. Matilda, what size is it? Is it small, or is it impossibly huge?”  
 
    “Naw,” the green-haired woman shook her head. “It’s about the size of a toddler, maybe a little bit bigger. A lot bigger than a normal cat or a hawk.”  
 
    “Then it must be...” I trailed off, and then a wide grin spread over my face. “A griffin. A baby or an adolescent, at least.”  
 
    “Those are supposed to be extinct,” Edony breathed.  
 
    “Funny thing,” Rian laughed. “I looked into one of Daisy’s books, and so are imps, but here I am. I can tell you for sure imps are not extinct. From the number of babies my mother popped out, they’re probably overpopulated by now.”  
 
    “That’s true,” I nodded. “Alright, despite this amazing discovery, let’s get back to what I was saying earlier. So, Matilda, the scientist primarily stayed in Tulna?”  
 
    “We only saw her in one specific spot,” the green-haired woman nodded. “Always on the docks. Sometimes, she’d sell wares, but sometimes, the submarine was completely closed up with a single light on in the window.”  
 
    “My best guess is Tulna is the only place where she feels comfortable,” I explained. “If I were on the run in a foreign city, I’d return to Edenhart, probably even the exact street where I set up my shop. The Queen probably has no idea where the scientist came from or where she would go to if she escaped, so our best bet is to head to Tulna. We’ll search there for her, and I bet we’ll find her without much trouble.”  
 
    “Charles…” Edony breathed, and I knew from the expression the stunning she-wolf made, what she was about to say wasn’t going to be good news. “Tulna will be difficult.”  
 
    “Do they have a fortification, too?” Valerie asked. “We have cannons, ballistae, and catapults. We could use those against the walls and bring them down!”  
 
    “No,” the desperado shook her head gravely. “We’ve been there a few times, and it far to big for our siege weapons. It’s not just a fortification. It’s massive. It’s more than twenty feet thick, and even if we managed to get through that, there’s soldiers and battlements on the other side, then another wall that’s ten feet thick. The siege weapons we built will take too long to break through the walls, and if we did that, there’d be the risk of the Queen sendin’ her guards out to investigate. My women and I’ve had that happen a few times, and we’ve had to beat a hasty retreat before they showed up.”  
 
    “If we can’t go through,” I pondered. “Then we’ll have to figure out another way to get into the city.”  
 
    “We could go over?” Valerie offered with furrowed eyebrows. “No… That won’t work. There’s far too many of us, and we could possibly die, either from the guards or landing on the other side.  
 
    “Then…” Rian grinned evilly. “There’s only one way we can get inside, isn’t there, Charles?”  
 
    A wicked grin crossed the red-skinned one’s face, and I saw the evil glint in her eyes. The black-haired beauty leaned back in her seat, knit her fingers, and rested them against her bulbous, pregnant belly. It seemed the imp-woman and I had the exact same train of thought when it came to our plan. If we couldn’t break through the city’s fortifications and we couldn’t climb over somehow, there was only one more solution. 
 
    “Yes, my dear.” I nodded along with her. “We dig underneath it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    With part of our plan fleshed out, we broke away from each other and went back to the celebration. Edony told us if we wanted to head toward Tulna, we’d have to travel through the desert for a second time and then go west. If the scientist did what I thought she would and stuck to her nature, she’d return to the city where she was most comfortable. I knew my women wanted me to rest, but I couldn’t sit still and celebrate with the rest of my soldiers at a time like this. While all of their backs were turned, I snuck out of the manor and moved through Granhamn’s streets.  
 
    The buildings on either side of me loomed high overhead, but black smoke billowed into the sky when I looked into the distance. My soldiers and monster-women had destroyed half of the city, but thankfully, we’d managed to collect all of the supplies we needed and captured all the aristocrats. There weren’t as many men here, and that worried me. When we’d gone to Birskonn, Samila had said something about the Queen needing soldiers and that whoever could spare men should send them to the capital. What did the Queen need them for, and what was she doing with them? I knew I wouldn’t know until we reached the capital, but I was sure once we conquered more cities, we’d soon learn more about what was going on.  
 
     I knew Edony and my other women thought I was working too hard and needed to rest, but I knew my body better than they did. I could push on and continue working for my army while they celebrated our win. I was the type of man who couldn’t sit by and patiently wait for the time to pass. All of them knew I was a scientist and a doctor, and idle hands were poison to men like me. When I glanced over my shoulder toward the manor at the end of the street, I could still hear the boisterous voices of my drunk soldiers, and I chuckled lightly under my breath. They deserved these few days of reprieve, but I needed to work harder, not just for them, but for myself and my monster-women. We were building a new world, creating a whole new generation of women who believed men were equal to them, and I needed to be the one who made sure that all of it happened.  
 
    My boots clunked against the cold, wet pavement as I maneuvered around steaming piles of brown gunk. Edony had wanted me to burn this city to the ground and raze it so we could rebuild it anew, and I would do just that once I was in place as the King. Granhamn would be no more, and I would make sure the wall surrounding it would be torn down. Before we attacked Granhamn, it had been a city of secrets and mystery. The citizens weren’t allowed to come in or leave because of the massive fortifications, but once I was finished with it, it would be a free city where men and women could do as they pleased. I wouldn’t allow another aristocrat to sully this holy city that Edony’s ancestor had built so many years ago.  
 
    Before long, I made it back to the main street, and my eyes rested on the massive hole in the wall we’d created earlier in the night. Now that the dust had cleared, I finally made out how truly enormous it was. Just as I’d predicted, it was large enough for my entire army to fit through, and as I hurried across the large, wooden planks back toward the wood, I noticed how bent they’d become from the weight of my soldiers. When I lifted my head toward the steep incline, I could make out the caravan’s lights in the distance. Once the fighting stopped, Cecelia had taken all of the aristocrats back to the cabins and locked them in cages. I assumed the black-drake-woman had turned on the lights because it made the trips back and forth much easier.  
 
    Once I reached the caravan, I glanced around and took account of all of the cages placed in between trees and the clearing beyond where the guard tower was. Most of the women were fast asleep, and if they weren’t, they slipped in and out of consciousness. My gaze landed on a single cage, and to my surprise, a pair of wide, terrified eyes, and they held my stare for a long time. I almost couldn’t make out her face from the swatches of black clothing and hair that surrounded her from all directions, but it was undoubtedly… 
 
    “A child?” I breathed, took a step forward, and immediately, the petite girl shrunk away from me. “It’s alright, my dear. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”  
 
    I’d almost forgotten there were children in the cities, and we’d transformed all of the ones from Edenhart and Birskonn, but this was my first time actually seeing one awake in a cage.  
 
    “Where’s my mommy?” the girl asked, struggled forward, and pressed her hands to the cage bars. “Have you seen my mommy? I-I lost her, and I can’t find her. Sir, can you help me find my mommy? She’s probably worried sick because she can’t find me.”  
 
    I stared into the girl’s wide, bright blue eyes and felt something inside myself shift. When we’d first locked eyes, I’d guessed she’d probably curse or spit at me like most of the adult aristocrats would’ve done, but that’s when it hit me… This girl could only have been seven or eight years old. She’d witnessed the hatred and rage the aristocrats aimed at their workers, but she’d yet to develop such hate in herself. To her, I was just another man in the handful of men who lived in Granhamn. She hadn’t harbored any of those emotions yet. She was far too young to understand the reason why men were treated so poorly.  
 
    As I stared at her, I could’ve easily imagined Edony at this age, though I knew the Duchess probably had already started to abuse her servants by then. From this girl’s clothes and appearance, she didn’t look poor. The navy dress she wore looked clean except for a few stains here and there, but that could’ve come from the muck in the streets or the dust in the air from the hole blasted in the wall. Her dark-brown hair was tightly curled into ringlets, and her round, doll-like cheeks were tinted bright pink against the frigid air. She was a pretty child, and whoever was her mother loved her dearly, but if her mother were a wealthy aristocrat, she’d be transformed within the next few hours. 
 
    “I don’t know where your mother is,” I uttered, stepped forward, and lowered myself down onto a single knee. “I’m very sorry about that.”  
 
    “Can you let me out?” the child squeaked. “If I don’t get home soon, my mother will be distraught.”  
 
    Suddenly, a chill rushed over me, and I instantly recognized the feeling of Cecelia’s strange abilities. I turned my head right as the redhead appeared out of an inky blue portal. She was so beautiful with her emerald eyes, high cheekbones, and small but plump lips. Her markings were the strangest I’d ever seen come out of my machine, but I loved them so much. The ones on her legs were entirely black and came up about to mid-thigh. At the edge of the marking was a single neon green line that surrounded the entirety of her leg. Her arms were the same, except the sooty black came up to her elbow and ended at a sharp angle as if she were wearing a glove.  
 
    “That’s where you snuck off to,” the redhead laughed lightly, and then her dark eyes settled on the child in front of us. “O-Oh…”  
 
    “She’s looking for her mother,” I uttered, turned, and stared at the black-drake-woman.  
 
    I didn’t know what to do in this situation. Most of the time, when we transformed children, we did it when all of them were heavily sedated and then sent them off to a small portion of the army where they wouldn’t have to fight. Most of them, we either sent back to the empty city of Edenhart where I’d instructed three monster-women to attend to while the rest of the army was off fighting.  
 
    Cecelia smiled softly, lowered herself closer to the ground, and rested her folded arms over her knees. The girl seemed more comfortable with the female presence and scooted closer to the cage’s bars.  
 
    “Your mother isn’t here right now,” the redhead soothed. “But she will be very soon, I promise. Hey, why don’t you come with us? We can wait for her inside of the caravan. It’s a lot warmer, and there’s plenty to eat. We could get you a snack, and then we’ll wait for your mother to come and get you.”  
 
    The little girl’s enormous blue eyes shifted between Cecelia and me then finally rested on the black-drake-woman. She didn’t seem to trust me, but she appeared more willing to come along since Cecelia was here. If that was the extent of this little girl’s fear when it came to men, I could work with it.  
 
    “We’re going to open this up, okay?” I asked with a lighthearted smile.  
 
    “O-Okay,” the little girl nodded and then scuttled backward.  
 
    Instantly, I paused as my hands reached for the lock. This could be a trap. Some of these women could’ve forced the little girl to get one of us to open the cage, and then they’d attack us all at once. Were they really pretending to be knocked out? No, I already knew that my soldiers had given all of them heavy doses of the tranquilizer. They had to be out cold by now, but just to be safe, I turned back toward the black-drake-woman.  
 
    “Cecelia,” I ordered. “Portal her out.”  
 
    The redhead blinked at me once and then nodded without hesitation. Within a blink of an eye, the little girl was inside of the cage in front of it, and the next, she sat on the hard-packed earth beside me. I turned her and offered her my hand, but for a moment, she stared down at it in silence.  
 
    “My name is Charles Rayburn,” I smiled tenderly. “I’m here to save you and your mother. What’s your name?”  
 
    “Amelia,” the child breathed, lowered her head, and then slipped her hand into mine. “Mister Rayburn, can you please find my mommy? She’s pretty important, and I think something bad has happened to the city…”  
 
    “What’s your mother’s name?” I asked despite the sneaking suspicion growing in my mind.  
 
    “Marchioness Alliana,” the little girl answered easily. “She left me with my governess, Marianne, but a bunch of men attacked us… They threw these strange metal things at us, and Marianne fell down. She wouldn’t get up, no matter what I did. I kept tugging on her sleeve and patting her cheeks, but it didn’t work. Then the men carried my governess away, and I passed out, too.”  
 
    “I’m sure that if we wait for her,” I explained. “She’ll come to collect you.”  
 
    “You’re not with the strange men, are you?” Amelia gasped and scooted away from me. “You look like a regular servant, but I could be wrong! My mother always says never to trust men, and I-I--” 
 
    “I’m not with them,” I lied through my teeth. “I promise. We won’t hurt you. This is my mistress, Cecelia. She’s the owner of this caravan. We were merely waiting for the bridge to open and allow us inside when those strange men came and attacked your lovely city.”  
 
    “Then why are the cages outside of your caravan?” the marchioness’ daughter asked.  
 
    “Coincidence, I think,” I nodded. “We left for a few days on horseback to fetch more supplies, and we arrived right as they were loading everyone into the cages.”  
 
    She may have been a child, but her mind was sharp, and I could tell from the look in her eyes, she had more questions. Suddenly, Cecelia grabbed Amelia but the wrist with a comforting grin and tugged her gently to her feet.  
 
    “Come on,” the black-drake-woman urged. “Let’s get you something to eat. We have plenty of blankets. From the looks of it, those scary men aren’t coming back for a very long time. So, we’re going to prepare to leave before they get back.”  
 
    “O-Okay,” Amelia stammered and quickly followed after the redhead.  
 
    Cecelia glanced over her shoulder at me right as we reached the caravans This little girl fully believed her mother was out there searching for her, and… we were allowing her to believe that. The redhead gulped loudly, gripped the door handle tightly in her hands, and then swung it open.  
 
    The warmth from inside the cabin rushed over us, and instantly, the little brunette sighed happily. Cecelia guided the young girl to one of the couches, and I moved toward the kitchen for any food we might have leftover. The remains of Rian and Daisy’s dinner sat on the table, nearly untouched from when we portaled all the way from the desert to the outskirts of Granhamn. I snatched up a plate of cookies that Rian had hidden away in one of the cupboards and then brought it back out to Amelia and Cecelia.  
 
    The black-drake-woman had sat down on the couch beside the little girl, and Amelia had cuddled into the redhead’s side. When I entered the room, the marchioness’ daughter flinched and then relaxed once she saw it was me.  
 
    This could be an opportunity for us if I played my cards right, so I grabbed one of the cookies from the plate and offered it to the small brunette. Amelia eagerly took it and nibbled at it with her eyes slightly closed. Cecelia and I could tell she was tired, and if we could lull her to a state of half-consciousness, maybe we could get some useful information out of her.  
 
    I sat down on the couch opposite of them, settled the plate of cookies down on the coffee table, and then leaned back with my arms crossed over my chest. Amelia seemed to pay me no mind and whispered to Cecelia as if she’d known the redhead her entire life. I’d thought maybe the little girl would be suspicious of the black-drake-woman, but it seemed her odd appearance hadn’t phased her a bit. Cecelia’s emerald eyes met mine, and she seemed to understand what we needed to do.  
 
    “Amelia,” the redhead soothed in a soft voice, ran a hand over the child’s curly hair, and leaned forward to look her in the eye. “You said your mother is the marchioness of this city?”  
 
    “That’s right!” the little girl crooned, snatched up another cookie, and scarfed it down. “She’s in control of the whooooole city! Isn’t that fantastic?”  
 
    “Where did you live before?” the black-drake-woman asked.  
 
    “In the capital,” Amelia smiled, leaned back against Cecelia, and lifted her perfectly manicured hands into the air. “We used to live in the third ring! Barely anyone gets to live there, and people who do are reeeeaaaally important to the Queen.”  
 
    “What did your mother do there?” I whispered low enough that Amelia wouldn’t hear, and Cecelia immediately repeated it.  
 
    “Oh, she worked for the Queen,” the little brunette sang. “I met her a bunch of times! She’s so pretty and nice! I want to be like her when I grow up, but my mommy said I probably won’t be as tall as the Queen. Then my mommy got sent here… I hate it here.”  
 
    “Why?” the redhead asked for me.  
 
    “It’s so dirty,” the child pouted. “The streets are disgusting, and there are hardly any places where I can play. I mainly stay inside of the manor because it’s so disgusting outside. Mommy only would let me venture out to the nineteenth ward where the women with more money live. It’s cleaner there, but I miss my old friends back in the capital.”  
 
    “What was your mommy doing here?” Cecelia asked in a singsong voice. “I mean, it must’ve been pretty important if she came all the way here from the capital.”  
 
    “Well, apparently,” Amelia grinned. “She took the city from this reeeeaaaally dumb ruler who had it before, and my mommy was building things for the Queen! That’s why there are so many factories around the city!”  
 
    “Do you know what she was building?” I asked, and the little girl’s eyes met mine.  
 
    Amelia’s lips pressed into a firm line, and her cheeks puffed out as she concentrated. I could tell from the hazy look in her eyes, she was tired, and the warmth of the caravan was lulling her to sleep.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I soothed. “You don’t have to answer. You can rest and sleep if you want while we wait for your mom. I’m sure that by the time you wake up, she’ll be back to collect you.”  
 
    “Maybe we’ll be able to go back to the capital,” Amelia yawned, stretched out, and then nestled her head into Cecelia’s lap. “I hate Granhamn. I’m not sorry about what happened to it. I just hope that we can go back home after all of this.”  
 
    The marchioness’ daughter yawned once more, closed her eyes, and snuggled deeper into the plush couch. Cecelia and I sat in silence for a long time as the little girl slipped off to sleep. Right as she started to snore, Cecelia lifted her eyes and whispered across the room.  
 
    “What do we do now?” the black-drake-woman asked. “Charles… What do we do with her now?”  
 
    “Do you think you could carry her?” I asked and stood from the couch with a low grunt.  
 
    “Yes?” the redhead asked. “But what are we doing? Her mother isn’t coming, Charles. Her mother is probably somewhere in one of those cages.”  
 
    “I already know that, Cecelia.” I nodded. “That’s why we’re going to transform her. We need to get it done before she can wake up. Once we get her inside the machine, can you portal out, grab her mother and a few other aristocrats, then place them within my machine? I want to get all of this finished by tonight, so once all of the men are done celebrating, we can head out toward Tulna.”  
 
    “That’s what you snuck off to do,” the redhead breathed. “I’m not surprised because you’re a workaholic.”  
 
    “You’re not going to tell Edony on me, are you?” I chuckled.  
 
    “No,” Cecelia shook her head. “I think a few of us understand where you’re coming from. I know Edony’s concern comes from a loving place, but she doesn’t understand how your mind works. You fully believe you can’t take a minute’s rest, and if you do, you feel guilty, don’t you? You feel like you’re failing everyone if you breathe and relax just once. Even when she asked you to lie down and sleep for a bit, it was nearly killing you. If you’re not moving, you’re failing, and that means all of this will be for nothing.”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “To all of that. At least one of my monster-women understands where I’m coming from.” 
 
    “I think it’s more than just me,” the redhead smiled, shifted Amelia into her arms, and slowly stood to her full height. “Josephine and Daisy understand, too. Rian feels the same, but I think she shows it a lot less. Of course, she was an imp, and imps spend most of their lives working. May it be tunneling or hauling out dirt from the newly made tunnels. I just think she shows it a lot less because she finally has a life where she doesn’t have to work herself to the bone.” 
 
    “You seem to know a lot about imps,” I snorted and led the black-drake-woman through the cabins toward the laboratory. “Have you been reading up on them?”  
 
    “I’ve glanced in the books that Daisy has lying around,” the redhead shrugged. “But I also understand from the perspective of a Harlot, Josephine does, too.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, and the redhead stepped through the open door of the laboratory.  
 
    “It’s tough to be a Harlot,” Cecelia uttered. “It’s emotionally taxing, to say the least. You have to be constantly vigilant and hide from any signs of danger, but then you also have to search for recruits. Sure, most of the women who are harlots are older, and a lot of the newer agents are their children, but we have to be on the look-out for women like me. I knew there was something wrong with our system that so many aristocrats were used to and compliant with. No matter how much you do for the organization, no matter how many recruits you bring in, there is so much more work that needs to be done. If you take a break or even let yourself breathe for a second, you could be caught, or you could lose another new member. Josephine probably feels that way more than I do. She’s the goddamn daughter of the creator of the Harlots.”  
 
    “Josephine’s never told me about the weight she has to bear,” I started and then paused for a long moment. “But you can see it in her eyes. You didn’t meet her when we did, and her eyes always looked so burdened. There was this ever-present look in her eyes… I can barely describe it except the single word: sadness. She looked as if she could barely carry the weight of whatever was troubling her, and when we discovered she was a Harlot, I initially thought it was just that, and then we learned her mother was the one who created the whole organization, but that’s not the end of it. Her mother contracted tuberculosis and was hospitalized. So, that left the entirety of the Harlots in Josephine’s hands. I’m sure in the beginning, it was nothing more than a handful of women here and there, but from what I’ve heard from both you and Josephine, there are hundreds of you in different cities. That’s a lot of women and a lot of responsibility.”  
 
    “We have to work hard,” Cecelia whispered, opened the door to compartment B, and settled Amelia down onto the cold, corrugated floor. “For each other. I know Edony is determined and hard-working, but she is worried about you, Charles, but if you think you can take it, I won’t stop you from pushing yourself.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed through a wide smile. “Now, can you portal in as many aristocrats as you can? I want to finish this before the rest of them come back to the caravan for the night?”  
 
    “I’ll be back soon.” The redhead instantly nodded and then disappeared in a flash of inky blue smoke.  
 
    I leaned against the wall and watched through the window of compartment B as the black-drake-woman appeared and disappeared multiple times. Then, I thought back to Amelia… I felt a little bad we’d had to trick her, but she was a child, and what we were doing was for the greater good of the whole country, but there was still one thing I was curious about. Why had it taken her so long to pass out when my soldiers deployed the devices? She’d said her governess had fallen almost as soon as they’d gone off. Why hadn’t she? Maybe I was overthinking it, but something certainly felt off.  
 
    Suddenly, Cecelia appeared beside me from the darkened mass of blue smoke, and she stared into my face with a worried expression.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” the redhead asked and cupped my cheeks. “What are you thinking about?”  
 
    “Doesn’t it seem strange?” I asked and cupped my chin as I thought. “Most of the women we brought in or at least, from what I saw, were dirty and disheveled. Their clothes were covered in muck, and their hair was frizzy or burned from the fires. Why did Amelia look as if she hadn’t been touched by any of those things? She didn’t even smell like smoke.”  
 
    “I noticed that, too.” The black-drake-woman nodded. “Her clothes were a little dirty, but they looked like a light dusting. Nothing compared to the sludge the aristocrats were covered in. I think I have an idea of what’s going on, Charles, but I might be wrong.”  
 
    “So, tell me,” I urged.  
 
    “My powers aren’t just ‘portals,’” Cecelia explained. “Essentially, it’s time and space manipulation. Soul Sucker’s powers are similar in a subtle way. They manipulate time or space, but the genetic embodiment of our abilities. That’s how they’re able to pull the soul and powers out of a physical body. The Soul Sucker’s type of ability is often considered a mutation of powers. That’s why it’s so rare, and only a few women are born with it every few generations. Their mothers and their children have been proven to have a single connection, which brings us back the beginning, time manipulation.”  
 
    “So, what you’re trying to say is…” I murmured slowly with raised eyebrows. “Amelia can control time?” 
 
    “Not time as a whole,” the black-drake-woman explained. “But a specific type of time. May it be past, present, or future. Think about it. She’s a child. She probably can’t control her ability at will yet, and if she can, she’s barely practiced. A lot of the time, when we’re children, our powers activate when we’re in danger or if we’re afraid. Amelia’s power could’ve activated after we attacked and entered the city. They kept her safe until the last second, but they would’ve exhausted her, so at the last second, her defenses dropped, and the potion got her. I can’t figure it out, though. Is it past, present, or future time?”  
 
    “Think about it,” I urged, and my eyes widened. “When we found her, her clothes were a little dirty but not a lot, so that means she was there when the wall started to come down.”  
 
    “She controls the past,” Cecelia gasped. “Charles! Do you know what this means?”  
 
    “We’ll be able to control time,” I grinned excitedly. “Not by a lot, but it’ll certainly give us an edge.”  
 
    My hand raised toward the panel of bulbs, knobs, and levers. I gripped hard onto the red one and then glanced toward the darkened window of compartment B. In a few minutes, we’d have even more monster-women, along with an augmented monster-child that could control time. My mind was racing with all of the possibilities of what we could do in the future battles with the small brunette on our side.  
 
    In one swift movement, I slammed the red lever down into its cradle, and electricity crackled to life. All of the bulbs above our heads snapped to life with a loud hum. The sound rose in our ears as blinding white light poured out of all three of the compartments. I felt the electricity pass from the panel of lights and switches, traveled through the thick, snaking wires across the floor, and finally reached my machine. The copper exterior of my machine glowed with heat, and steam poured through the bolts’ cracks. The pistons at the top of the machine moved so quickly they were blurs through the air.  
 
    The noise coming from my machine heightened to a single pitch and almost sounded like an opera singer’s warbling voice. The blinding white light intensified and then changed in tone to an icy blue. 
 
    “Close your eyes,” I urged the redhead. “You don’t want to damage them.” 
 
    The black-drake-woman nodded and did as she was told, and the blinding light exploding out of all three of the compartments brightened even more. I placed my hands over my ears as the noise heightened and rang around the small room. Just as suddenly as it started, all of it stopped, and I slowly opened my eyes. Alliana and her daughter, Amelia, were in there, and I had no idea what their abilities would be like, but it seemed I would soon find out.  
 
    I stepped forward and reached for the warm door handles, then I opened them in one swift motion. The crowd of women inside my machine resembled both Josephine and Cecelia, but in different ways. Their skin was covered in thick black or red scales, but a few were intermixed with a combination of both. Their horns were of varying sizes but stayed to the same shape as the two drake women’s. They curled up toward the ceiling, some with pointed tips and others with jagged edges. Each woman's eyes shifted toward me nervously, and small smiles spread over their lips. The thing that stuck out most was that every woman standing inside of the caravan was insanely beautiful. I was used to seeing the Drake Legion regularly, but having all of these drake-women in the same room was almost overwhelming. Even though their abilities hadn’t activated yet, I could feel their immense power as it washed over me in the small space. My eyes searched through the crowd of women as a broad smile spread over my features. All of them were so beautiful, and I would gladly take them as wives.  
 
    “So,” a familiar voice from behind me chuckled. “I’m not surprised you snuck away to do this, and I guess I should stop badging you to rest .”  
 
    “Edony?” I uttered, turned, and gestured the rest of the monster-women out of the compartment while I searched for the little girl who would make or break out future battles. “What are you doing here?”  
 
    “All of us are here, Charlie!” Valerie cried. “We have a surprise for you!”  
 
    “What is it?” I asked and finally lifted my head toward the crowd of my monster-women.  
 
    “Oh, there you are, honey!” Cecelia gasped as Amelia appeared out of the compartment with her mother. “Let’s get your dress back on, okay? It’s pretty cold out there, and we don’t want you getting sick.”  
 
    I nervously glanced over my shoulder toward the redhead as she grabbed the marchioness’ daughter’s dress from compartment B and hastily placed it over the young girl’s body. The thumping of boots brought my attention back toward the crowd of my women in front of me, and a familiar, short woman moved through the doorway. 
 
    “It’s this,” Daisy stated, and the crowd of her sisters stepped aside to let her through.  
 
    The petite brunette gestured to her shoulder where a beast I’d never laid eyes on in my entire life perched. Just as Matilda had described, the creature was half-bird with beautiful orange, yellow, and gold markings on its feathers, while the back half of it was that of a cat. I stared at it for a long moment with my eyes wide, and I took an instinctive step forward.  
 
    “They’re supposed to be extinct,” I breathed and reached out my hand toward the griffin. “They supposedly died off hundreds of years ago… Daisy, how did you get this?”  
 
    As I spoke, the beautiful creature tilted its head in my direction and made a strange chirping sound. Its long taloned nails dug into the bear-girl’s shoulders, but her face showed no signs of pain or discomfort. In fact, the petite woman reached up and stroked the griffin’s soft-looking feathers.  
 
    “It was sent to us,” Matilda grinned, pushed through the crowd, and pointed toward a small piece of rolled parchment tied to the griffin’s leg. “By the scientist. It seems she wants to communicate with us. Isn’t that mighty nice, partna’?” 

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    My fingers trembled as I reached for the piece of parchment tied to the griffin’s scaly leg, but the beast only tilted its head at me and chirped softly. All of my women waited patiently as I held the red ribbon that tied the piece of paper in a tight scroll between my pointer finger and thumb. I hastily untied it and then unrolled the tiny strip of ripped parchment. There were only a few words written across the note, but I admired the scientist’s scrolling cursive for a long moment, then I read it aloud to the group.  
 
    “Escaped the Queen,” I recited. “Headed for Tulna. Hope to see you there. -B.”  
 
    “That’s our scientist for ya,” the beautiful green-haired woman laughed and clapped me on the back with her metal hand. “So, it seems your hunch was right, Mista Rayburn, we’re goin’ to Tulna.”  
 
    “Charles,” Daisy broke in. “When should we head for Tulna? After the soldiers are done celebrating?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “But that doesn’t mean we have to stay here. We’ve always moved in separate groups, but it’ll be much harder this time since our army has expanded so much. I’m sure there are a few men who are like me and don’t want to rest here while there are other cities out there that need conquering.”  
 
    “I am one of them,” a familiar oaky voice boomed from the doorway, and everyone turned to see who’d just entered into the caravan. “I’m itching to go along with you, my lord. A few of my men agree with me. The other soldiers can stay here and celebrate without us.” 
 
    “Aschere,” I grinned and offered my trusted soldier a hand. “Thank you.”  
 
    “There’s no need to thank me,” the large guard smiled and shook my hand heartily. “I’m merely doing my job and serving the future king of this land. I’ve brought a few of my men with me, but they’re waiting outside for our orders.”  
 
    “How did you know we were here?” I probed and rested my hands on my hips.  
 
    “I am your royal guard,” the older man chuckled lightly. “I have to be alert at all times. I noticed when Matilda rushed away, and you followed after her. I didn’t eavesdrop if that’s what you’re wondering. I only kept a keen eye on you as you and the other women spoke, then you snuck away to the caravan. Once all of your monster-women stood from the main table, that’s when I decided to follow. You are my lord and master, so I’ve come to know your habits well by now. You’re not one to sit around and twiddle your thumbs for too long, so I knew you had to be planning your next move. Since you’ve done exactly as I expected, what’s the next move, my lord?”  
 
    “How many men do you have?” I asked, cupped my chin, and strode around the room filled with my brand-new monster-women.  
 
    “Twenty-five,” Aschere answered confidently. “It’s not a lot, but I’m sure it’ll be enough. Not only that, but I’m sure if you talked to the other monster-women at the celebration, they’d be more than willing to join us on this crusade.”  
 
    I glanced at the clock on the far wall, nodded once, and then turned back to the group with my arms crossed over my chest.  
 
    “The day is almost over,” I uttered. “I would say we should set out for Tulna right now, but I’m sure quite a few of you are full of alcohol and food. We won’t be going anywhere tonight, but tomorrow morning, we’ll set out across the desert. I would ask Cecelia to portal us all the way to Tulna, but…”  
 
    “I can’t do that,” the redhead shook her head, and I nodded knowingly. “I’ve been thinking about it since we got back to Granhamn, and I’ve realized I can only portal to places I’ve been before or that I can see. Like when I summoned the portals earlier when I attacked the guards at the top of the wall. I have to be able to focus on the place I’m landing or the location I’ve been to before. I’ve never been to Tulna. If I tried, we’d probably end up somewhere in the middle of the desert, maybe even back at Valestia.”  
 
    “That could work,” I thought and then turned toward Matilda, but the green-haired desperado shook her head with a frown.  
 
    “That’s in the opposite direction,” the desperado stated. “Do you have some paper I could use? It’d be better if I could draw it out for ya.”  
 
    “Of course,” I nodded, crossed the room, and grabbed a large piece of parchment along with a pencil.  
 
    Then I dragged over a small table and placed both the items in front of the horsewoman. Matilda snatched up the pencil and then drew a large circle then three smaller circles on the larger one’s edges. In the same motion, the green-haired woman circled the fourth location directly in the middle and then wrote ‘Valestia’. 
 
    “Think of the desert as a giant circle, like this,” Matilda explained in her heavy twang. “The three cities sit on the outside. There are three ways to navigate to other cities. The first is through the main road to Valestia, which is the longest out of all of them. There’s a second path that moves along each city in a large curve, and if you continue on it, it’ll lead to each of them. This is Rezel, the farthest city to the left. The one on the right is Magnta, which like Granhamn, is located half in the desert and half in the mountains. Magnta is much smaller, and only a few people live th--” 
 
    “That’s the city where my mother is,” Josephine gasped. “The hospital is located there in the mountains. It’s said the air is good and fresh, and it’ll help ease her pain.”  
 
    “Have you been there before?” I asked the stunning honey-blonde.  
 
    “Yes,” the heiress nodded and then snaked her finger around the curve, starting in Granhamn and ending at the smaller city. “We took this route. It took about four days to get there, and I only went three or four times before they said I couldn’t visit anymore. They said her state had worsened, and anyone who wasn’t a nurse or doctor was in danger of catching her ailment.”  
 
    I’d heard this story a few times before, but there was something a little off about it. Josephine always said her mother had contracted the horrendous disease called tuberculosis, and she’d visited a few times until the doctors cut off contact between the two women, but what if there was something else going on? Josephine’s mother had lived in Edenhart before she caught the disease, and our city had never had an outbreak before or after that. Only major cities were affected by the horrible disease, and most of the time, they caught it before they spread. The hospital where Josephine’s mother was held wasn’t uncommon around the country, but this situation just felt off to me. I wasn’t sure why yet, but I decided that after we were finished with Tulna, we’d venture to Magnta and find out.  
 
    “We’ll get her out,” I promised. “You’ll finally be able to see your mother, and I vow I will work hard to find a cure for her.”  
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” the drake-woman bowed her head. “Thank you so much. I don’t think you understand how much that means to me.”  
 
    “Alright,” I uttered and went back to the crude map in front of us. “Tomorrow, those who wish to come with us will pack up, and we will head across the desert. Matilda, you will guide us toward Tulna with your women at the front.”  
 
    “Alrighty, then,” the green-haired woman laughed. “I have my compass, so I’ll be able to guide us through the desert, but I can’t take much of the claim to it because my damn horse has a built-in compass, and it’ll be the one to lead us there anyway. We’ll cut through and abandon the main roads. There’ll be more traffic there since Tulna and Rezel are densely populated. We’ll be spotted a second after we step foot on the actual road, and I’m sure we wouldn’t want that.”  
 
    “What about the soldiers we’re leaving behind?” Valerie asked. “If we cut through the desert, they won’t be able to find us. What if they get lost? That would be horrible!”  
 
    “They’ll do just fine,” I smiled. “We’ll leave the Drake Legion with them, and with Josephine’s mind-speak, she’ll be able to direct and guide them through the desert after us, but I’ve noticed a change in your power, too.”  
 
    “What is it?” the honey-blonde asked with a tilt of her head.  
 
    “You can mind-speak to more than just your Drake Legion, right?” I smirked. “I’ve noticed that a few times when we’re alone, you’ve whispered things into my head. You may have noticed it, but I’m sure if you practiced a bit more, you’d be able to do it without struggling.”  
 
    “Yes,” the blonde woman said with a shy smile. “I’ll keep working on it.” 
 
    “So,” Rian broke in. “We leave tomorrow?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded, picked up the rough map Matilda had drawn out, and studied it. “That way, the soldiers will only be half a day behind us, and they’ll be able to catch up with us a bit quicker.” 
 
    “What should we do now?” Kleeia asked over Cecelia’s shoulder. “Should we head off to bed?”  
 
    “Well, there’s something else I wanted to talk to you about,” I muttered, gestured toward Cecelia, and the redhead brought over the small child. “This is Amelia.”  
 
    “A child?” Daisy questioned as she glanced between the little girl and me. “What about her?”  
 
    “I believe she will be the key ingredient in our future battles,” I explained. “Amelia is Alliana’s daughter. Cecelia told me something very interesting about the Soul Suckers and their familial line. Some of you may not know this, but the Soul Sucker’s abilities are something like a mutation, that’s why there are only a few of them born every century or so.”  
 
    “What about the family, then?” the bear-girl probed with furrowed eyebrows.  
 
    “I believe it’s time manipulation,” I grinned, and all of the women around instantly fell silent. “She’s able to rewind time by will. Of course, she’s a child, so she cannot fully control her ability yet, but I’m sure with a little training here and there, she’d be able to use it in no time. What does our resident trainer think? Could you take her on?”  
 
    “Time manipulation, huh?” Edony grinned, bent down, and leaned toward the tiny brunette. “I think I could help you. My name is Edony, the Duchess of the Edenhart. It’s wonderful to meet you, Amelia.”  
 
    The little girl’s large blue eyes widened even more, and she stared up at the wolf-woman for a long moment. The transformation hadn’t affected a lot of the small girl’s features. Her skin was still milky-white, and her dark brown hair was tightly curled in ringlets, but two golden horns sprouted out of her hairline like an adolescent deer. She looked like a petite porcelain doll, and when I glanced over at Daisy, I saw the striking resemblance.  
 
    The bear-girl was currently pregnant along with her two sisters, Rian and Valerie. The imp-woman, though, was farther along and within a few months, I’d have a child. This little girl looked as if she were already the stunning bear-girl’s child. Their features were similar, even the slightly upturned nose and round cheeks, but when I glanced at Alliana behind her, it was no doubt that she was her birth mother. When I looked back at Daisy, I wondered what our child would look like. Would it have bear features like its mother, or would it look more like me? I had no way of knowing, but I would find out in a few months.  
 
    “We can attack anyone,” Rian breathed, and her yellow eyes glowed with a bright fire I instantly recognized. “And if they manage to hurt us, she can turn back time. We’re basically invincible.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say invincible,” I chuckled. “We don’t know the limits of her power yet if there are any. From what I’ve learned over the last few months, there are women out there who have no limit on their abilities, like Edony. But some women can only use their powers a few times before they have to rest, like Samila. She could only summon a few portals before she’d have to stop fighting. We don’t know if Amelia is like that or if she’ll be unstoppable.”  
 
    “Well, her abilities have been augmented,” Edony pondered. “That means she’ll be even more powerful than she was before. You may not have known this, Charles, but before you transformed me, even I had a limit on what I could do. As I’ve said many times before, you have to learn your ability, including what you can and cannot do. A single bolt of lightning contains one billion joules of energy. I could expend about two or three billion joules per day, and then my ability would stop activating to preserve my energy and body. If I went beyond that, I could collapse, or worse, die. Think about it. That would be a total of two or three lightning bolts, in summary, three full-blown attacks if I were really out to kill someone. You’ve seen what I can do now. During our attack against Granhamn, I summoned ten lightning bolts, and I had no signs of exhaustion. Therefore, if Amelia has been augmented, her power will be so much stronger than it was. Amelia, my dear, do you feel any different?”  
 
    The little girl raised her head toward the gorgeous wolf-woman and then puckered her lips as she thought. The small brunette tapped her chin thoughtfully and squinted her eyes. 
 
    “I feel a little different,” Amelia nodded. “But I don’t know how to describe what I’m feeling. Mommy, do you feel any different?”  
 
    The marchioness’ daughter hung her head back against her shoulder blades, and Alliana smiled down at her tenderly before resting her hands against the young girl’s shoulders.  
 
    “I do, my love,” the marchioness breathed. “I feel so much different. I feel light and happy. I don’t think I’ve ever experienced emotions like this before… Thank you. I don’t know what you did to us, but I feel so much different, as if I’ve been transformed into a completely different woman.”  
 
    I glanced over at Aschere, and his face looked pained. The guard didn’t want to admit it despite everything Alliana had put him through, but he was in love with her. I’d transformed her, so that could mean only one thing. She was in love with me now, but something felt off about this whole situation. Alliana seemed grateful and happy after her experiment, but she didn’t look at me with an adoring expression, unlike all of the other monster-women. Yes, she looked grateful, but not head over heels in love with me.  
 
    I knew with every transformation we did on the aristocrats, that took away eligible women for my soldiers, but… if Alliana wasn’t experiencing the same effect that most of my monster-women did, what was so different about this time? Could there be another factor that went into this I wasn’t thinking about? 
 
    “Alliana,” I uttered, stepped forward, and immediately, the marchioness lifted her head toward me. “Do you remember your past? Do any of you remember your pasts?”  
 
    I looked out over the sea of monster-women crowded into my laboratory, and the majority of them shook their heads with frowns, but Alliana’s yellow gaze stayed firm on my face. Her curly, royal-blue hair shifted around her shoulders, and she stepped forward confidently.  
 
    “I do,” she nodded. “I remember everything. I was put in place as the marchioness of this city by the Queen, but before that, Amelia and I lived in the third ring of the capital and served the Queen on a day to day basis.”  
 
    I wanted to test the waters even more. Could this be a fluke? Or was she the first monster-woman to come out of my machine who didn’t love me? I couldn’t just have a trove of women who loved only me. Our future society wouldn’t survive if I took all of the women for myself… could this be a solution? Had something changed within my machine? Or was it my blood? No, blood couldn’t change. Then maybe it was the core? Could it be that?  
 
    “How do you feel about me?” I stated bluntly, and Alliana’s blue eyebrows immediately shot up.  
 
    “I don’t know how to answer that,” the ex-marchioness uttered. “I… I love you, but I feel it in the same way I love my daughter.” 
 
    “So… maternity?” I asked. “Not romantically?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered. “There was this consort I had a long time ago… I often think of him. Wait, he’s here, isn’t he? I saw him.”  
 
    I turned back toward the crowd behind me, and Aschere’s eyes connected with mine. There was hope deep in his light brown eyes, and he nervously chewed at the inside of his cheek. Then I lifted my right arm into the air and gestured for him to come closer. Aschere lifted his head high and thumped closer as my monster-women stepped out of the way. Alliana’s mouth dropped open, and her hands tightened on Amelia’s shoulders.  
 
    “Aschere,” the ex-marchioness gasped. “It really was you. I kept hoping it was some sort of dream or illusion, but it is you. You’re here!”  
 
    “I am,” the guard nodded, cleared his throat, and then looked to me for guidance. “I don’t know what to say right now…”  
 
    “I have to ask you a question, Alliana,” I smiled gently. “And it might be a bit jarring.”  
 
    “Go ahead,” the blue-haired woman nodded. “I’m prepared for anything.”  
 
    “Were you in love with Aschere?” I questioned, and Aschere burst into a coughing fit.  
 
    The ex-marchioness’ eyebrows shot up, but other than that, her expression never changed. Her golden-yellow eyes moved from mine and scrutinized Aschere’s face for a long time. I wasn’t sure if I was onto something or if the ex-marchioness would frown and shake her head in disagreement.  
 
    “I only knew Aschere for five years,” Alliana uttered, and immediately, my guard’s face dropped. “He was my loyal consort, and I treated him as if he were a pet. Of course, I loved him like a pet, but there was a shift in our relationship around the third year. I no longer looked at him as if he were a domesticated animal. He was more companion to me than any of the other consorts I purchased. I started fighting an inner war against myself over Aschere. I wanted more than just an owner and pet relationship, but I knew if I indulged in something like that, my Queen and the royal courts would expel me for being a Harlot. Hell, I could’ve been killed if I treated him better than an animal. So, when the time came, I sold him to whoever would take him, and I never saw him again.”  
 
    We wallowed in silence for a long time, but Alliana looked as if she had more to say as her lips puckered out, and her hands tightened on her daughter’s shoulders once again.  
 
    “I never had a consort after him,” the ex-marchioness’ voice wavered with emotion. “It was then I realized the feelings tied to Aschere were far more than just an owner and her pet. I loved him, and I never wanted to admit it, not aloud, and certainly not to myself. If there’s one thing I’m grateful for, it’s that with his parting, he gave me one of the most precious gifts I’ve ever received.”  
 
    The implication hung heavy in the air, and everyone’s eyes landed on the child for a long time. Suddenly, a pained groan ripped through the room, and I turned toward Aschere with a surprised jerk. The soldier stepped forward, clamped his hand over his mouth, and tears watered in the corners of his eyes. I’d known Aschere for a few months now, but I’d never seen him express such emotion.  
 
    “She’s…?” the guard croaked.  
 
    “Yes,” the marchioness breathed. “She’s your daughter. Born seven months after I sold you. I didn’t know I was pregnant at the time, but if I had, I wouldn’t have let you go. I wasn’t a Harlot, maybe I am now after the transformation, but if I’d kept you, I would’ve done anything in my power to keep us as a family.”  
 
    “Charles?” the soldier asked and looked me squarely in the face. “Is this allowed? Can I have a family with her? She’s yours, isn’t she? She went through the transformation. All of the soldiers know the women who go through the transformation are in love with you.”  
 
    “Well, she’s the first that isn’t.” I shrugged. “I’m not going to tear a family apart for my own selfish needs or wants. There’s something different about this experiment that changed the usual outcome.”  
 
    “What is it?” Edony asked with furrowed eyebrows. “What changed? None of the variables are different, and I’m sure you experimented as you usually would.”  
 
    “Let me explain,” I smiled. “When Josephine and Edony went into the machine, they were already in love with me. They somehow kept their memories of the past, and I think the same thing happened to Alliana, except this time, she wasn’t in love with me. She was in love with someone else. My blood’s ability may be strong, but the power of love must be stronger.”  
 
    Aschere took this moment and rushed forward with his arms open wide. Alliana pushed Amelia toward him, and my trusted guard enveloped both of them into a tight hug. My monster-women cooed happily while Matilda and Rian rocked their heads back and hooted loudly toward the ceiling. It was a joyous moment, and I felt glad I’d been the one to give it to Aschere. My royal guard deserved this more than anyone did, and I knew with his family by his side, he’d fight harder for our future where they could live free and happily.  
 
    As soon as the soldier stopped embracing his lost love, he wiped away the tears and grinned toward me. He offered me his hand, and I shook it for the second time today. I wanted this for every man in my army, not just the men fighting for our side, but the men who were still enslaved by the aristocrats. There would come a day where every single man was free, and they’d be able to marry a woman they loved wholeheartedly.  
 
    “Look at you, ya big softie,” the green-haired desperado laughed and slung her mechanical arm over my shoulders. “You’re just out here doin’ good things left and right.”  
 
    “But isn’t that the point of all of this?” I murmured and looked out over the whole group. “When I started all of this, I didn’t do it for myself. I only thought about the other men in the world that would benefit from it. We’ve lived in oppression for so long, and seeing this, Aschere and Alliana, it gives me hope for the other men in the world. She used to work for the Queen, and she probably hated men just like the rest of them, but despite that, she fell in love with one of her consorts. She never stopped loving him, and now they can finally be together. How many more lives are we going to change because of situations like this? How many more monster-women will realize they were in love with a certain consort they had. The one thing I’ve learned from all of this, Matilda, is that there is hope. No matter what happens or what life throws at you, there is always something good to believe in, and I believe in all of this.”  
 
    “When I first met all ya’ll,” the desperado drawled with a faraway smile. “I wasn’t so sure. I recognized Josephine, and she was the real reason I joined your party, but when we attacked Granhamn, I saw how you were with your men. I saw how you treated them. Ima tell you this now, Charles, and I’ll only tell you this once because I’m a type of a woman who doesn’t like to hash words repeatedly. I respect you. A whole lot. I may not have the same relationship with you that your monster-women do, but I can see you’re a good man, a damn fine one, and I’m mighty glad me and the other women decided to follow along with your little scheme-y plans.”  
 
    “Thank you, Matilda.” I grinned. “You’ve already proven yourself to be a fantastic asset to our party, and I also ‘am mighty glad’ you’re along for this wild ride, too.” 
 
    “Now, don’t go makin’ fun of my beautiful, melodic desert drawl,” the green-haired woman laughed. “Women from where I come from are pretty fond of their accents. Mine might be a little rough, though.”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I think it’s nice. It’s very… you.”  
 
    “I like Edony’s voice a lot.” The desperado nodded, crossed her arms over her chest, and leaned back against the wall. “It has that low, smoky growl to it. Makes shivers race up and down your back every time she speaks to ya.” 
 
    “It is nice,” I nodded. “But imagine it if she were the Duchess of your city, and she ordered you around with that same voice.”  
 
    “I guess it does lose a little bit of its appeal.” The green-haired woman shrugged. “But I like your voice, too, Charles. You may not know it, but you have a slight accent, too. Most people don’t hear their own accent because you constantly hear your own voice, but you have one.”  
 
    “I never thought about it, but I guess I do,” I chuckled, then turned back toward the rest of my party. “Now, why don’t all of you head off to bed? You don’t have to if you don’t want to, but we’re leaving for Tulna tomorrow, and I want everyone to be alert.”  
 
    “I’m pretty tired,” Valerie sighed and stretched her arms languidly over her head. “I had a little too much drink, but it started to wear off about an hour ago, so now I’ve just got a big case of the sleepies.”  
 
    With that, the rest of our party broke off and exited the caravan. I ordered the new monster-women to go and join the old troops back at the marchioness’ manor. As I stood in the doorway of the caravan, I watched as Aschere, Alliana, and Amelia made their way deeper into the forest toward the soldiers’ tents. I wondered what it felt like to be in his shoes. He’d finally been reunited with the aristocrat he’d secretly loved for so long, and she’d scorned him but right as he thought all was lost, she came back to him better than before because of the transformation.  
 
    I don’t know how Alliana could come out of my machine without being infatuated with me, but it happened, and I was grateful. Now, they could live the rest of their lives together without having to fear the Queen taking Aschere away or punishing Alliana for her choice.  
 
    “That was a wonderful thing you did,” Daisy whispered from beside me, grabbed me by the hand, and tugged me back toward the bedroom. “But let’s rest, Charles. As you said, we have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”  
 
    “I don’t know how long it’ll take us to get there,” I uttered and glanced out the open door at the distant manor’s lights. “Tulna won’t know what hit them. With all of the aristocrats in Granhamn on our side, we’ve nearly tripled our monster-woman army… I cannot wait to see what carnage they will bring down on the city.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    It was cold when I awoke, and the wood-burning stove in the corner of the room hadn’t been stoked in hours. The coals burning behind the sooty window were deep scarlet and covered in a heavy layer of ash. That was fine because, in a few hours, all of the still-burning coals would be placed in a barrel and hauled away as we prepared to leave Granhamn and cross the burning desert for the second time. I sat up in bed, and the heavy blankets shifted off my bare chest. The full brunt of the cold air hit me, and I wanted nothing more than to crawl back into the warm comfort of my women’s arms, but I knew I couldn’t do that.  
 
    We had important things to do today. We had to pack up the caravan, prepare all of the soldiers and monster-women coming with us, and then part from the rest of my army on our journey. I glanced over at the clock on the bedside table, and the ticking hands told me it was a few minutes before dawn would break. The alarm would go off soon, but I always found myself waking up before it even went off. Probably my old scientist and doctoral habits; the early bird gets the worm, or maybe it was the fact we were on the cusp of something that could be fantastic.  
 
    “Good morning,” Kleeia grumbled, crawled out from underneath the heavy blanket, and then clamped her hands over her chest. “Oh, boy, it’s a cold one today, isn’t it?”  
 
    “It looks like Granhamn has gotten its first dusting of snow for the season,” I chuckled as I glanced out the window. “It’s too bad, though. Once we hit the desert, it won’t even feel like fall anymore.”  
 
    “Except for at night.” Daisy yawned, sat up, and stretched with a few feminine sighs. “I was glad I’m part bear that night I had to stay outside and keep watch. It was so cold, and I’m sure if it were anyone else out there, they would’ve frozen half to death. Which makes me wonder, how did Matilda and the rest of the desperados stand to be out there?”  
 
    “Maybe they got used to it after a while?” Valerie asked, crawled languidly out of the sheets, and stretched her long, elegant legs. “I’m sure they had a nice and toasty fire going.”  
 
    “They didn’t.” I shook my head and remembered the night they’d followed us. “If they’d had a fire, we would’ve spotted them across the desert in the dark.”  
 
    “Their horses could have built-in mechanisms to help keep them warm,” Edony pondered and ruffled her long, colorless hair. “I’ve heard of devices like that, but most of them were to keep bathtubs or beds warm for the aristocrats.”  
 
    “I’ve heard about those!” The feline-woman grinned. “After Charles first created me, he told me about the bathtubs that stayed piping hot for hours. I dream one day when we live in the palace, we have at least ten of them, and I can take steaming baths whenever I want!”  
 
    “I’m sure the palace has more than just heated bathtubs.” The she-wolf laughed under her breath. “The capital is one of the most advanced cities in the country. I’ve heard it’s a hub of scientific genius.”  
 
    “Then why was it so hard for the Queen to find someone to work for her willingly?” I thought aloud and slipped into a starched, white shirt.  
 
    “No one works for the Queen willingly,” the wolf-woman said darkly. “Not unless you like licking boots as a hobby. Most of the people who work under her are either forced into it or born into their positions.”  
 
    “Like me,” Cecelia said, and all attention turned toward the black-drake-woman. “I didn’t want to be a royal guard, but every female before me was, so I had to. If I didn’t… I’d be disappointing my family line. I may have been a Harlot, but my ties to my family were too strong for me to break free.”  
 
    “We are the same,” Edony murmured and slipped into her clothes. “My ties to my ancestors were too strong. No matter what I did for the betterment of Edenhart, I had to do it the exact same way my mother and her mother did it. I couldn’t think for myself and make the city I wanted because everything already put into place was so well thought through. If I changed one thing about the city, made a tiny tweak to how the citizens lived, it would all crumble into dust. I couldn’t do that to my family. They’d worked too hard to make Edenhart what it was, and I couldn’t have it fail in my hands. It’s horrible to think about. When I took control of the city, I was only sixteen or seventeen. I was a child, and I had no idea what I was doing.”  
 
    “That’s not true!” Josephine protested as she shot out of bed in a mess of fuzzy curls that framed her face beautifully. “You did a fantastic job leading Edenhart. It wasn’t your fault the city was failing. It was the Queen and the citizens who lived there. You can’t have a booming town without the help of the people who live there. We all know how corrupt and hateful aristocrats are… they would never lend a helping hand unless it benefited them in some way. You did your best with Edenhart, and that’s saying something. Look at Birksonn and Granhamn. With the Queen and Marchionesses’ guidance, they fell into ruins.”  
 
    “The Queen doesn’t care about the state of the cities.” Edony spat. “She only cares about what they can provide her. Birskonn and Granhamn were close to my heart because they were part of my duchy, and I have to wonder… how many more aristocrats feel the way I do? Have many more women have had their property taken from them by force? I had no control when she took Birksonn and Granhamn from me, and if I retaliated, she would’ve snatched away Edenhart, too, just as she’s wanted to for so long. But even then, she planned to take Edenhart, too, when she sent in Ortensia.”  
 
    “That’s what they do, isn’t it?” I asked and slipped into my shoes before rolling my suspenders up onto my shoulders with a soft snap. “They send in a new ‘chief constable’, and then she slowly starts to take over the town. When the city’s leader finally gives in, she’s put in place as the next marchioness.”  
 
    “That was the plan,” Rian whispered in a low voice, sat onto the edge of the bed, and looked out the window. “I finally remember what I was supposed to do in Edenhart. The Queen sent me there to become the next marchioness. She wanted me to take over and punish Edony for her ‘insolence.’ I’m almost disgusted with myself, but I have to remember I’m not Ortensia. I’m not that person anymore, but it still makes me sick to my stomach that in the past, I would’ve agreed to something like that.”  
 
    “So, you’ve remembered more of your past?” Kleeia asked with raised eyebrows.  
 
    “Yes.” The black-haired beauty nodded. “But a few snippets here and there. I can’t see the Queen’s face, but I remember being in the giant council chamber at the back of the palace. It’s a massive room with her throne where she sits for two hours of the day and gives out orders or listens to citizens’ complaints. Usually, the orders come before any of the citizens come, and I was the first to be called in. She sat on her throne, this massive, stoic statue of a woman, and glared down at me, but I remember she was smiling and… and… I was, too. I was more than happy to help her get the things she wanted. In a way, I feel like Aschere. I was the Queen’s pet for the longest time, and I would happily lay at her feet as long as I continued doing things to make the capital a better place.”  
 
    “What did she say to you?” I turned, stared at the pregnant imp-woman, and Rian rested a gentle hand on her rotund belly.  
 
    “She told me she had exciting news,” the red-skinned imp repeated. “That Edenhart was suffering, and it was our time to take it back. She said it rightfully belonged to her, and I was the one she’d chosen to go in. I was so happy and pleased. This was my first mission on my own without the rest of the royal guard with me, and it was my time to prove myself to my mistress. I guess I didn’t do that since I never managed to come back, and I’m grateful all of you found me.”  
 
    “Kleeia,” I said. “Have you remembered anything from your time with the Queen?”  
 
    The turquoise-haired nix-woman furrowed her eyebrows, puckered her lips, and looked as if she had something to say but didn’t want to. Her mint-colored eyes met mine for a few passing seconds, and then finally, she breathed a heavy sigh and began to speak.  
 
    “It’s strange,” Kleeia murmured. “I don’t understand what it means, but I remember the Queen constantly asking me about ‘the boy’. ‘Kelara, find out more about the boy’, ‘Kelara, have the messengers found out more about the boy?’, and ‘Kelara, we need to keep looking after the boy’. I don’t know what it means, and I certainly don’t remember who this ‘boy’ was. We had guards tailing him. I know that for certain, but I have no idea who this boy is and where he was located.”  
 
    Instantly, my eyes met Edony’s, and an intense fire burned brightly in her sharp violet eyes. We hadn’t told them what we’d found yet since there hadn’t been a good time recently, but it seemed now was the best time to do it. I personally didn’t think I was the Queen’s son. There was too much unknown about my past and where I was born that it couldn’t be confirmed or denied yet, but Edony seemed to wholeheartedly believe I was the Queen’s child.  
 
    “There’s something we need to discuss with all of you,” I stated in a low tone, and their eyes immediately snapped to me. “Edony and I found a few things while looking through Granhamn’s archives.”  
 
    “What did you find?” Daisy asked, and Edony stepped toward one of the dressers.  
 
    The wolf-woman rifled through some of the clothes and finally stood up straight with the small ledger between both hands. The papers she’d torn from the larger record book were neatly tucked into the first page of the log, and she handed it over to the bear-girl. The petite brunette flipped through the pages with the rest of her sisters hanging over her shoulder. With each page the bear-girl read, her eyebrows furrowed, and the lines on her forehead deepened with confusion.  
 
    “This is a record,” Daisy uttered finally as she closed the book, and her sisters leaned away to stare at me with confused expressions. “A record all about you… but why? Why would the Queen have something like this?”  
 
    “I have absolutely no idea,” I stated. “But Edony believes I could possibly be the Queen’s son.”  
 
    “Wait, what?” Valerie squealed, half-turned as she continued to dress, and grimaced. “Really?”  
 
    “It’s a possibility.” The bear-girl nodded, clutched her chin, and thought for a moment. “But we don’t have all of the information. There’s no location of your birth or your mother, but all of this seems so strange. Why would someone keep such good track of you? You’re a brute, and from what Edony has told us, they only record when a brute is born, and then it falls off the face of the earth. Why would someone watch you this closely?”  
 
    “There has to be more to it,” Kleeia said and took the ledger from the brunette’s hands. “We’re missing information, but I don’t think we should rule out the possibility that you are the Queen’s son.”  
 
    “My theory is it’s an aristocrat close to the Queen,” I explained. “Someone within her royal council or something like that, but I highly doubt I’m of any relation to the Queen herself.”  
 
    “Our best bet is Tulna,” Edony said and took the book back from her sister. “Or Magnta. Josephine, or maybe anyone else in this party, may not have known this, but Magnta is a city primarily based around the hospital based there. No citizens live there, only nurses and doctors who work for the hospital. They have a massive records collection, and I’m sure we’ll find more information about your past there. Tulna has one of the largest libraries in the country, though I don’t know if they have a large record section or not. I’m sure if we asked the desperados, they’d have absolutely no idea. When they went to Tulna, they were only interested in pillaging it, and records don’t exactly sound like the hottest item for them.”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded resolutely. “We’ll search in Tulna first, and if we don’t find anything of interest, we’ll move on to Magnta. We’re going there anyway, but it wouldn’t hurt to take a peek at what they have. Alright, now that everyone’s dressed, why don’t we start packing up and heading out? Cecelia, I do have one request of you.”  
 
    “What’s that, Charlie?” The black-drake-woman asked with a tilt of her head.  
 
    “Do you think you can portal us out of Granhamn?” I asked. “Maybe close to Valestia. I’m sure no matter where you take us in the desert, Matilda and her women will be able to navigate us toward Tulna.”  
 
    “Yeah!” The redhead grinned. “I can do that! But we’ll have to get to a place where there aren’t as many trees. We wouldn’t want to come out on the other side with a bunch of uprooted cedars.”  
 
    “Sure.” I nodded. “We’ll go down the road a little bit and then have you portal us away. “Now, let’s get everything prepared.”  
 
    The caravan was a flurry of movement and sound as my women packed away all of the loose items that could be knocked around during the journey across the desert. Rian took the liberty of clearing out all of the stoves and used her ability to kill all of the still-burning coals. The imp-woman scraped out all of the ashes and carried them outside in a heavy, metal bucket. Daisy packed away our essential food and water in the kitchen cabinets and lightly hummed to herself as she worked. Every few seconds, the brunette would stop what she was doing and laid her tiny hand against her flat stomach, where our child was steadily growing.  
 
    I smiled happily to myself and then headed out of the caravan into the cold. The frigid air bit at my face, and I had to shield my eyes for a moment from the reflection of the sun against the pure, white snow. I barely had time to take in the beautiful winter splendor before another voice sounded between the trees.  
 
    “My lord!” Aschere called, lifted his gloved hand into the air, and trotted over. “Good morning, how are you?”  
 
    “I’m excellent, Aschere.” I smiled and shook my trusted guard’s outstretched hand. “And you?”  
 
    “Good!” The older man nodded, and a light blush crossed his cheeks. “I don’t think I slept at all last night if I’m being honest. I kept waking up to make sure Alliana and Amelia were still there in the tent with me. They were, but I kept thinking it was all a dream that I’d sadly wake up from. I’ve rounded up the soldiers and monster-women who’d like to join us, and they’re waiting back on the main road. We’re ready whenever you are.”  
 
    “You better not be thinkin’ that you’re leavin’ without us, partna’.” Matilda cackled as she and her women appeared out of the forest. “We’ve been waitin’ for this all night. Got our horses prepped and everythin’. Gave ’em extra coal, too, just in case we need to ride for longer than expected.”  
 
    “We weren’t leaving just yet, Matilda.” I chuckled. “We’ve just got to tie the horses to the front, and then we’re going to head out.”  
 
    “Already done, my lord.” My guard bowed his head. “I knew you and your monster-women would be busy this morning, so I took it upon myself to do it for you.”  
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled and patted him on the back. “It’s quite nice having you around, Aschere. You take care of things before I can even think to do them.”  
 
    “Simply serving my future king!” the older man laughed heartily. “But I do have to say goodbye to Alliana and Amelia before we leave. I don’t want them worrying about us while we’re apart.”  
 
    “They’re not coming with us?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “They’ll be joining us when we reach Tulna,” the guard explained. “Alliana decided she wanted to keep Amelia here and train her before we make our attack. She may be a child, and we need to protect her, but she is a potential weapon we could use in the future against our enemies. I’m just grateful to you, my lord. You gave me the family I always wished for, so for the second time, I pledge my loyalty and life to you.”  
 
    “There is no need.” I said. “You’ve already given me so much, and if I’m being honest, I’m more grateful for your aid during all of these times.”  
 
    “Aw, girls, wouldya look at that.” Matilda chuckled, leaned against her horse, and stroked her metal arm lovingly. “Our future king certainly is a kindhearted man. We love to see it. Those good ol’ boys workin’ together for the betterment of our country. It’s a lovely sight to see.”  
 
    “I can’t tell if you’re serious or if you’re making fun of me.” I snorted and elbowed the green-haired woman.  
 
    “A little.” The desperado shrugged, grinned happily, and placed her left hand over her heart. “But it comes from a place of love. I wouldn’t want a king that I can’t crack a few jokes around. This world has already seen enough of the cold, unfeeling rulers. We need one who knows what it’s like to be human. To be cold, poor, and hungry, and I think you know exactly what that’s like, Charles Rayburn.”  
 
    Irene, the quietest of Matilda’s women, shuffled closer, and her dark hair fell into her eyes as her lips parted to speak.  
 
    “I think it’s admirable,” the shy woman whispered in her low, rumbling voice. “The relationship between our leader and his men is important to the structure of the army as a whole. I agree with Matilda. I would prefer to have a leader who is more likely to laugh and smile with his peers than the Queen, who rules with a grimace and an iron fist. It’s good to see our king get along with his peers and not keep to himself and his monster-women. Comradery is an admirable trait, and I wish to see more of it, especially with the state our country is currently in.”  
 
    “Dang, Irene!” Matilda barked, chewed on her lip, and slapped the short woman on the shoulder. “I think that’s the first time I’ve heard you say more than three words at a time. Seems like all this fightin’ and wrestlin’ with the aristocrats has put the burnin’ patriotic fire in your heart. Why couldn’t ya do the same when we were pillagin’ cities? I won’t hold it against ya, but it’s mighty different.”  
 
    “Thank you, Irene.” I bowed my head, and the petite desperado shied away from me immediately. “I appreciate every word you’ve said, and I will work harder in the future, so everyone can see we’re in this together.”  
 
    Irene nodded from behind Matilda, and the green-haired woman’s lips puckered slightly. The lead desperado looked concerned with a hint of worry, but it disappeared as soon as the expression came. The green-haired woman lifted her head, flashed me a smile, and then hastily climbed up onto the back of her horse, but as I watched her, the smile fell from her face. Her eyes shifted over her shoulder toward Irene, but the quiet woman didn’t look up or make a sound as she climbed up onto the back of her horse. I mentally reminded myself to ask Matilda about it later and then headed toward the driver’s seat of the caravan.  
 
    “Aschere?” I shouted over my shoulder. “Do you have a horse? If you want to ride at the front of the caravan with me, you can.” 
 
    “I have one!” the older man nodded, waved to me gingerly, and then stepped through the light dusting of snow on the forest floor.  
 
    As I nestled myself down into the driver’s seat, I slid open the small window behind me and glanced inside. Daisy sat at the kitchen table with Cecelia and Edony. The three women leaned their heads close together and whispered in hushed tones. Through the open window, I could make out the shapes of Rian and Kleeia as they lounged on the plush couches of the drawing-room cabin.  
 
    “Everyone ready to go?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes, Charles.” the she-wolf smiled.  
 
    “Ready whenever you are!” Daisy nodded.  
 
    “Just let me know when we’re on a flat road, and I’ll portal us out of here!” The redhead giggled. “But make sure to take off your coat and gloves because I’m sure that once we get to the desert, it’s going to be a scorcher!”  
 
    I nodded and then turned back toward the forest in front of me. With the reins tightly gripped in my fist, I smacked them against the horses’ backs, and we pulled forward. When I leaned out from behind the caravan, I could barely make out the abandoned guard tower in between the falling snow. The ivy covering its gray stone walls were dead, and their color was a dark brown. It almost seemed like a metaphor for Granhamn itself. When we arrived, Granhamn was such a desolate, dark place with its high fortifications but what was even worse was what laid behind the giant wall.  
 
    The city was streaked with the marchioness’ neglect, and the people we’d hauled away to my machine were nothing more than skin and bones. The Queen was bleeding these cities dry, not only of their supplies, wealth, and food, but the town’s life, too. Birksonn and Granhman had both been on the brink of collapse, and I had to ask myself, how many more were in the same state? How many cities was she destroying for her own greed and gain? Not only that but what was she using all of these things for? Why did she need them? From what I understood, the capital and the farmlands surrounding it were large enough to sustain it, then why did she have to take from others in need? She was already the ruler of the country, in control of everything, but why did she feel the need to buckle and force these cities to their knees?  
 
    I’d heard from Edony the aristocrats in the capital hated the Queen but there was nothing they could do to overthrow her. According to many sources, she was the most powerful woman in the country, but her actions were of a woman that was afraid, very afraid. What could she be so scared of? If she had limitless power, what frightened her so much? No faraway armies were threatening to invade our land, and anyone who had tried in the past were destroyed beyond repair. What could the Queen be so afraid of? What pushed her to the brink of insanity and would cause her to ruin her own cities?  
 
    I ran through a few possibilities in my head, but none of them seemed to fit. What could make a woman like the Queen tremble in fear? Brute attacks? No. Even if the brutes rose up and attacked the capital, they’d be wiped out in seconds. The Harlots? Maybe. The group of women had already taken over part of the capital, but I was sure with enough brainpower, the Queen could figure out how to defeat them. Then it hit me. I sat back against the driver’s seat and breathed in heavily.  
 
    The only thing the Queen could be afraid of was a man with abilities. Men were a largely marginalized group, but they were powerless when it came to stopping her or disrupting her rule. The only thing that could strike fear in her heart was a man with the same amount of power she possessed. Was that me? Was that why there were such detailed records of my life in Granhamn’s library? There was no way of telling, but the way I surmised it, it seemed highly plausible.  
 
    “Well,” I said darkly. “If the Queen is afraid of men born with powers, she’ll soon meet her worst nightmare.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    The wind cutting through the forest was freezing cold, and the falling snow bit at my face. Not only was it snowing hard, but an unsettling, dark gray fog had fallen over the woods around Granhamn. I tried to keep my eyes on the path ahead of me and navigate through the thick trees toward the road, but when I glanced out of the corner of my eye, I could’ve sworn I saw the shapes of people moving around. 
 
    “Don’t mind them,” a familiar honey-sweet voice whispered from behind me. “They’re trying to tear you away from the path and get all of us lost.”  
 
    “What is it?” I asked, peeked out of the corner of my eye, and nearly jumped out of my skin as the unmistakable shape of a man stepped out of the swirling fog. 
 
    “The book you gave me calls them the ‘Zlo,’” Daisy explained through the window as her sisters listened intently from the table. “They’re something in between sprites and lost spirits. It’s difficult to explain without having the book in front of me, but they’re basically spirits that have unfinished business on earth. Something inside of their metaphysical makeup changes, and they become the wandering Zlo.”  
 
    “What do they want?” I asked in a low voice and kept my eyes glued to the crude path in front of me. “If they have unfinished business, what can be done for them? 
 
    “Nothing really.” Daisy uttered sadly and glanced toward the thick fog. “I’ve read they generally congregate around the areas where they were killed or died. You’re not supposed to follow them or look directly at them.”  
 
    “Why?” I asked. “What will they do to you?”  
 
    “Well, no one really knows,” the bear-girl explained. “But it’s believed they essentially steal your body. They release your soul, take over your shell, and then live as you for the remainder of their lost years. Apparently, when they manifest, they take the shape of someone you know or lost, and they beckon you from a good distance away.”  
 
    “Do you believe that’s what they do?” I murmured and glanced out of the corner of my eye.  
 
    “Not really.” The brunette shook her head. “There’s no actual accounts of this happening. It’s just a theory that’s been put out there.”  
 
    “Maybe they’re just sad or scared,” I muttered and settled my eyes on a distinct shadow in the distance to the left. “Maybe they’re searching for a place to call home in a new, terrifying world they don’t understand. I don’t know what waits for us on the other side when we die. I’m a scientist, so current and old religions don’t make a lot of sense to me. There’s a scientific law I always think of when someone says, ‘they’re in a better place’ when someone passes. It’s called the Law of Conservation. Our bodies are essentially energy, and food and water are our fuel. Energy cannot be created or destroyed; it can only be converted from its original form into another. If we think of it like that, aren’t our souls nothing more than a mass of energy? If it passes on from our physical bodies, where does it go? Simply into another form. I think the Zlo are simply misunderstood. Maybe they’re the next step after we die, and they wander around the earth, not really knowing what to do because they’ve never experienced this next step before.”  
 
    “I never thought of it that way.” The bear-girl pondered. “Just as you said, maybe they’re wandering around in a brand new world, and they don’t know where they are or who they are. I don’t know much about the afterlife, either, and since I don’t, I can’t form an opinion on it, but I imagine you lose all your memories once you die. Not simply because you’re dead, but because the weight of the world has been lifted off you.”  
 
    “Sounds familiar, doesn’t it?” I chuckled softly and glanced toward her through the open window.  
 
    “Yes.” Daisy nodded with a faraway smile. “It sounds like your machine and the transformation, but I imagine that going through with the experiment is a lot easier than dying, losing everything, and then having to navigate a brand-new, confusing world. They exist, but only a half-existence. They can’t touch, speak, or feel anything. They just wander around aimlessly.”  
 
    “We don’t know if any of our theories about them are true.” I laughed softly, swiveled my eyes ahead of me, and gripped the reins a bit tighter in my hands. “Maybe your books are what’s true, and we’re completely wrong about them.”  
 
    Daisy leaned out of the window, glanced around, and then finally settled her honey-colored eyes on a floating shape to the right of us. I wasn’t sure what she was about to do, but suddenly, the bear-girl leaned out and shouted toward the moving human silhouette.  
 
    “Hello!” the brunette cried and waved her hands manically. “Can you hear me? Are you there?”  
 
    Her voice echoed through the forest, and for a moment, I thought the Zlo hadn’t heard her in its long march through the woods. Then, something I hadn’t expected happened. The shadow of a person jolted, half turned, and finally showed its face to us. It had no features at all, just a swirling mass of gray smoke with two pinpricks of white for eyes. A moaning sound crept toward us from the creature, and I prepared myself for it to leap forward and attack, but it didn’t. The Zlo settled its gaze toward us, looked between me, Daisy, and the bear-girl’s frantically waving hand. The creature stopped and stood for a second before more shadows appeared around it, and slowly at first, the central shadow lifted a formless hand and waved back.  
 
    “It’s disappearing?” the bear-girl gasped, and what she said was true.  
 
    The Zlo’s dark outline lightened to an eggshell white, and it was almost invisible against the falling snow and thick fog. The two of us craned our necks around the caravan and watched as the Zlo in front completely faded from view with a low, mournful groan.  
 
    “What did I do?” Daisy cried, slapped her hands to her cheeks, and pulled down on them in anguish. “Did I accidentally kill it? Charles, stop the caravan! We have to go back! I have to make sure that it’s okay!”  
 
    “I think it’s just fine.” I smiled, reached out, and stroked her pink cheek with the back of my pointer finger. “Energy cannot be destroyed… Maybe it’s taking on a new form, or if your book is right, maybe you helped finish whatever it wanted on the earth.”  
 
    “Then what did it want?” the bear-girl whispered.  
 
    “If I could guess, acknowledgment.” I smiled. “Think about it for a moment before your emotions take advantage of you. If the Zlo wander around alone, then they must think they’re the only creatures that exist in this universe. How sad that must be for them, but you calling out to them in a friendly voice, well, that lets them know they’re not alone. It tells them the world isn’t so cold and lonely. I think you released it into the next phase of its lifecycle, whatever that may be.”  
 
    “I wish we could release them all.” The brunette frowned. “I want to know what happened to them and how they got into this state in the first place.”  
 
    “I doubt they’d tell you,” I shook my head, finally spied the main path through the trees, and pushed the horses toward it. “As we surmised, they probably don’t remember who they are. We don’t even know if they can speak. You heard the noise it just made. It sounded like a low groan. Without a physical body, it can’t even form words.”  
 
    “I wonder how many more of them there are,” the bear-girl said. “Not just here in Granhamn, but all of the world. Maybe we can only see them here because the fog makes them stand out. They could be wandering around cities in the middle of the day, and no one would notice them. That’s so sad to think about.”  
 
    “Yes, it is.” I nodded in agreement. “But we don’t know what the next step is. They could transform into something else completely and live different lives. Maybe they even get reborn, who knows?”  
 
    “Reborn?” the brunette asked. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “It’s another premise of a religion I’ve heard about,” I explained. “After you’ve died, you spend some time in a strange limbo. You’re not alive, but you’re not entirely gone, but if your soul was pure, it’s reborn as a baby. There are whole different levels to it depending on how good your soul was, but other than the premise, I don’t know much about it.” 
 
    Finally, we reached the main road, and I slowed the horses down to a crawl as I turned the wide caravan onto the narrow dirt path. Right as we made it back onto the main road, Matilda and her women pulled up alongside us. The green-haired woman held the reins in her gloved hand and held down her wide-brimmed hat with her other.  
 
    “Did you see those damn shadow things back there?” the desperado shouted over the sound of her mechanical horse’s hooves. “One rushed out of the forest at me and gripped onto my side. Nearly pulled me off my damn horse, but my meaty thighs managed to keep us aloft. The goddamn thing was groaning somethin’ like ‘groooog,’ but I’m a horsewoman, not a pirate. I don’t know nothing about grog. Maybe if they’d ask for rum, I would’ve given it to them, but it just exploded into nothing after I shouted at it.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “It just… exploded into a cloud of smoke as soon as I yelled ‘Hey!’ at it.” The green-haired woman shrugged.  
 
    Daisy and I immediately turned toward each other, and the bear-girl’s lips spread into a wide grin.  
 
    “Do you know what this means?” the brunette giggled. “That’s what they want! To be acknowledged! I’m going to take that damn mythical creature book and write some notes in the margins! Maybe if I learn more about beasts during our travels, I could write my own book later on.”  
 
    Daisy wriggled back through the window, brushed off her pretty yellow dress, and then raced out of the kitchen cabin. Edony and Cecelia still sat at the kitchen table and spoke to each other, utterly unbothered by the commotion outside.  
 
    “So, Matilda?” I chuckled lightly, and the desperado turned her attention back toward me. “You have rum on you?”  
 
    “I do, I do.” The green-haired woman nodded. “Specifically asked the scientist to put a compartment in my house for a spare bottle or two. All I gotta do is knock twice on its belly, and a door opens up underneath, but I gotta be careful, though, because if you’re not ready, the bottle will drop and break. There’s nothing sadder than a broken bottle of expensive, stolen rum. Why? Do you want a drink?”  
 
    “No.” I snorted and shook my head. “I don’t think drinking and driving the caravan is the best idea. I need my cognitive abilities right about now, but ask me again when we’re settled down for the night, I just might take you up on that offer.”  
 
    “I most certainly will.” The desperado laughed and nodded along. “That’s the good thing about these horses. They have a built-in compass, and they can guide us without much trouble, so we can drink and ride as much as we want, but I will warn ya, havin’ the stomach gurgles on the back of a runnin’ horse isn’t the best time I’ve ever had. Alrighty now, let’s set out sights on the desert… It should take us a few hours to get there, but if we push through, I think we can make it by sundown.”  
 
    “No need.” I chuckled, glanced over my shoulder, and called out to one of the women inside. “Cecelia! We’re on a flat road, are you ready?”  
 
    “Yes, my love!” the redhead squealed, rushed forward, and wriggled through the window. “Oh, this is so exciting! This is only my second time doing this, but I think my skills have really improved since the first time! You saw how fast I was able to portal when we attacked Granhamn, right? I bet I can do that on a much larger scale! The first time I did it, we were in the portal for a total of five to six seconds. I bet I can do it in less than a single second.”  
 
    “Okay, try it.” I laughed lightly. “If you get it right, maybe I’ll give you a special treat later on tonight.”  
 
    The black-drake-woman snuggled up to me with a light, sultry giggle, but then turned her attention toward the snowy road ahead of us. The redhead closed her eyes, breathed deeply, and then concentrated on activating her power. Over the ex-guard’s shoulder, Matilda stared at her intently and pressed her lips into a firm line. Suddenly, her eyes widened, and the desperado shrugged as she turned back toward the road ahead of us. All of this must have been strange to the desperado since her power was metal manipulation. We hadn’t seen the extent of what the green-haired woman could do yet, but I was excited to see it in the future.  
 
    “Hold on to something,” Cecelia whispered. “And you’re going to want to take off your coats and gloves first. It’s about to get pretty hot out here.”  
 
    I shimmied out of my coat along with the rest of the desperados and plucked off my gloves before stuffing them in my coat’s pocket. I settled my eyes on the redhead as she took a sharp exhale, leaned forward in her seat, and then threw out her hands in front of her. Unlike the first time, there was no pained screaming as the black-drake-woman summoned the portal, but this time, it was drastically large. The inky blue edges of the portal wavered and wobbled like flames, and I barely had time to think as we passed through it.  
 
    The same feeling from before washed over me in an enormous wave. It felt as if we were traveling through molasses, a thick warm goo where the portal’s outer rings muffled all sound and light. Everything around me, the caravan, the horses, even my body felt weightless as we traveled through the portal. When I moved my head to look at Cecelia, it was painstakingly slow as if time had decelerated. Just as suddenly as it had started, we crept through the other side of the portal and then blasted over the sandy road into the desert. I coughed for air, leaned my head back, and stared up at the cornflower blue sky above our heads.  
 
    “Now, let’s see.” The black-drake-woman giggled, ruffled in the coat she’d just been wearing, and pulled out a gold watch. “Yup, two seconds. I wanted to cut it down to just one, but we were close enough.”  
 
    “Two seconds?” Matilda balked. “That felt like an eternity. My horse barely moved a piston during that entire time.”  
 
    “Well, kind of,” the black-drake-woman explained. “Think of time and space like a long, linear line. There’s no end, and there’s certainly no beginning. I’ve told Charles this before, but the rest of you may not understand. My ability is essentially time manipulation. It’s like taking that long, ceaseless line and pinching it a little, so you get to be where you want to be without all of the travel or time waste.”  
 
    The endless desert stretched out in front of us, and when I glanced behind the caravan’s long, wooden walls, I could barely make out the mountains in the distance. If we’d traveled here the usual route, it would’ve taken almost a full day, but with Cecelia’s help, it was seconds away.  
 
    Just as I’d instructed them, the desperados pulled out in front of us in an arrow shape and guided us off the beaten path into the sand. For a few seconds, I thought the wheels of the caravan would get stuck in the unstable sand, but we wobbled for a second and then kept on going without any trouble. We’d be out here for a long time, I already knew that, but I wasn’t sure how long it would take us to finally reach Tulna. Instead of Matilda leading the group, for some reason, Irene rode at the lead with her brimmed-hat pulled down over her dark eyes.  
 
    “How long will it take us to get to Tulna?” I asked the green-haired woman.  
 
    “I reckon about four or five days from here,” Matilda explained. “It’s long, but I’m sure if we ride hard and fast, we could get there sooner.”  
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking,” I uttered. “Why is Irene leading us and not you?”  
 
    “My power might be strong,” she said. “But it’s good for close combat. I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve for long-distance fightin’, but once I’ve used those, I’ve got to get in close to take my enemy down. Irene is best suited for all types of combat. She’s got long and short-range attacks she can use. We generally keep her at the front unless we’re doin’ a sneak attack like we tried to pull off with you folks.”  
 
    “What’s her ability?” I probed. “The only one I know is yours. The others in your gang, I have absolutely no idea about.”  
 
    “Ah.” the green-haired woman laughed. “So, you’re wonderin’ about the old desperados and what they can do for ya, right? I’ll tell ya. I don’t mind. You already know that mine is metal manipulation. I can essentially turn metal into a liquid form and use it as a weapon. Most of the time, I add it to my arm and use it to bash people to smithereens, but I can form three different types of projectiles and shoot them up to ten to fifteen feet away. Kate over there, she can see in the dark, but it’s not just night vision, she can see and sense the body heat of any animal or being within the twenty-mile radius.”  
 
    “So, she has infrared vision?” I asked. “That’s pretty interesting and could help us in the future.”  
 
    “Yeah, I thought you’d like that.” The desperado nodded. “Now, Mattie, well, I think Mattie’s the most dangerous one out of all of us except for Irene. Have you ever heard of a creature called the wet bear?”  
 
    “Vaguely,” I said. “They’re a cross-species, aren’t they? Their technical name is the ‘hippabeara’ I believe. They’re the product of a wetland hippo being forced to breed with the northern bear-dog, correct?”  
 
    “Yeah that’s right.” The green-haired woman nodded. “Have you ever come across one in the wild, though?”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “I haven’t, but I’ve heard some pretty horrific stories.”  
 
    “There’s a type of madness an animal receives when it’s born from two animals that weren’t meant to be bred,” Matilda explained. “It’s an insane rage I’ve never seen before until we accidentally came across a herd of them in the marshes on the edge of the desert where the sand meets the wild river, Valta. They’re these big, hairy creatures just wadin’ through the water, but you can see their slick skin through all that fur and their damn maws… The size of hippos but with the horrible fangs like the bear-dog.”  
 
    “What happened?” I probed. “And what does this have to do with Mattie?”  
 
    “Let me get through my story first.” Matilda chuckled, shifted her eyes toward Mattie, and then pursed her lips. “We came upon this herd of wet bears, and of course, they don’t like anyone being in their territory, so they ran us off. Charles, I’ve never seen a pack of animals so mad in my entire life. They followed us into the desert for three days, no water in sight, and everyone knows these animals can’t survive without their skin being wetted every few hours. They killin’ themselves to kill us. They finally managed to give up, but by that time, all of us were exhausted, and we slept for three days because we hadn’t gotten a wink of sleep the entire time they were followin’ us. Mattie is like those wet dogs. She has something called ‘feral mind’. Do you know what that is?”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “I’ve never heard of it.”  
 
    “Most of the women who have that type of ability are drafted into the Queen’s guard,” Matilda explained. “They’re the lowest of the soldiers in the ranks, but they’re the most powerful. When they get mad, when they’re beyond the brink, they turn into animals. I’ve only seen Mattie do it once or twice the entire time we’ve been together, and I don’t like witnessin’ it. She’s terrifyin’. Her body morphs into this massive version of herself, and she just goes ballistic.”  
 
    “What about Genevieve?” I stated and turned my attention toward the more boisterous desperado ahead of us.  
 
    “Hers is pretty funny.” The green-haired woman chuckled, but there was something about her expression that made me pause.  
 
    Matilda’s eyes kept swiveling back toward Irene, and I knew there must’ve been a reason the green-haired woman had saved her for last. The same expression she had on earlier returned, but when she glanced at me, the desperado forced a smile.  
 
    “She has the ability to switch minds with people,” Matilda snorted.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “She can force her subconscious into someone else’s body.” The green-haired woman laughed. “And make them do whatever she wants.”  
 
    “What happens to her body?” I probed. “Does the other person’s subconscious take over?”  
 
    “It sure does.” The desperado shook her head. “But she can do it reeeeeaaaal fast, so the other person has barely any time to react. It’s pretty funny to see it happen in person while you’re attacking.”  
 
    “Matilda, I can tell you don’t want to talk about it,” I murmured, and finally, Matilda lowered her eyes to the burning sand in front of her trotting horse. “But I need to know about Irene.”  
 
    “It’s not my story to tell,” the desperado explained. “But I’ll tell you as much as I think she would allow me. Charles, you’ve probably realized this by now, but a lot of people believe, especially men, that aristocrats live happy lives with no pain or worry. Irene is the product of the exact opposite. I have to ask, but have you ever heard of ‘forced mutation?’”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “Never. What is it?”  
 
    “I won’t go into explicit details,” the green-haired woman said. “But I’ll just say, it’s disgusting. Aristocrats find a power they like, and they want to replicate it but make it ten times stronger than the mother’s, so… they take the fathers and--” 
 
    “I think I understand where you’re going with this,” I stated gruffly. “So, it’s essentially incest?” 
 
    “Yes.” The green-haired woman nodded sadly. “Irene is the product of such genetic monstrosities. I’ve seen what your women are able to do, Charles, and the only thing comparable to that is Irene’s ability. Her entire family line is inbred so badly there’s no outsiders in it at all, not even since the beginning of time.”  
 
    “But that’s severely unhealthy,” I uttered. “She must be riddled with diseases and other ailments. I’m surprised she’s not blind, deaf, or deformed.”  
 
    “It’s a miracle she even survived the womb,” Matilda said. “She said before she was born, her mother miscarried five babies, and she barely even made it out alive. If you look at how she rides her horse, she can tell there’s something wrong with her body. Her bones are extremely fragile, so we have to take good care to rest when she needs it.”  
 
    “What about her ability?” I pressed on.  
 
    “It doesn’t have a name,” the green-haired woman explained. “But she calls it, ‘shadow’ and refers to it as if it were a living being. She even speaks to it when she thinks everyone is asleep. Maybe she does talk to it, I don’t know. I’ve certainly never heard it reply.”  
 
    “There’s a disease out there,” I said. “It comes in many shapes and forms, but one of the symptoms is hearing auditory voices. It’s often one of the effects of inbreeding. She may have it.”  
 
    “I don’t think that’s it.” Matilda shook her head. “I don’t know if it speaks to her, but when she uses it, it’s like a living being. Like a demon cohabiting her body with her.” 
 
    “What is it?” I prompted.  
 
    “It’s similar to the Soul Suckers’ powers.” The desperado went on. “But it comes out in these enormous tendrils, almost like the creeping roots of a tree, and everything it touches dies. When they wrap around a person, you can see the life being drained out of their eyes, but as I said before, it’s not exactly like the Soul Suckers’. It decays them. Their body shrinks, their face wrinkles, and their bright eyes cloud over with cataracts. Then she leaves them as dried out husks, almost like an echo of the person they used to be. It’s absolutely terrifyin’. I’m glad she’s on our side, or I’d run in the opposite direction as soon as she activated her ability, but I can tell you this from past experience, I wouldn’t get very far. That shadow is quick as lightnin’, and no matter how fast you are, you can’t escape it.”  
 
    “She’s fragile,” I muttered and then glanced out of the corner of my eye toward the green-haired woman. “But she’s not weak.”  
 
    “Exactly.” Matilda nodded. “She usually doesn’t fight, kinda hangs back while we’re takin’ everyone on, but if there’s any sign we’re gonna lose, she lets the shadow loose.”  
 
    “I’d hate to be on the receiving end of her power.” I chuckled lightly.  
 
    “You’d end up needin’ a cane for the rest of ya life, partna’.” The green-haired woman laughed. “But I’ll give ya this, Charles, give her time. She’ll warm up to ya, and she’ll be irreplaceable to ya party.”  
 
    “I hope so.” I nodded. “I see what you did with your party, though, Matilda. You seem to know a lot of what you’re doing out here in the desert.”  
 
    “What do ya mean?” Matilda asked and tilted her head curiously.  
 
    “Your strategy and the women you’ve picked out for your team.” I went on. “It’s well thought out. You have a woman who can pick up on any body heat so you can seek out aristocrats to attack. Then you have another woman you can use to distract the nobles, a woman with brute force to pummel your victims into submission, and then another woman who can suck the life out of your enemies with barely a blink of her eye. Now, I must ask, was all of this planned out?”  
 
    “Yes.” The green-haired woman laughed. “I may be the leader of my group of vagabonds, but I wasn’t going to stay in the middle of the desert with a bunch of women who’s powers didn’t vary.” 
 
    “You said you have others, correct?” I probed.  
 
    “Yeah.” Matilda nodded. “Just a handful here and there. Nothing compared to what Josephine has in the Harlots. I mean, technically, we’re a sector of the Harlots, but we’re not in constant contact with everyone like the others are.”  
 
    “How did you even form your band of desperados?” I asked. “You said you left your original city because of the marchioness, but how did all of you come together?”  
 
    “We were all part of the Harlots,” the green-haired desperado said. “We were all in contact through letters and such. We lived in one of the larger cities, so we never met until the marchioness started to take over and threatened our way of livin’. She was stoppin’ all the mail and going through it to make sure there were no Harlots livin’ there. Luckily we used our code names, and we wrote in the secret language the Harlots learned after they joined. The letters were sent from different post offices, but if they went digging deep enough, they could’ve easily found all of us out, so we decided to leave. We weren’t sure what to do and moved around to different cities until more marchionesses showed up. By that time, we were pretty fed up with their shenanigans, so we stole us some horses and rode out into the desert. This was long before we met the scientist, and she made us our mechanical horses, maybe a few years, actually. Before long, more and more women joined our party, and we started robbin’ aristocrats we came across out in the middle of nowhere. It makes me sad that we can’t be a part of the bigger picture of the Harlots stuff, but I like to think we’re helpin’, even if it’s a little bit here and there.”  
 
    “You’re not just helping a little bit anymore.” I smiled gently. “You’re part of the resistance, Matilda. You’re going to be one of the women who defeats the Queen and serve in my future royal court.”  
 
    “Now don’t go around sayin’ stuff like that.” The green-haired woman blushed and waved a dismissive hand in my direction. “You may give me too much respect, and it’ll go straight to my damn noggin’.”  
 
    “I don’t think that’s what would happen.” I shook my head with a burst of laughter. “Look at you now, Matilda. You’re in control of a whole group of desperados, and the power hasn’t gone to your head. I’m sure you’d do well as the head of a war council or something along those lines. You have a mind for these things, and you will be of great use to me in the future.”  
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Matilda chuckled, raised an eyebrow, and then shook her. “I’m not so sure about all that, partna, but if you give me a position, I might as well try.”  
 
    Suddenly, the green-haired woman glanced down at her horse, squinted her eyes, and then shifted the reins in her hands. Almost like clockwork, the remaining five desperados repeated the motion without even seeing the green-haired woman from behind.  
 
    “You’re gonna want to shift your reins to the right.” The green-haired woman told me. “The horses are tellin’ us to go this way, and as riders, we gotta listen. They know the way to Tulna better than we do, I bet.”  
 
    “I wonder when we’ll hear more from the scientist?” Mattie shouted over her shoulder.  
 
    “You know how she is.” Matilda laughed, the rest of the group chuckled along with her, and then the green-haired woman turned toward me. “The scientist only sends letters when she comes up to the surface. Before she was captured, she’d stop at the smaller cities, get supplies, and send us a note before heading back down underneath the canal. We might get another one in maybe a day and a half, but… we don’t know about that now since the Queen’s after her.”  
 
    “I’m sure that by now, the cities close to the canal are teeming with soldiers,” I uttered. “Will she be alright if she doesn’t make any stops along the way?”  
 
    “I’m not so sure.” Matilda shook her head, and the good-natured smile fell from her lips. “We tried to teach her a thing or two about stealin’, but she wouldn’t hear nothin’ about it. Said it went against her morals. I hope deep in my heart that she has all of her supplies, water, food, and even her little robot friend, but the Queen could’ve confiscated them from her. I don’t want to imagine those things  but--” 
 
    “It’s a high possibility.” Edony interjected through the window from the kitchen table. “As I said before, the Queen relishes in taking things from her prisoners. She likes to make them suffer before she forces them to work for her. I don’t doubt she did all of those things to your friend.”  
 
    “But, that scientist is a wily one.” The green-haired woman broke in. “I told you she’s as quick as a flash, so I fully believe she snatched all of that stuff up before she left, even her little robot friend.”  
 
    “Robot friend?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “Can you explain that more to me?” 
 
    “It’s like this little mechanical creature.” Kate shouted over her shoulder. “I wouldn’t call it a person, but it behaves and speaks exactly like one. It’s about five-foot-tall and putters around the scientist’s laboratory. She even calls it her assistant, isn’t that funny?”  
 
     “Sounds like A.B..” The she-wolf chuckled. “Except he’s not built of metal parts. He used to be human.”  
 
    “Is that the weird brain you have in the jar in your laboratory?” Matilda asked, and I nodded with a wide grin.  
 
    “Yeah.” I snorted. “That’s A.B.. Just like your scientist, he’s my assistant, and he helps me with general tasks like keeping notes. If I perform a transformation and then an examination immediately afterward, he logs all of the information for me. He’s extremely helpful but a little loud and demanding at times.”  
 
    “That’s like the robot the scientist has!” Matilda cried. “It’s almost as if it has its own personality!”  
 
    We quickly settled into silence as the day wore on. It’d take a few days before we reached Tulna, and I wasn’t sure what we were going to do then. I had a rough idea of what I wanted to build to make sure we made it into the city, but it’d take a lot of work, and I’d need the aid of my soldiers. They’d help me no matter what I asked of them, but how were we going to build it? We had plenty of iron and steel left over from when we went to Valestia, but if we created the digger out in the middle of the desert by Tulna, we’d surely be spotted by one of the guards on watch. Would it really matter if we were spotted? It was an attack no matter how we did it, but I did prefer to take them by surprise, so they wouldn’t be able to form a group and fight back.  
 
    I knew already we couldn’t take every city by surprise, and that at some point, we’d have to fight head-on against the cityies and its aristocrats full power, but were we ready for that? I glanced around at the desperados in front of us, flicked my eyes to Cecelia beside me, and then turned to look inside the caravan. We had hundreds of soldiers on our side, and the monster-women army almost doubled or tripled their size. Yes, we could attack a city head-on and win if we really tried, and if Tulna were it, it’d be the first of many to come.  
 
    I had more problems on my plate than just getting inside of Tulna. I needed to figure out a way to create A.B. a body before we reached the capital. The brain was already anxious to find a form to fully live in, and he’d asked me for this. Out of all of his insane and impossible requests, this was the only one he pleaded to me for. He wanted more than anything to fight alongside me, and I wanted that, too. There were a few routes I could go, but I didn’t know which one would work out the best, and if I picked wrong, he could easily die. This wasn’t just tinkering with my machine in my manor’s basement for the Duchess and throwing a few patients in to test it out. A.B. wasn’t just my assistant, he was my friend, and I treasured our bond. I had to do it right, or I wouldn’t do it at all. 
 
    I breathed deeply, sighed, and then relaxed the reins in my hands. Someone gently rubbed my shoulders, leaned through the window, and whispered into my ear. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Charles?” Kleeia asked.  
 
    “How does one create a body?” I pondered aloud, and the nix-woman looked thoroughly confused by my question. “How do you create one from absolutely nothing?” 
 
    “I don’t quite understand, Charles,” the turquoise-haired woman whispered and shook her head.  
 
    “A.B. asked for a body,” I explained. “Can I build a body for a reanimated brain? Can I even do that?”  
 
    “Wait.” Matilda snorted. “I thought the brain was just a floating brain. It’s reanimated?”  
 
    “Yes, he is.” I nodded. “I found him in the back of a curio shop. I came up with a few ways I could make him a body. Dig up dead bodies, sew the intact pieces together, and then shoot electricity through it. Maybe use my machine, but I don’t even know if it’d work on him because he was once male. Not only that, but would my machine even register him as male since he doesn’t have any blood or organs? Lastly, I could attempt to craft him a body through alchemy. It’d be the most difficult one, but it’s the one least likely to end up killing him. The first two could be very dangerous, and I don’t want to promise him a new life then accidentally end it.”  
 
    “You could ask the scientist,” Irene uttered, turned, and stared at me with her dark, gloomy eyes. “Her robot contains a reanimated brain, just like yours.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    “What?” I asked, and my voice echoed out over the endless expanse of desert. “What is that supposed to mean?”  
 
    “Yeah, Irene?” Matilda barked with furrowed eyebrows. “I just thought it was a mechanical robot she built?” 
 
    “I spent more time with her than all of you did,” the shy desperado explained in a low voice. “You wouldn’t let me help with the planning of the attack, and the scientist spied me walking down the canal one day and invited me inside of her submarine.”  
 
    “Wait, wait, wait.” The green-haired woman shook her head. “You went inside?”  
 
    “You didn’t?” I asked.  
 
    “Naw.” Matilda pursed her lips. “She only talked to us from the deck of her ship, and when we came to pick up our horses, they were already waitin’ for us outside.”  
 
    “What about when she installed your arm?” I probed. “Did she take you inside then?”  
 
    “That’s a no, too, partna’.” The lead desperado grunted with a grimace. “She brought out these tables on wheels with all of her instruments, and she put it in place while I sat on a wooden barrel on the submersible’s deck. I guess the four of us haven’t been inside, but Irene has, which I would’ve liked to have known, ma’am!”  
 
    “It didn’t seem of any importance.” The quiet woman shrugged. “We didn’t do much inside, barely even talked. She was tinkering with something at her work station, and I didn’t want to bother her. She gave me a cup of tea and said I could read any of the books on the shelf behind the table, but most of them were either scientific, doctoral, or alchemy books, so I didn’t have much interest, but all of a sudden, her assistant started to malfunction.”  
 
    “What happened?” I asked, scooted forward in my seat, and held the reins a little tighter in my fists.  
 
    “It wasn’t anything drastic,” Irene explained. “Or traumatizing, if that’s what you’re wondering, Matilda. You see, Charles, her assistant, is a lot like our horses, entirely made out of metal, but it acts and speaks like a person. It’s about five feet tall, and it’s actually quite cute if you ignore the exposed wires in its joints and the strange electric sound of its voice. I think its name is Celly… No, that’s not right. Oh, yeah! It was Celty.”  
 
    “How did you know it was a brain and not just a mechanical robot?” I prompted. “Not only that, but how did it malfunction?”  
 
    “Well, the scientist said it happens occasionally.” The shy desperado told us. “She said it’s something like a seizure to our normal, human bodies. Then, she pulled a plate, unscrewed some bolts, and completely lifted off the robot’s head, but it wasn’t a head. It was like a protective cover of some sort, and underneath was a glass jar with a bright pink brain in it. A few wires were connected to the organ’s bumpy surface, and I think that’s maybe how the robot was able to speak and move around on its own.”  
 
    “You said it’s like a seizure?” I asked. “What do you mean? Can you explain?”  
 
    “I don’t know much about these ‘seizure’ things.” The dark-haired woman shrugged. “In fact, I’d never heard of them until she mentioned it, but then she went on to explain. She said it’s when there’s an electrical disturbance in our brains, whatever that is, something about the n-n-neurgens in your brain misfiring.”  
 
    “Neurons.” I corrected, and the smallest desperado tipped her hat in my direction in thanks.  
 
    “Yeah, those things.” Irene nodded. “So, she lifted off the cover as the robot continued to malfunction, then she opened up a small porthole on the side which revealed a red button, and she tapped it a few times while flicking her eyes back and forth between the brain, the twitching arms, and the button. After a few presses, the twitching stopped, and Celty could speak normally again. The scientist said when she presses the button, it lowers the amount of electricity going to the brain, stops the malfunction in its tracks, and then brings the levels back up to a normal one.”  
 
    “Is there anythin’ else you wanna tell us about this little visit?” Matilda chuckled lightly. “Since, ya know, it’s the first time we’re hearin’ about it.”  
 
    “Well,” Irene said, let go of her horse’s reins, and tapped her chin. “She did tell me this wasn’t Celty’s intended final form, whatever that means… So, when Charles said he needs to build a body for A.B., I figured it’d be best for him to talk to the scientist because it seems she’s planning on doing exactly the same thing.”  
 
    “So, she’s building her own brain a body, too,” I uttered. “Or at least she wants to. All of this brings forward the question, why does she have a female brain?”  
 
    “I didn’t ask that,” the quiet desperado muttered. “I figured it wasn’t my place. Same reason we didn’t ask you why you have a brain in your laboratory. We thought it was merely a scientist thing and to leave it alone.” 
 
    “No.” I chuckled. “A.B. is a reanimated brain, and because of my ability, I can speak to him and hear his voice in my head. It sounds strange, maybe even impossible, but it’s true. Even my monster-women can confirm it because as soon as they go through the transformation, they can hear his voice, too.”  
 
    “How did he get into that state?” Kate asked, glanced over her shoulder, and aimed her serious, heated eyes at me. “Did something bad happen to him?”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded solemnly. “His mistress, well, apparently, she was a scientist, and she experimented on him. I don’t know what her intentions were, but it seems she wanted to create a self-sufficient brain without a body. From what he’s told us, he was the only successful experiment unless there were more that came after him, but this brings forward so many more questions.”  
 
    “Like what?” Edony asked through the window, leaned her elbows against it, and looked intently at my profile.  
 
    “Where’d she acquire a female brain?” I asked darkly. “We all know if the capital found out about it, she’d be executed in the streets. My second question; who’s brain is it? Did she extract it herself, or was it a type of situation like A.B. and I’s?”  
 
    “These are all questions only the scientist can answer.” Genevieve added in her high, feminine voice. “But I’m sure she’d be more than willing to answer them. I guess it’s a good thing we’re headed toward Tulna to find her.”  
 
    The ride through the desert would be long and hard, but we’d only just started our journey. Thankfully, we had enough supplies to last us for months, and when I glanced around my shoulder toward the other wagons filled with soldiers, they seemed ready for the long and hard ride through this desolate landscape. We’d left Granhamn behind in the hands of a few monster-women and soldiers just in case more aristocrats returned home, but from the state we’d found the city in, I doubted anyone had been able to leave the city in months.  
 
    I could’ve sworn Granhamn was hiding something inside of it just like Valestia, but when we searched through all of the factories, we came up empty-handed. There had been hints of what was going on inside, lots of machines that looked as if they hadn’t been touched in months, years maybe, but no other clues about what they’d been making years before. I suspected it was weapons, but the molds hadn’t matched the cannons we’d found in Valestia, and I didn’t recognize them as anything else I’d ever seen. The molds were large enough for a man to lay down in one of the divots, but the lines zigzagged across the metal, interlocking plates.  
 
    I had so many questions, but I already knew none of them would be answered soon. At least if we found the scientist, she’d be able to tell us her side of the story, and we could find out the real reason why the Queen kidnapped her. We figured the Queen had taken her because of her scientific background, and we’d surmised she’d been forced to create supers-soldiers for the capital, but I wanted to know why. Why did the Queen need them? Was this a secret attack she was planning against Edony after all of this time? We’d found the cannons she’d prepared if there was a fight that broke out between the two of them, but could she have been planning a full-blown attack against Edenhart?  
 
    Even if the Queen went through her attack and sent her guards out to our home city, they wouldn’t find anything there except for a handful of my men and monster-women. What a shock that would’ve been not only to the guards, but the Queen, too. No one lived in Edenhart anymore, not permanently, at least, and those who had before were now part of my monster-women army. What would the Queen do then? Take over the empty Edenhart since everyone who’d lived there disappeared without a trace.  
 
    I still didn’t understand why the Queen was doing all of this. Why would she attack her own cities? Bleed them dry of all of their supplies, food, and money? Was her greed so insatiable, or was it something else entirely? My thoughts immediately went back to the records Edony and I had found in Granhamn’s archives. I had a hunch that what the Queen was afraid of was someone like me, a brute born with magic abilities just like any other woman in this world. From the logs we’d found, my brothers didn’t seem to have the same mutation as me, and they weren’t as closely followed, but who could be my mother? Edony fully believed I was the Queen’s son, but I still didn’t think that was possible. I was a scientist and doctor above all other things, and I only believed in something if it were proved to be real or true one-hundred percent. We hadn’t discovered enough information to show me her theory was right and that I was one of the Queen’s many sons.  
 
    I pulled myself out of my thoughts and stared straightforward at the slope of sand in front of us. It was late afternoon by now, and we’d traveled a good distance into the desert, but we’d have to go farther if we wanted to make it to Tulna in time. From the other desperados’ first message, they’d told us the scientist had escaped, but the Queen was sending guards to Tulna to search for her. It seemed the Queen understood the scientist’s habits and knew if she searched long enough, she’d find her eventually. I hoped we’d find her and save her before the Queen’s guard could get their hands on her. I may not have known much about the Queen, but from what I’d heard, if she managed to get her hands on the scientist again, she wasn’t going to let her go. 
 
    For the longest time I’d been stuck under Edony’s thumb, and she’d forced me to do things I never wanted to do, but I assumed it was nothing compared to what the scientist had been through. I was happy she’d escaped the Queen’s clutches, but I wondered how much damage had already been done? When the Duchess took me under her patronage and forced me to kill my own sex in the name of science, I was a shadow of a person. If the term ‘brute’ suited anyone, it was me at that time. I was a shadow of the man I used to be and nothing compared to the person I would become, but the scientist, she must’ve felt different. She lived in a world where her sex was the top priority, showered with wealth and praise; what would happen to her if the Queen found her a second time? 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Edony whispered into my ear, and her colorless hair tickled my cheek pleasantly. “You look pained.”  
 
    “I was thinking about the human mind,” I explained, and the she-wolf’s eyebrows shot up. “And how it processes trauma.”  
 
    “I’m not sure I understand what you mean,” the wolf-woman murmured, rested her chin against my shoulder, and looked out over the bright desert.  
 
    “There’s only so much a person can take,” I said. “Before it starts to affect their mind, Edony. The Queen, for example, Cecelia told us her actions are erratic and unpredictable. Her temperament is uncontrollable, and she often flies off the handle at her servants, guards, and soldiers. Does that sound like a sane woman to you?”  
 
    “No, not really.” The Duchess shook her head.  
 
    “Think back about your life,” I instructed. “You told me your mother loved you in a cruel way. What did you mean by that?”  
 
    “I’m sure my mother loved me,” Edony sighed. “Though she didn’t show it very much. I think that’s how all girls are raised, well, except maybe for Josephine. We’re treated like work, you know? We’re the next generation who take on the family name and work, so we have to be trained from the moment we’re born. A lot of women die in childbirth, so having multiple children is difficult and dangerous, Charles, and there’s a fifty percent chance that the child you give birth to is a boy, so with every girl, there’s a sense of responsibility.”  
 
    “How did your mother treat you, then?” I prompted. “How was she when you weren’t being instructed or trained to take over her position?”  
 
    “There weren’t any moments like that,” the she-wolf stated sadly. “I never had a second to breathe or relax. From the moment I woke up and laid my head down at night, I was constantly being trained on how to be the next Duchess of Edenhart. As much as I love my mother, she had a temper, and she lashed out at me multiple times.”  
 
    “I don’t want to defend her.” Josephine laughed from the doorway into the kitchen cabin. “But you were quite a precocious and mischievous child. Always acting out when you had the chance. It’s a wonder your mother’s head didn’t explode from all of the frustration you put her through.”  
 
    “Yes,” Edony chuckled lightly. “But you didn’t see that side of her. Whenever you visited, she was on her best behavior around you and your mother. For some reason, she always acted as if she needed your mother’s approval even though she was the Duchess of Edenhart. I used to have a scar on my thigh. You probably never saw it because the transformation healed it, but it was about five inches long and about two or three inches wide. Delphine used to tell me stories about how her mother used to shoot icicles at her when she was displeased. I wonder how well Delphine would’ve avoided a bolt of electricity. Would she have dodged it, or would it have hit her? It barely grazed me, but I was in bed for a week, healing what my mother did to me. Charles, what does all of this have to do with trauma?”  
 
    “Do you hate your mother?” I pushed on without answering. “Do you think you hated her before you went through the transformation or more after you did?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t say I hated my mother at all.” The she-wolf shook her head. “But I definitely resented her for an exceptionally long time afterward, even when she passed. She treated me, my rearing, and trained me as if it were a chore.”  
 
    Edony paused, but from the look burning in her violet eyes, I knew she wanted to say more. Her plump lips puckered out as the words pushed up her throat and danced along the surface of her tongue.  
 
    “Don’t be afraid to speak what you feel,” I urged and nodded for her to continue.  
 
    “Maybe now I can admit I hated her,” the Duchess uttered sadly. “I loved her so much, I couldn’t even see how she was poisoning my mind. She was molding me into a carbon copy of herself, and as I imagine myself doing that to our future child, I hate her. The anger burns in my belly like a pit of frothing lava about to explode and destroy everything in its path. It’s so hard, Charles. I don’t feel anything toward the situation now, but remembering it stirs up all of those old emotions.”  
 
    “My machine fixed you,” I said, and Edony’s eyes immediately met my gaze. “In more than one way. When Valerie went into my machine, I fully believed she’d contracted all manner of diseases common to paupers, thieves, and beggars like most of the test subjects. When she came out, she was cured of any such diseases she may have had.”  
 
    “Leprosy?” the Duchess gasped, raised an eyebrow, and brought a delicate hand to her chest. “In Edenhart? Are you serious?”  
 
    “Yes,” I laughed. “It’s nothing to be worried about now, my dear. I’m sure whatever strains were there have been cured by my machine. Edony, I think my machine cures everything. They changed your opinions on men, it cured your hatred and trauma from your mother, and it cured whatever illnesses you may have had.”  
 
    “So, what are you trying to say?” Josephine asked and furrowed her eyebrows.  
 
    “We don’t know what the scientist has gone through,” I explained. “We don’t know what type of mental and physical damage the Queen has subjected her to, but I want to be prepared to transform her.”  
 
    “I’m not so sure about that,” Matilda laughed as she rode up ahead of us, shifted in her saddle, and smiled at me over her shoulder. “The scientist, well, she’s the scientist.”  
 
    “I have no idea what that means,” I snorted, grinned, and then gestured for the green-haired woman to continue.  
 
    “What Matilda is trying to say,” Irene said in her same emotionless tone. “She’s a strong woman. So, Mr. Rayburn, I would just wait until you meet her before you start making plans.”  
 
    “I will.” I nodded. “Thank you.”  
 
    “It’s very sweet you’re worried about her,” the shy woman stated, and finally, she smiled at me as she peeked over her shoulder. “I’m sure once we tell her, she’ll take a shine to you immediately.”  
 
    “She doesn’t always do that, though.” Matilda warned. “Remember when she finally met Kate?”  
 
    “Aw, hell’s bells.” The other desperado groaned with her head hung back. “It wasn’t her that didn’t like me. I didn’t like her! She cheated!”  
 
    “Cheated?” I chuckled lightly. “Did she cheat you out of something?”  
 
    “Aw, naw,” the green-haired woman laughed and shook her head. “Kate bet she could beat her in a game of arm wrestlin’, and the scientist won somehow. Kate says the scientist cheated, but we all know Kate ain’t got no arm strength.”  
 
    “I’m not a fighter!” the woman cried. “I just locate people by body heat! I thought I could win! She’s so small, and her arms are tinier than mine! How could she win? She cheated!”  
 
    I laughed along with the rest of my party and then fell into silence as they spoke to each other animatedly. We’d fallen into a rhythm, it seemed. There would be a few days of peace and then a day or two of utter carnage as we destroyed the city we’d set our sights on, then we’d plan our next step. I’d enjoyed this time the most when all of us came together almost like a big, happy family, and told stories about our checkered pasts. It was so strange to me that somehow, we’d all found each other. Each woman around me came from a different walk of life, yet we all ended up at the same destination. I knew before long, these days of peace and quiet would be over, and there would be nothing but constant fighting. That’s why I wanted to cling to these moments for as long as I could because before long, they would all be over.  
 
    As the day drew on and the shadows across the desert grew like long, creeping fingers, I noticed something in the distance. Through the heat rising off the baking sand, there seemed to be some sort of structure in the desert. The closer we came, it seemed to move even farther away, but that may have just been the desert playing tricks on my eyes. I kept quiet for a while, not entirely sure if it was a mirage or was something out in the middle of the desolate desert. When I glanced over at my women, their eyes were straightforward, but each of them squinted painfully against the hot sun beating down on us. Maybe they hadn’t seen it yet, or it was a trick of the light. At first, I thought it was Valestia, but when I squinted toward it, I realized it couldn’t be the small city we’d visited a few days before. Not only that, but from what Matilda told us, Valestia was in the opposite direction we’d gone, and the only way we would’ve ended up there was if we’d gone the wrong way.  
 
    “My lord!” Aschere’s voice broke the loud silence hanging around us. “Do you see that? What is it?”  
 
    “I don’t know!” I boomed back, and from beside the driver’s seat, Matilda rifled through her saddlebag.  
 
    “You see it, too?” Cecelia gasped. “I thought it was just the reflection of the sand against the heat waves! Oh, my goodness, I’m so glad because it was making me feel crazy.” 
 
    “Hold on, partna’.” The green-haired woman tutted, pulled out a small metal tube, and then pulled it apart to reveal a monocular. “I’ll check what it is, Mista Rayburn.”  
 
    Matilda peered through the telescope for a moment, and I kept an eye on her until she pulled away with a puzzled look.  
 
    “You’re not gonna believe this,” the desperado breathed. “Ooooh, I can barely believe it.”  
 
    “What?” Cecelia asked.  
 
    “What is it?” Valerie cried as she threw herself through the window and landed squarely beside me. “What’s going on? What’s all the commotion about?”  
 
    “You might want to take a look for yourself.” Matilda gasped in a shocked tone, guided her horse closer to the driver’s seat, and offered me the golden monocular.  
 
    I took the item from her hands, gave Cecelia the loose reins, and then lifted the metal tool to my right eye. It took a long moment for my vision to focus as I quickly shut the left, and then I saw it. Trees that stretched up into the air with enormous plumes of thick, green leaves and brown hair fruit, but that wasn’t all of it. Thick, lush plants sprouted out of the yellow sand and nearly obscured it from view. In the distance, I could’ve sworn I heard the call of birdsong, but it wasn’t like any other I’d heard before.  
 
    “I’m no expert,” Matilda tutted. “But that looks like the damn rainforest I’ve seen in books before. Charles, is that even possible in the middle of the desert?”  
 
    “No,” I grunted. “It’s not.”  
 
    With all of the trees tightly packed together, I couldn’t see inside the enormous circle of sprouting greenery. It looked like something I would’ve seen out of one of the many books in my library about distant forests in humid countries, but that didn’t explain why the hell it was here in the middle of a lifeless desert. It made absolutely no sense. It was impossible. It had to be a trick of the eye... but how could it? All of us saw it by now, and as we moved closer, I could see even more detail in the monocular. It couldn’t be a mirage. It was all very real and right in front of all of us.  
 
    “What do we do?” Cecelia asked, glanced at me, and held the reins tightly in her hands. “Should we stop? Or should we keep going?”  
 
    I leaned my head back, took note of where the sun rested in the sky, and then stared toward the strange forest in front of us.  
 
    “From the sun’s position and the length of the shadows against the sand, it’s probably around eight, eight-thirty.” I explained. “Let’s stop for the night.”  
 
    Cecelia quickly handed back the reins, and as we finally neared the edge of the lush forest, I pulled back on the leather straps. The horses barely made a noise as we rolled to a stop, and I noticed as Matilda let out a low whistle. Kate nodded without speaking or even looking back, then she kicked her heels against her horse’s metal sides and rode off.  
 
    “Kate’s going to do a sweep of the area,” the green-haired woman said. “To make sure there’s no one or nothing creepin’ around in the desert or in that strange forest over there.”  
 
    “Good.” I uttered, tied off the horses, and hopped off the driver’s seat before waiting for the soldiers’ wagons to catch up. “As soon as she’s finished, Aschere and I are going to go in and see what’s inside.”  
 
    “We’re doing what?” the man barked with wide, terrified eyes. “We’re going… in… there…?”  
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled lightly, offered him my hand, and helped him down from the wagon. “Don’t tell me you’re scared of the forest now, Aschere. I’ve seen you run fearlessly into battle two different times, but this is what scares you?”  
 
    “It doesn’t scare me,” my guard laughed. “I just don’t, well, my lord, the thing is I don’t like bugs.”  
 
    “You’d get along well with Valerie, then.” I chuckled, and the ash-blonde stuck her tongue out at me.  
 
    “I’m not scared of anything except the creepy crawlies!” the feline-woman snorted. “I can take out ten aristocrats at a time, but if it’s a bug, I need Charles to come kill it.”  
 
    “Well, when I worked on a farm a while back,” my trusted guard said. “We had a lot of roaches. They’d tried to eat the crops, so we’d have to kill them, but that didn’t work well. They migrated from their nests into the bunkers we lived in, and it was… horrible, but if it’s what you wish, my lord, I will do it.”  
 
    “Very well.” I nodded, leaned over the driver’s seat, and grabbed my staff from its resting place. “Will all of you get the tents and camp set up? We’ll be back before the sun fully goes down.”  
 
    I turned at the sound of pounding hooves, and Kate finally came back into view from circling the forest. As she slowed, her mechanical horse let out a bellowing neigh and a cloud of pure white steam.  
 
    “What’d you find?” Matilda asked. “Anything?”  
 
    “Nothing to report,” the desperado uttered, slung her leg off her horse, and jumped to the sand. “A few birds here and there, maybe a wild rabbit or fox, but other than that, nothing. Why? Is someone going in?” 
 
    “I am.” I nodded and lifted my staff a little into the air. “It has to be more than coincidence we happened upon this place in the middle of the desert. Maybe we’ll find treasure in there, who knows?”  
 
    “Treasure?” Valerie gasped. “Can I come? Please, please, please?”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head gently. “Stay here with your sisters. This won’t take very long.”  
 
    “Okay, Charles!” the ash-blonde sang and then crawled back through the window. “Come back safe, okay!”  
 
    “We’re not doing anything dangerous.” I laughed. “Just a quick sweep of the terrain. Maybe we can find a tasty rabbit to eat or something.”  
 
    “Please.” Rian cried as she stepped out of the cabin door and rubbed her growing stomach. “I’m not complaining, but I’m getting kind of tired of potatoes, Daisy.”  
 
    “We don’t have a lot of ways to keep meat fresh in the caravan, Rian,” the bear-girl pouted. “I’d love to serve you a big juicy steak every night, but all of them would go bad within four or five days.”  
 
    “I wish we could’ve brought the damn ice box with us,” the imp-woman sighed. “It would’ve made all of this so much easier. This baby is giving me the weirdest cravings I’ve ever had. Last night, I dreamed I was eating a peanutbutter, pickle, and bratwurst sandwich. I don’t think I’ve ever eaten any of those things, but just thinking about it is making my stomach rumble.”  
 
    “We’ll try to find you some meat to eat, my lady.” Aschere smiled and bowed to the black-haired beauty. “Now, my lord, are you ready to head in? I think I’ve built up enough nerve.”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded and stepped forward through the sand toward the almost neon-green grass beyond. “We’ll be back in a few minutes.”  
 
    I waved over my shoulder toward my women and soldiers before turning back toward the blooming forest in front of us. With Aschere at my shoulder, I held my staff tightly in my left hand and used it to move branches out of our way. The deeper we moved in, the louder the strange birdsong came, and every once in a while, I heard the soft patter of animals’ feet as they ran through the underbrush. I wasn’t sure why I wanted to explore the forest. It felt like something was calling to me inside of it, and if I resisted, I would go mad.  
 
    The earth under our feet smelled fresh as if it had rained recently, and every few seconds, beads of water slid down the thick leaves of the palms overhead. Exotic flowers bloomed everywhere, and the air was not only filled with the scent of rain, but these, too. We’d been in the desert for so long that everything around me felt like a sensory overload.  
 
    “My lord,” Aschere murmured in his gruff voice and held his warhammers a little tighter in both fists. “May I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Of course.” I nodded but kept my eyes peeled for any signs of movement around us.  
 
    “Is this place...” The guard trailed off, hung his head back, and stared at the purplish sky above our heads through the trees. “Is it even possible? I used to work on farms, you know, but this doesn’t seem possible. When we grew crops, we could only use certain fields because of the soil, and then the next year, we’d have to plant something else to enrich it back to its normal state. This, well, if I’m being honest, this is fucking weird, my lord.”  
 
    “You’re absolutely right.” I agreed. “The desert has a few types of plants and trees that can grow, but they’re used to a small amount of water. I doubt this desert specifically only gets rain once or twice every few months. So, a lot of the plants that grow there have to survive without it, but all of this… no, these plants need daily rain and sun, so it’s almost physically impossible for both of them to exist in the same place.”  
 
    “Then what do you think happened?” my trusted guard asked.  
 
    “I have no idea,” I stated. “But that’s one of the reasons I wanted to come in here. If I saw it for myself, looked around for a little bit, maybe then I’d understand what was going on here.”  
 
    “Well, my lord,” Aschere laughed. “Do you have one of those special hunches yet? It’s getting pretty dark, and we’ve only taken a few steps into the--” 
 
    Suddenly, Aschere’s voice cut off into a surprised roar, and he tumbled forward through the brush ahead of us. We hadn’t seen it in the growing dark, but the ground sloped downward into almost a gully. I slammed my boots against the hard-packed earth as I raced after Aschere and listened to his continuous tumble forward.  
 
    “Aschere!” I called out to him in the dim light. “Where are you?”  
 
    I didn’t hear a cognitive reply except for the echoing screams as he tumbled down the hill. Suddenly, there was a loud crash from below, and I pounded after him before breaking through the trees in a vast, grassless clearing. Aschere laid on his back, and his dark-colored eyes stared up at the streaked evening sky as if he’d forgotten where and who he was.  
 
    “There you are,” I laughed heartily, bent down beside him, and offered him a hand. “Come on, let’s head out.”  
 
    “Sorry about that, my lord,” my guard grumbled. “I seemed to have lost my footing.” 
 
    “It’s no problem.” I smirked and slapped his hand into mine, but at the last second, I raised my eyes to the other side of the clearing then hissed through my teeth. “Oh, science… Aschere, don’t make a move or a sound.”  
 
    “M-My lord?” the soldier asked in a shaky tone. “I-Is there a big bug o-on me?”  
 
    “No,” I growled. “But we’re not alone.”  
 
    I slowly scanned the clearing and how many women stood in confused, frozen positions. All of them were tall, at last over average height, and their smooth-looking skin was tinted a mint green. Their wide emerald eyes focused on us with rage-filled intensity, and a few of them stepped back toward the thick forest behind them. Each woman’s hair was the exact same shade of deep, forest-green, and pointed ears stuck out of the thick, leaf-like locks. A single woman stepped forward, her wide hips swinging out behind her, and she pointed down at me with a delicate finger.  
 
    She was one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen, and she glared down at me with the same amount of hatred that aristocrats did. Her eyes were large, a golden brown, and her cheeks were full and round. A woven crown rested on her lightly curled green hair, and directly in the middle of it, an opal glittered in the low light overhead.  
 
    “Kim jesteś?” the leader asked in a deep, raspy voice. “Wer bist du? Dangsin-eun nugu-ibnikka?” 
 
    The inflection in her voice changed with each question, and I instantly realized she was asking something in a different language each time. I stared up at her with wide eyes and drank in all of her ethereal beauty. A shadow seemed to pass over her face with a dark realization, and she parted her lips for the fourth time.  
 
    “Who are you?” the forest elf asked.  
 
    “My name is Charles Rayburn,” I forced out and moved to stand, but her eyes slashed into me with even more rage. “Please, we mean you no harm--” 
 
    “Ah, you speak the devil’s language…” the lead woman seethed and then turned toward the women behind her. “Kill them then bring me their hearts.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Within an instant, all of the forest elves in front of me faded from view, and the lead woman turned on her heels. Her hips rolled as she headed toward the tents in the distance. She’d given them her orders, and now, she wouldn’t speak another word. I assumed she was their chief, leader, or maybe even Queen, but I couldn’t be sure.  
 
    “Please!” I shouted. “We don’t want to hurt you! We stumbled upon your forest by accident. We don’t want to fight you.”  
 
    The woodland elf paused for a minute, half-turned her body toward us, and aimed her golden eyes at us. Her expression was firm, and it was clear she wouldn’t change her mind no matter what we said or did.  
 
    “You’re merely loyal hounds,” the elven woman spat. “Sent by the mother jackal. Do you think we’re stupid? We’ve dealt with you before. I suggest you leave. Scurry out of the forest before my daughters slaughter you and bring me your still-beating hearts.”  
 
    The stunning, ethereal woman swayed away, stopped at the entrance of a tent, and then sat down on a wooden stool that looked to be crafted from the stump of a palm tree. She wasn’t going to slink away to the confines of her tent and wait for her women to kill us. She was going to sit here and watch as her ‘daughters’ slaughtered us. If she wanted a show, then Aschere and I would give it to her. I shifted my gaze down at Aschere, and though I saw fear deep in the brown hues of his irises, he knew what we had to do.  
 
    The guard lifted his right hand, and I helped him to his feet, but right as he gained his balance, something slammed into the middle of my back. I was thrown forward, and instinctively, I smashed my right boot down into the hard-packed dirt to keep upright. I wasn’t sure what they’d thrown at me, but I soon figured out as the sound of someone rolling past me on the ground reached my ears. They were invisible, and they were attacking from the tree line. I slowly raised my eyes toward the lead woodland elf, and a sly smirk crossed her beautiful features. This was what she wanted… when she’d spoken to us, it was merely a distraction while her minions slunk off to the forest around us.  
 
    “This way!” I barked to Aschere, grabbed him by the shirt, and dragged him to the middle of the clearing. “Keep alert. They’re invisible, but you’ll be able to see their tracks through the dirt, but we don’t know what other weapons they have.”  
 
    “This isn’t like any other battle I’ve fought before,” Aschere laughed shakily. “But I’ll try to keep you safe, my lord.”  
 
    “Same for you.” I nodded, wrapped both of my hands around the staff’s length, and then listened to anything in the distance. “Damn, they’re near silent in there. Aschere, call out to me if you hear any--” 
 
    I barely had time to react as a strange whistling sound filled my ears, and I dropped to the dirt. Shortly after, there was a loud thunk, and I lifted my head to see a makeshift dart buried in the wood of a palm. I guessed on the tip of that dart was some kind of poison that would either kill me or knock me unconscious.  
 
    “And, uh, watch out for those, too,” I ordered, and the guard quickly glanced over toward the tree then nodded. 
 
    “Aye, aye, my lord!” Aschere barked.  
 
    The guard and I pressed our backs together and then walked in a slow circle as we kept our eyes on the thick woods that surrounded us. There were about fifteen elves we’d seen, but there could be more we hadn’t, and there was no way to tell where they were. All we had to do now was wait for them to attack. I held the staff tightly between both hands, and as I concentrated hard on any attack I could muster up, the staff’s core began to glow with royal-blue light. As we moved slowly, the light brightened and flashed as if it were warning me of something.  
 
    Suddenly, it hit me. Valerie had a power similar to this, and there were a few ways to tell where she was even if she were entirely invisible. I slammed my gaze down to the dirt in front of me and spied the few puffs of dust as something raced toward us. Her breathing was silent, even all of her movements, but she couldn’t prevent the telltales signs of her approach from happening. In one swift motion, I stepped out, held the staff at my waist, and then swept it up in a long, graceful arch. A choked off scream echoed through the forest, and instantly, the elven woman phased back into view as she hung midair.  
 
    The staff held her there as she struggled, and the elven woman screamed at me in her native tongue. Her long, delicate fingers ripped through the air as she attempted to slash at me angrily, but I was too far away for her to reach me. Instantly, I closed my eyes, breathed out, and concentrated on the power within the staff. The weapon’s power swept over me in an enormous wave, and through the thin skin of my eyelids, I saw the core flash once and then glow scarlet as it stole the elven woman’s powers. With a flick of my wrists, the staff flipped in between my hands, and I lifted it over my head as I tossed the elven woman away.  
 
    She landed with a loud thump and a defeated wheeze before rolling over onto her stomach and crawling away toward her mother. Right as she reached her, the elven woman lifted one of her shaky hands to attack me, but her green eyes widened as her ability failed to respond.  
 
    “Valuha!” she screamed to her sisters still hidden amongst the trees. “Valuha mateki! Valuha mateki!”  
 
    I didn’t know what they were saying, but the fear trembled in her voice for a long moment. The lead elven woman glanced down at her ward, pressed her lips together in a firm line, and then rested a gentle hand on the woman’s shoulder.  
 
    Why wasn’t she fighting me? It was clear she was their leader, and usually, the leader was the strongest of them all, but why wasn’t she attacking? Was this some sort of trial to prove her women’s trust? Kill the invaders and confirm to me that you belong in the tribe? Or were they trying to tire the two of us out and then fall back as their Queen took over? It was clear they intended to kill us, but what had she meant when she said we spoke the devil’s language? What was that thing about the hounds and the ‘mother jackal’? What could she mean by that? Was it some sort of code or something simpler?  
 
    “They know I stole that one’s powers,” I whispered over my shoulder. “I doubt any more will be coming straight at us again. So, keep an ear out for any more of those darts. I don’t want one to hit either of us. Either it’ll knock us out or, worse, kill us. Do you have any experience fighting like this?”  
 
    “No, my lord,” Aschere hissed through his teeth, glanced around, and ducked as the strange whizzing sound came again.  
 
    I quickly dropped down, too, as the dart blasted past and hit a different tree. There were too many for the two of us, not only that, but I didn’t want to kill any of them. From the wooden structures built behind the tents and tools sitting outside their homes, it looked as if they’d been here for a long time, maybe even centuries. They weren’t a primitive tribe, but they certainly weren’t as advanced as the cities we’d been to. We’d already learned they had interaction with the outside world, but from the sound of it, it’d been hostile and aggressive. I guessed it was probably with the aristocrats, maybe the marchioness of the nearest town.  
 
    “There’s far too many of them for us to take on by ourselves,” I uttered, and Aschere’s eyes hardened.  
 
    “You’re not going to give up, are you, my lord?” my guard asked in a low growl.  
 
    “Give up?” I barked through a laugh, adjusted the staff in my hands, and grinned down at my soldier as I stood to my full height. “No, my friend. There may be more of them than us, and they may have a different fighting style, but I have an advantage they would’ve never seen coming.”  
 
    “And what is that?” Aschere asked, rolled backward as an invisible elf launched herself at him, and then rolled off back into the bushes. “Your staff? Or something else?”  
 
    I didn’t answer, only stepped away from him and held the weapon out in front of me. The forest around me fell eerily silent as if all of the invisible elves hiding inside paused to watch. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was doing, but the feeling building inside my chest told me that the staff would guide me. It’d done it so many times before, and if I just gave in and trusted it, we would win this. The scarlet light flashing through the core stopped and then intensified to a deep wine red. Slowly, I raised the staff over my head and held the core closer to the sky above. The weapon’s immense power washed over me, and I breathed it in like an intoxicating scent. My eyes slowly fluttered closed, and in one movement, I brought the staff down, flipped in my hands, and smashed the core into the dark earth.  
 
    I didn’t hear anything except for Aschere’s shocked yelp and the sound of him tumbling to the ground, but when my eyes opened, I watched as a shock wave raced across the ground toward the forest. Instantly, the plants and weeds shook as if something tore through them at a quick pace, but that wasn’t it. Just like Valerie, when she fazed from view, the outlines of the elven women shimmered for a second as they were lifted from the ground and suspended midair. Their terrified screams only urged me on even more, and I slashed the weapon down toward the dirt again. I kept my eye glued toward the edge of the forest as more and more elven women came into view.  
 
    The core flamed red, blue, purple, and gold in quick succession, and when I glanced down at its smooth surface, I saw different images move inside the swirling object. As the core stole their abilities, they dropped down into the dirt and stared at me with wide, terrified eyes. I had them in the palm of my hands, and there was nothing they could do about it. Sure, they probably could fight me off with pure strength alone, but like a lot of the aristocrats, these elven women relied heavily on their abilities and couldn’t function without them. Of course, after we’d talked this through with the lead elf, I’d give them their powers back, but I wanted to show her what I could do.  
 
    I moved to turn, but I couldn’t and immediately slammed my eyes down to my feet. I was held in place by thick, almost black roots, and as I struggled against them, they tightened with the sound of taut rope being pulled. I instantly lifted my head and watched as the lead elven woman stood. The stunning woman brushed off her shapely bare thighs, strode forward with an angry smirk, and then brought her hands together in a condescending slow clap.  
 
    “So,” the elven woman growled. “You’re a formidable advisory. You managed to defeat my daughters, so what do you want from us? More blood? Has the jackal ordered you to take more, or do you want more of our family? If you do, you have to get through me first, and let me tell you, the mother is much stronger than the children.”  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” I shouted, pulled against my left leg, and finally gave up. “I don’t know who this ‘jackal’ is. I certainly don’t want your blood or to kidnap you. If you’d let me explain minutes ago, I would’ve told you. My name is Charles Rayburn. I’ve formed an army, and we’re on a mission to kill the Queen and take back our country.”  
 
    “I do have to admit,” the beautiful creature uttered in her low, melodic voice. “You don’t look like any of the hounds we’ve seen before, but this could be a new tactic from the jackal. Maybe she’s learned from past experience.”  
 
    “I don’t know who that is,” I urged. “Please, let me go, and I can explain.”  
 
    “You can explain from where you’re standing!” the green-skinned woman shouted, and the roots around my legs tightened painfully. “If you are this Charles Rayburn and not a feral hound, why are you here? Why have you invaded our land?”  
 
    “I didn’t invade anything.” I assured her. “My guard and I came to investigate the forest. My women and soldiers are waiting just outside of the trees. We were looking for wild animals, maybe a rabbit to cook for dinner. We had no bad intentions, and we certainly didn’t expect you to be here.”  
 
    “What have you done to my daughters?” the elven woman asked with a tilt of her head, and the rage never left her sparkling eyes. “Their birth-given abilities aren’t working. What have you done to them? Some type of witchcraft given to you by the jackal?”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head and showed her my staff. “I’ve merely taken them away for a moment. I knew once their abilities were taken, they’d stop attacking, and we’d have a moment so I could explain why we’re here in the first place. I can give them back, but only if you promise to let me go.”  
 
    “Give them back to my daughter, Aneea.” The leader demanded and gestured to the woman lying by the largest tent. “She won’t attack you but prove to me you will do it, and I will let you go.”  
 
    “Can you…” Aschere whispered. “Can you even give them back their powers?”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “I haven’t had to do it before, but I’m sure I can.”  
 
    I settled my gaze upon the elven woman named Aneea, and when her emerald gaze met mine, her lips pulled, and she hissed at me as if she were a feral cat. I breathed in deeply, closed my eyes, and then lifted the staff higher into the air. The staff’s power flexed all around me, and suddenly, I felt something break away from it. When I opened my eyes, Aneea sat back on her haunches, stared down at her spindly fingers, and then flexed them out in front of her body. Slowly, through the dirt, a small plant began to grow and bloom. Suddenly, Aneea turned toward us and jabbed out her right hand, but a booming voice interrupted her before she could attack. 
 
    “Stop,” the lead elf ordered. “So, you’ve done as you’ve promised. Thank you. Now, return them to my other daughters and then leave, never come back, or we will not hesitate to kill you. At least, I won’t.”  
 
    The roots holding me in place retracted with a hissing snap and buried themselves underneath the dirt. I stared at the ground for a very long time and then lifted my gaze toward the elven woman a second time. Her green eyebrows furrowed, and her lips pulled down into an enraged grimace.  
 
    “I told you to return their powers,” she snarled, stepped forward, and brought her right hand up in front of her. “And leave. Now, do so before I change my mind and kill you.”  
 
    “The jackal,” I uttered, and her eyes widened instantly. “Is it the Queen, by chance?”  
 
    “I am the only Queen that matters,” the elven beauty hissed. “This other woman you speak of, she is a heretic. Nothing more than a cutting of the true mother plant… me.”  
 
    “What?” I grunted. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “I don’t think you’ve realized this, Human-Rayburn,” the woman barked, sauntered closer, and curled a finger under my chin. “But you’re entire society is a lie. I hate to shatter your reality, but the jackal has fabricated the world you live in, and it’s all because of me. I was born, my roots spread and grew exponentially, and where I was born, leaves and plants sprouted up all around me. We lived in peace for hundreds of years until one day, a child appeared here.”  
 
    “A child?” I asked. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “A hound pup,” the elven woman snarled. “She and the one who gave birth to her infiltrated our land, stole some of our women, and held us down as they extracted our lifeblood. Then, every ten years, they came back to take more from us, but each time, they were different; stronger than they were before.”  
 
    I had an idea of what she meant, but I wanted her to say it aloud and confirm it. Her golden eyes stayed heavily on mine, and they told me more than words ever could, but I still wanted to hear it from her lips.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I urged in a dark tone.  
 
    “That child didn’t have abilities the first time she stepped foot into my sanctuary.” The elven queen shook her head. “But when she came back, she certainly did. I don’t know what happened to her, but she became one of us, but she wasn’t born of the tribe. None of these human-born women are of the tribe, and yet they come into this world receiving what my kind have died for.”  
 
    “So,” I uttered slowly and solemnly. “Someone came into this forest, stole some of your women away, and then came back with abilities?”  
 
    “Seemingly overnight.” The elf shrugged with a bark of laughter. “I wonder what they were doing and how they achieved it. Maybe you can answer that, Human-Charles.”  
 
    “Sounds like they were experimenting with the magic in your women’s blood,” I explained. “It seems like they were able to isolate the property that produces your abilities and powers, then transferred it to living beings.”  
 
    “I don’t understand a word you just said,” the elven woman snapped and then sighed. “It seems I will never have answers, and no one will pay for what they’ve done to my tribe.”  
 
    “They can pay.” I urged, formed my hands into tight fists, and stepped forward toward her. “We can make them pay. As I said before, we’re on the warpath to kill the Queen and make the world right. We can do that together. We can avenge those you’ve lost. All I need is for you to submit to me, allow me to lead you, and we can take them down together.”  
 
    “Submit to you?” the green-skinned woman snapped, raised an eyebrow, and then curled her lips in disgust. “I am the elven Queen. I am the mother of all living things in this forest. Submit? To you? A puny human with a stick and pretty jewel? I’d rather my roots burst through the dirt and choke the life out of me than bow down to you.”  
 
    “Then I can’t help you,” I said. “You’ll continue to be plagued by the jackal and her hounds, whoever she is. Queen or not, I can offer you my protection, but only if you give me your power and title.”  
 
    “Then take it from me. Unless you are a coward.” The green-haired woman stopped a few feet away from me and grinned down at me as roots exploded out of her skin. The ropey, muscle-like feelers slammed down to the ground then lifted her into the air above me. Dirt flew through the air and settled at my feet as I leaned my head back and stared up at her. The roots growing out of her arms and back stretched out almost like wings, and I couldn’t help but study her face for a long moment. She was terrifying and utterly beautiful at the same time. 
 
    I had no idea how I was going to manage to beat her, but I had to. If I wanted to help her, I had to take her down and make her be mine. This wasn’t like any other battle I’d been in before, and I wasn’t sure how I was going to fair, but I knew one thing for sure, if I didn’t win, I would surely die at the elven Queen’s hands. Despite my fear, I couldn’t allow that to happen.  
 
    I’d already told myself I had to stop depending on my monster-women at every turn. I’d managed to kill a few beasts on my own, but this wasn’t comparable to those situations. This was a living, breathing being with conscious thought, but not only that, it seemed the elven Queen had information I wanted to know. Who was this jackal she’d spoken of? Was it the Queen, or was it someone else entirely? What did she mean when she said the child came into the forest without an ability and then returned with one? Did this mean the aristocrats’ abilities weren’t organic and that’d been manufactured hundreds of years ago from this tribe’s blood and genetics?  
 
    “My lord,” Aschere whispered. “Are you sure we should do this? Maybe we should just give them back their powers and head back to the caravan? I can fend them off while you run, my lord. My life is expendable, yours is not.”  
 
    “Are you suggesting we walk away from a fight?” I asked in a low grumble. “I may be your leader, Aschere, but I’m a doctor and scientist first. She has information we need, not only that, but I won’t turn my back on people who need protection from the Queen and her guard even if I have to fight them first. I’m not backing down from this, and I beg you, stop asking to run and face the threats in front of you.”  
 
    “Are you done speaking?” the elven Queen spat. “I would like to get this over with before the sunset. The jackal might be on her way here right now, and our tribe must prepare. Come, Human-Charles, decide if you will fight or run for your life.”  
 
    “I will fight you.” I lifted my head, squared my shoulders, and tightened my grip on my staff as I prepared for the battle ahead. I couldn’t back down from this, and it seemed she couldn’t, either. If she didn’t believe I would protect her and her tribe, I would make her believe.  
 
    “Now, it looks like you’re ready, but I will warn you,” the elven queen growled. “No one except the jackal has survived a battle with me, Human-Charles.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    The green-skinned woman held herself aloft by the thick roots that sprouted from her skin, and she jabbed forward with elegant ease as if she’d done this many times before.  
 
    We had no way of knowing who the jackal or the hounds were, but they were probably the Queen and her guards from what I’d surmised. I wouldn’t know more until I’d beaten the ethereal elf and made her submit to me. I’d fought off a few wild animals before and been in a few street fights with other men, but this was nothing in comparison. For some strange reason, I knew I could do this. I could win this fight and force the elven woman to become part of my monster-women party. I held the staff tightly in my hands and then winced as I realized I’d reopened an old cut on my hand.  
 
    The elven woman advanced on me, and the roots slammed down to the ground with massive explosions of dirt. The rage in her green eyes burned so brightly that if I didn’t do something soon, she’d kill me without even a single thought. I shifted the weapon to my right hand, and it nearly slipped from my fingers because of my slick blood, but then, the flashing colors in the core changed then held steady at a brilliant scarlet. Wait, this had happened once before, hadn’t it? When I’d fought against Samila, my blood had forced the weapon to change. Would it do it again because of my exposed blood?  
 
    The staff’s abilities so far had seemed limitless, anything I imagined came to life, and suddenly, the only thing that filled my mind was endless waves of blood. Droplets fell from the sky, pools of it welled up around my ankles, and slowly, my eyes shuttered closed as I imagined more images of gore. I had a birth-given ability, too, just like all of the aristocrats I came into contact with, but why didn’t mine manifest physically? Could it even do it?  
 
    Suddenly, the air parted in front of me, and even with my eyes closed, my body moved instinctively to avoid the strike from the elven woman’s vines. I felt it wash over me and reveled in it. No, this wasn’t the staff’s power. Then what could it be? My power? Mine had only shown itself when I repeated the experiment, then what was this? I stepped backward again, instinctively as the Queen sent another flurry of roots in my direction. I couldn’t see them, but I knew if they hit me, they’d punch a hole right through me.  
 
    “Blood.” I growled under my breath, and I heard the elven woman pause in front of me.  
 
    “What did you say, Human-Charles?” she laughed. “Having reservations now? How sad. You’ve already engaged me. There’s no going back now, do you understand?”  
 
    “Oh, I understand,” I said, slammed my eyes open, and glared up at her stunning face. “But I’ll make you regret ever asking for a battle.”  
 
    My eyesight had changed, and everything around me seemed to be bathed in an aura of dark red, but that wasn’t entirely right. When I stared up at the elven Queen, I could see through her, past her layers of skin and roots into the organs and meat of her form. Then I saw it… a strange white light burning at different points of the roots she used to hold herself up.  
 
    The elven Queen stared down at me with furrowed eyebrows, and then, taking her by surprise, I raced forward with my staff held tightly between both hands. As I moved closer, each vine’s white strands grew brighter, and they were the only things I could focus on. Something about them drove me mad, and I needed to cut them off. Matilda had described one of her woman’s powers as ‘feral mind,’ and I didn’t know what that felt like, but I thought this sensation rushing through me was the closest in comparison. The power of my own blood fueled my staff, and I felt its immense strength wash over me by the seconds that passed.  
 
    I slashed toward the elven woman’s roots, and as the weapon passed through the air, its form changed. The core shrunk, the haft flattened and elongated, then morphed into the shape of a flame, and when I gripped my right hand tightly around the hilt, I now held the immaculate flamberge. Before the green-skinned woman could react, I brought the sword over my head and then sliced downward toward one of the illuminated points on her roots.  
 
    The flame-like blade sliced through the thick vines with a sizzle, and greenish-blue blood spurted out of them as if they were one of the elf’s limbs. The stunning woman drew back with a pained scream, gritted her teeth, and then jabbed out both of her hands in my direction. Instantly, neon green vines and dark brown roots curled toward me through the air. I tucked my sword close to my body, threw myself forward, and rolled closer before the projectiles could even touch me.  
 
    “No!” the elven Queen roared, forced herself backward on the living stilts, and shot more of the arm-like roots at me. “You pest!”  
 
    I chuckled darkly but didn’t respond as I rolled to my feet, lowered myself close to the ground, and raced forward. I dodged every single vine and root she sent at me, and her labored screams vibrated through the air. Each time another projectile slammed into the ground beside me, the white light bloomed from the thick appendages, and I sliced into them with vicious ease. I was only a few feet from her when another wave of power slammed into me and forced me forward.  
 
    Blood. Blood. Blood. It was all around me, in me, on me, and I couldn’t stop it. Was this what it felt like to be born with an ability? Was the staff showing me what it would feel like to have full control of my power, or was this my power?  
 
    I was about to reach her when suddenly, my feet weren’t on the ground, and I was lifted upside down in front of her snarling face. She’d gotten me, and when I lifted my head, I saw one of the vines was tightly wrapped around my ankle. Slowly, it started to wind its way down my leg, and my mind raced for any way to stop it. Using my momentum, I swung against the thick vines, slammed my boot against one of the roots closest to me, and rocketed up toward the vine holding me in place. I gripped my sword between both hands, curled my legs underneath me, and brought the weapon down right as I passed under the thick muscle-like appendage.  
 
    The elven Queen’s blood flew through the air in thick rivulets, but I wasn’t finished yet. The green-skinned woman screamed in agony, stumbled backward a few feet, and quickly recoiled the sliced vine. She was distracted, and this was my moment to strike. All of her vines and roots were curved toward her, and if I wanted to get in close, I had to use those. I held the sword out behind me, slammed my boots against the hard-packed earth, and then raced up one of the thick meaty vines. The elven Queen screamed in horror, and right as she was about to pull away, I tucked in my arms and legs. I flipped through the air once and then slashed madly with my sword.  
 
    As I fell, the air was thick with the earthen smell of her greenish blood, and the dead vines and roots fell from the sky almost like snow. I landed in front of her with a loud thump and instinctively bent my knees to take in a breath. I hadn’t killed her, hell, I’d done everything to actively avoid killing her. From the strange second vision the sword had given me, it seemed cutting off her vines and roots barely phased her, but it had hurt. My eyes zipped across all of her body, and I could see the swirling green blood as it flowed through her veins. She hadn’t lost that much, but I’d weakened her.  
 
    I thought another attack would come immediately after, but when I raised my eyes toward the elven Queen, she slowly lowered herself closer to the ground. Through the sight given to me by the staff, I saw there was something off within her body. Directly in the middle of her chest, a light like the others glowed and flickered, but it seemed on the edge of dying out. Had she expended all of her energy on me? Or was it something else entirely?  
 
    “Y-You picked a good night to c-come,” the elven woman gasped, stumbled forward, and immediately, the elves rushed forward to help her stand. “The s-spirit of the forest is waning from the power of the moon. If you’d visited any other night, I would’ve taken your heart as a prize.”  
 
    “Are you hurt?” I asked, stepped forward, and offered her my hand. “I can heal you. I’m a doctor. I can bandage your wounds and make sure infection won’t set in.”  
 
    “Babdula!” one of the other elven woman barked and shook her head. “Badula mons multa!”  
 
    “It’s alright, my dear,” the elven woman soothed with a tender smile and then turned her attention back to me. “Your human medicine won’t work on me, so there is no need. Only the spirit of the forest can heal my wounds, but she is weak, so it may take a few days. So, Human-Charles, it seems you’ve beaten me… I thought I could destroy you even without the forest spirit’s full power on my side, but it seems I have more training to do. What do you want from me, then? To kill me and take my daughters as your wives? I may love them, but they are handfuls, I’ll tell you that.”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head profusely. “I don’t want to kill you or take your daughters as my own. I want you and your daughters to join my side and fight against the Queen. Together, we’ll make a mighty nation and build your empire back to what it used to be. So, what do you say? Want to kill the jackal with me?”  
 
    “The jackal is a mighty beast, Human-Charles,” the green-skinned beauty breathed and gave me a side smile. “Even I couldn’t kill it, and I’ve managed to ward off most of the attacks she’s sent. I’d hoped to kill you before the sun rises, but… it seems I’ve failed my task.”  
 
    “Why?” I asked.  
 
    “When the moon wanes,” the stunning leader explained. “My power is at its strongest, and I can push back the hounds, but they tend to strike when it’s waxing, so I’m at my least powerful.”  
 
    “The jackal sends more guards every full moon,” one of the other elf women broke in. “They know that’s when our mother and the forest spirit are at their weakest. They try to kill her, but since we are her daughters, we’re unaffected by it and can fight. Sadly, they’ve been sending more and more hounds, so it’s more difficult for us to keep them at bay while our mother rests.”  
 
    “So, if they only come on the full moon,” I repeated. “Then that must mean they’re on their way right now, correct?”  
 
    “Yes.” The elven Queen nodded. “And fighting you has weakened me, so it’ll be more difficult for us to keep them away.”  
 
    “Mother,” the same elf pleaded. “We can do it ourselves. Stay here in your tent and rest, please. You’re already hurt, and we can’t risk losing you. What if they try to take you? The forest will die, and so will we.”  
 
    “Enough!” I boomed, and all of the forest elves turned their attention toward me. “I won the fight against your mother, so do you know what that means?”  
 
    “You’ll be the one to kill us?” another elf screamed, slapped her hands to her cheeks, and wailed toward the darkened sky.  
 
    “What?” I barked and tossed my hand away from my body as if to bat away her words. “No! I won the fight against your mother, the Queen Elf, which means I’m your leader now. I didn’t explain this earlier, but I’ve infiltrated and taken over four different cities under the human Queen’s control so far. We’ve managed to capture all of the aristocrats living there and transform them into monster-women. I’m sure my monster-women, soldiers, and I can handle the hounds sent by this ‘jackal’. You are now part of my army, and I will do anything and everything in my power to protect you. So, please, all of you come with me, and we’ll discuss it back at the caravan.”  
 
    “Mother!” the young elven woman urged. “Are you strong enough to walk there? Should we carry you?”  
 
    “No,” the beautiful green-skinned woman laughed. “I can walk just fine by myself, my dear. There’s no need to worry. I’ll have to rest for a little while after, but I think I can manage.”  
 
    “Let me craft you an elixir,” I assured. “I may not be able to heal your wounds with my medical knowledge, but I was an accomplished alchemist once, and all of my ingredients are natural, so I think I could mix something up to help your healing process.”  
 
    “That’s very kind of you, Human-Charles,” the lead elf uttered with a kind smile then offered me her hand.  
 
    “Charles,” I instructed. “Please, just call me Charles.”  
 
    “Of course, Charles,” the green-skinned beauty breathed. “Do humans like you not like being called Human? Is it an insult in your society?”  
 
    “No,” I chuckled lightly. “I wouldn’t call it an insult, but we don’t go around repeating our species to each other.”  
 
    “Then how do you interact with other species?” she asked. “Some of them have hard names, and it can get confusing who you are addressing.”  
 
    “Well,” I said. “I haven’t had a lot of interactions with other species. The only other one I’ve encountered was an imp and well, let’s say she was rude because she bit me.”  
 
    “Sounds like an imp.” The beautiful elf nodded, and I slipped my hand into hers as we turned toward the edge of the forest where Aschere and I entered earlier. 
 
    “You already know my name,” I stated when I glanced back at her. “But what is yours? Do woodland elves even have names?”  
 
    “We do.” the green-skinned beauty nodded. “But I doubt you’d be able to pronounce them. You may call me Olette Yaereene Faedan.” 
 
    “Which one is your first name?” Aschere laughed, and the Queen Elf furrowed her eyebrows.  
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. “All of them are my first name. Your human names are more confusing than ours. So many first, middle, and last! What is the point of them? You only need three first names. Imagine if elves had as many names as you! That’d be nine names in total if we followed your standards.”  
 
    “Well, is it alright if I call you Olette?” I asked. “Saying all three is a bit of a mouthful.”  
 
    “You are my king now.” Olette nodded. “So, you may call me whatever you wish.”  
 
    “Now, come,” I urged, tugged her forward, and gestured toward the rest of the elven women. “Our caravan is this way, and once we get there, I’ll start working on an elixir for you. Then, I’d like you to tell me more about this jackal and the hounds that have been attacking you for centuries.”  
 
    “Very well,” the green-haired woman whispered and then followed after me up the steep incline.  
 
    The forest was fully dark now, and the red aura that’d fallen over my eyes receded. It was hard to navigate between the tall palms, thick plants, and fallen trees, but I managed despite my human eyesight. Aschere stuck close to the elven Queen and me, and when I glanced over at him in the dim light, his usually slitted eyes were as wide as saucers. It seemed my trusted guard had faired well in the fight against the elven women, but he was still on the lookout for any creepy crawlies that may cross his path in the dark.  
 
    “Your fear is thick like a mist,” Olette commented, and immediately, Aschere nearly jumped out of his skin. “I can almost taste it. What bothers you so about the forest, Aschere?”  
 
    “How do you know my name?” the guard asked.  
 
    “I know a lot of things.” The queen elf shrugged nonchalantly. “But I haven’t heard your answer yet. Why are you so afraid?”  
 
    “I worked on a farm a while back,” Aschere said. “Bugs attacked our crops, and us workers were in charge of killing them before they ate all the plants. So, we did our best with what was given to us by our mistresses. We managed to deter the bugs from eating the plants, but they built nests in our bunks.”  
 
    “Bugs are only doing what their instinct tells them,” Olette murmured. “What happened when they made their nests? I sense there is something else that scares you more than the skittering feet of a few aphids or cabbage maggots.”  
 
    “In search of food,” Aschere went on. “They’d crawl into any holes, cracks, or crannies they’d find.”  
 
    “Ah.” The elven woman nodded and squeezed my hand as she reached the true meaning behind Aschere’s fear. “So, where did these little bugs go that terrified you so much?”  
 
    “We had another man working with us,” the soldier continued. “I wouldn’t even call him a man. He was probably sixteen or seventeen, really scrawny and weak, but he could plow a field like one of the stronger men, so our mistress relied heavily on him. She made him work long hours then give him extra time to sleep, and one of those bugs, well, it crawled into his ear and never came back. Our mistress had him inspected by a doctor and everything. They said the bug probably crawled in there and died, so there was nothing to worry about.”  
 
    “But there was, wasn’t there?” Olette asked, and her bright green eyes met my guard’s for a long moment.  
 
    “Yes.” Aschere hissed. “He went mad, absolutely raving insane. He constantly sobbed and told us he could hear nonstop scuttling in his ears as if the bug was still there. Eventually, he complained the bug had traveled through his ears, and now he felt it scuttling across the surface of his brain.”  
 
    “I can assume he died, didn’t he?” one of the elves behind us asked.  
 
    “Yes.” Aschere nodded. “But it wasn’t because of the bug or any infection that came after. He bashed his own head in. We came in one day after a long day in the fields, and he had collapsed against the wall. When we pulled him away from it, it was wet with his blood and brain matter. His face was nearly flat from hitting it against the brick wall all day… It was the most horrifying thing I’ve ever seen in my entire life.”  
 
    Olette stayed silent for a long time with her plump lips pursed. Finally, the green-haired beauty glanced over at him, and their gaze connected. Aschere breathed a heavy sigh, and the elven woman nodded knowingly as if they were communicating some way I couldn’t hear or understand.  
 
    “He killed the bug inside of his brain,” the elven Queen breathed. “But at what cost? His life? Was there ever a bug, or was it something else entirely? What else could have poisoned his mind and pushed him beyond the brink of sanity, Aschere?”  
 
    “So many things,” the guard grumbled. “Even if there had been a bug, it probably died hours after it entered into his ear. All of it was, for fuck’s sake, all of it was in his imagination. He was under too much pressure, and his mind couldn’t handle all of it anymore, so it came up with a solution to get out of all of it.”  
 
    “I’ve met few humans in my time,” Olette reminisced. “And your minds are so complicated and simplistic at the same time. It’s very hard for me to understand how all of it works. Though, I doubt if you peeked into mine or my daughters’ minds, you’d understand anything, either. Your species is so complex and diverse, and I wish my experiences with them were more hospitable.”  
 
    “Olette,” I uttered. “I have a few questions for you, if you don’t mind.”  
 
    “And I will answer them.” The green-haired beauty nodded. “Go on.”  
 
    “From what you’ve told us,” I began, and the Queen Elf laid her eyes on me heavily. “You’ve only had a few interactions with humans. How do you speak our languages so well?”  
 
    “Oh, my dear Charles.” Olette laughed lightly. “The whole reason your species had languages is because of the elven people. Not just my kind, but others, too. Most of them are sadly dead now, but they were the first creatures to set foot on this planet with conscious thought, and when you appeared, we taught you everything you needed to know.”  
 
    “So,” Aschere stated. “Are humans descendants of elves?’  
 
    “Oh, no.” Olette shook her head. “You’re not. You are the product of thousands of years of evolution. The world changes, and so do the creatures along with it to adapt to the new surroundings.”  
 
    “My next question is...” I began, and the elven woman’s eyebrows lifted curiously. “Are all of these women your daughters? You’ve referred to them as your daughters multiple times, and I don’t think I understand. Where are the men?”  
 
    “There have never been any,” Olette laughed. “Do you know anything about horticulture?”  
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “But one of my women does.”  
 
    “Ah, then she may have mentioned something called ‘the mother plant and her trimmings?’” the elven woman asked.  
 
    “I think I’ve heard of it,” I pondered. “And I think I have the briefest idea of what it means.”  
 
    “Forest elves like myself don’t need males to breed and create offspring,” Olette explained. “I have the necessary parts for all of that, but I don’t really need a male’s pollen. Think of me as the mother plant. I’m strong, hearty, and healthy, and these other women are my ‘cuttings’. Essentially, clones of me that I’ve created from my own body. The vines and roots you saw earlier, the ones that sprouted out of my body, I can take those, plant them in the fertile soil just in the marsh, and a few months later, they will sprout into bodies like mine. Of course, they aren’t as strong as I am, but in a way, they are my children.”  
 
    “They sound more like sisters to me.” I smiled. “So, in scientific terms, we call that ‘asexual reproduction’. Does that make sense?”  
 
    “It does.” The elven woman nodded along. “But it’s different for every type of elf. Some of them have males included in their population. Ours simply does not.”  
 
    “If you have all of the working parts to give birth to a child,” Aschere said awkwardly and brushed at the base of his neck. “Then why aren’t there any men?”  
 
    “I have no idea,” Olette admitted. “I am the mother plant, so I am the oldest in the tribe, therefore, I hold all memories since the beginning of time. We’ve never had men in our tribe, ever.”  
 
    “Are there more elven women?” I asked. “Are you creating more as we speak?”  
 
    “Yes.” The Queen nodded, and then her expression hardened. “But something is wrong. I plant their seedlings in the marshes, as I explained before, but they’re not growing. In fact, they’re doing the opposite. As soon as I plant them there, they shrivel up and die.”  
 
    “Do you think the jackal could’ve poisoned the water?” I prompted. “Or put something in the mud there? She could be trying to weaken you and take away your numbers for when she attacks next.”  
 
    We trudged through the forest for a little while longer, and I muddled over everything Olette had told us. I needed to know who this ‘jackal’ was, and if it were the Queen as I suspected. What could all of this mean? That powers weren’t a mutation that happened hundreds of years ago but instead were the product of experimentation with the forest elves’ blood? 
 
    Finally, through the trees I spied the lights of the caravan, and I pulled Olette toward it excitedly. We ran through the trees, and the elven woman laughed nervously. The rest of the green-skinned women quickly followed after her, and Aschere stayed close to me as we stepped out of the forest onto the sand.  
 
    “Charles!” a familiar voice yelled. “Wait, what? Charles?”  
 
    Valerie stood at the door of the caravan with Rian, Josephine, and Edony behind her. The four of them immediately took defensive stances at the presence of the elves, but I waved my hand and shook my head.  
 
    “Charles?” Edony barked. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Go get the rest of your sisters,” I ordered. “This is Olette, the Queen of the forest elves, and her daughters. They have some crucial information to tell us.”  
 
    “O-Okay,” Valerie stammered, glanced back at her sisters, and then shrugged before disappearing into the caravan.  
 
    “These are your monster-women, Charles?” the Queen elf asked with a wide smile. “They are lovely. They look nothing like humans. I assume they’ve been crossed with beasts?”  
 
    “They have.” I nodded. “But there’s no time to get into that.”  
 
    Slowly, my women appeared from inside, and before long, all of my soldiers gathered around. Daisy had built a massive fire to cook over and a boiling pot suspended by sticks bubbled pleasantly over it. We gathered around the fire as the stars peeked out of the darkened sky and glittered in the distance. The soldiers stared at the elven women suspiciously, but my monster-women seemed more open to listening to what they had to say.  
 
    The elven daughters kept their dark-green eyes on their leader, and I offered her my hand again before steering her over to a log chair. Everyone patiently waited for me to speak, and finally, I turned toward the green-skinned beauty beside me.  
 
    “Olette,” I urged. “Tell me everything. Tell us about the jackal, the hounds, and every full moon after ten years have passed.”  
 
    “Then we will have to go back hundreds of years,” the green-skinned woman uttered softly. “I was born in this forest, or maybe I should put it this way, the forest was born from me. As I came to life in the frothy soup of the atmosphere, the sand gave way to lush grass, trees, and plants. Every breath I took gave more life to the space around me. I lived alone in my sanctuary for so long before I created more of my kind. Years past, and we lived together in harmony as a tribe. There was no need for the outside world. We could sustain ourselves here in our little piece of paradise.”  
 
    “Then what happened?” Valerie asked, thumped down beside the elf, and leaned toward her.  
 
    “Every once in a while, humans would appear across the sand,” Olette explained. “Some of them would pass by without ever entering into the forest. Some of them would come in, look around for a bit, and then leave without ever discovering us. We could hide pretty easily among the trees and leaves. Then one day, the ground rumbled, the trees shook, and some of them fell. This massive structure broke through the trees, clamored over the hill, and rested down in our clearing.”  
 
    “What did the structure look like?” I asked.  
 
    “It was like a massive cage,” Olette recalled. “With interlocking bars over the sides and sheet-like fabric over the open front. It walked on four spindly legs. It was this brilliant white that nearly blinded us as we all dived for the brush and hid from what was inside.”  
 
    “The Queen’s palanquin,” Cecelia breathed. “Or at least, that’s what it sounds like. Except it’s not bars on the side, it’s decorative latticework.”  
 
    “Doesn’t the Queen’s walk on eight legs like a spider?” Josephine asked.  
 
    “This was long ago. It could’ve been an earlier version.” I shrugged. “Olette, go on.” 
 
    “An older woman stepped out,” the elven woman described with glossy eyes. “She was at least in her sixties or seventies. Sorry, I don’t know how you humans age, so I probably don’t know how old she was, but a small child climbed out after her. She was so small and innocent looking. I wish I would’ve known then what I know now, and I would’ve killed her the moment I laid eyes on her.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “Suddenly, guards and soldiers poured through the hole in the trees the palanquin made,” the green-skinned woman said. “They tore through our tents, and when they didn’t find us there, they searched the trees. They grabbed us up and forced us back into the clearing, then the young woman and her older guide appraised us. The young girl chose women to take with them and then ordered the guards to tie the rest of us down.”  
 
    “What did they do to you?” I prompted, and suddenly, Olette’s warm golden eyes went cold.  
 
    “They tied us down,” the elven Queen explained. “They forced these spikes into our arms and stole our lifeblood. They put us in these large jars and then hauled them away. When they finally finished with us, they untied us and threatened us with swords until they disappeared through the forest. We tried to go back to our normal lives, but we never forgot our stolen sisters, and eventually, the memory faded from our minds until… the little girl came back a month later.”  
 
    “You said she had abilities,” I muttered. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “She ripped through the forest.” Olette nodded. “She used physical weapons to kill some of my daughters, but we were prepared this time and engaged her. She used ice and fire to weaken us, and then she repeated the process. She stole five of my daughters, then tied us up and stole our lifeblood. Each time she came, she was stronger than ever. Finally, after years had passed, she stopped coming, but the hounds continued.”  
 
    “Can you describe the old woman to me?” Cecelia asked with a fire burning deep in her emerald eyes. “What did she look like?”  
 
    “Her face was wrinkled.” Olette recalled. “Her hair was snowy white, but you could tell it once had been black, and her glassy eyes were dark green, like my daughters’.”  
 
    “That sounds like Olga,” the black-drake-woman barked. “The current Queen’s mother.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Edony asked.  
 
    “Positive.” The redhead nodded. “There are portraits of her all over the palace. I’d recognize her anywhere.”  
 
    “The little girl,” the elven Queen said. “Her name was Calista.” 
 
    The Duchess’ face immediately paled, and she gulped loudly before her delicate hands twitched nervously in her lap.  
 
    “What is it, Edony?” I broke in. 
 
    “That’s the Queen’s name,” the she-wolf murmured. “No one refers to her by that, but those she meets in person, she urges them to call her that.”  
 
    “Du Calista.” The green-skinned leader repeated in her thick, rolling language. “It means, ‘the jackal’ in our language, and we never saw her as anything else.”  
 
    “What does this mean?” Daisy gasped. “That all abilities and powers are given instead passed down through inheritance? Charles? How is that possible?”  
 
    “I don’t have a lot of the information,” I explained. “But I can guess only elves are born with abilities, and the Queen, even as a child, wanted them. So, she stole some of the forest elves, extracted their blood, and then took them back to the capital to experiment on.”  
 
    “So, you’re saying,” Rian boomed. “That the aristocrats didn’t receive powers from their genetics? It was given to them? Are we serious right now?”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “I think that’s what happened, but we can’t be sure until we get to the capital.”  
 
    “So,” Edony broke in, and her voice shook with emotion. “All of my life, I was raised to believe we were in power because our abilities were the strongest in this part of the nation, and now all of that could be a lie? I’ve lived nothing but a lie? How? How can this be? How could she do this?”  
 
    “Edony,” I breathed. “Please, control yourself.” 
 
    Her voice warbled and rose until it was almost a scream, and I hastily crossed toward her. I rested both hands on her shoulders, rubbed them soothingly, and finally, the she-wolf calmed.  
 
    “Are they still coming here to draw blood and kidnap more of your daughters?” the wolf-woman asked. “You would think they would’ve taken what they wanted and then killed you.” 
 
    “Yes,” Olette whispered, lifted her golden eyes toward the moon overhead, and then slammed her gaze down to mine. “For a long time, they came every month, but that was shortly after they discovered us for the first time. After they seemed to take what they needed, they only came every few years until it dwindled down to ten. Suddenly, after such long breaks in their visits, they started coming monthly again. I don’t know why they’re doing it, but they’ve come back with such ferocity I fear that if we don’t leave again, they will kill all of us.”  
 
    “We will protect you,” I promised. “We will kill all of the hounds that come to invade your land.”  
 
    “Will you?” one of Olette’s daughters spoke up. “It’s a full moon tonight, and we’ve already explained what that means. Before long, it will be in its full wax stage, and our mother will be powerless to stop anything. I’m sure by now, they’re minutes away from this very spot.”  
 
    Her words hung in the air as her right hand jabbed out and pointed over the endless horizon of desert. There, all the way at the end of the skyline, I spied the bright orange light of burning torches in the distance. The Queen’s guards were almost here, and it was my duty to make sure that the forest elves were protected. Instantly, I turned my attention back to my women, soldiers, and the elves.  
 
    “Snuff out the lamps,” I ordered. “We don’t want them seeing us before we can attack.”  
 
    Immediately, my soldiers and monster-women jumped into action. Their hands were flurries through the air, and before long, our entire party was cast in shadow, only illuminated by the light filtering down from the bright moon.  
 
    “You’re going to fight them?” Olette asked, raised a single eyebrow, and curled a single, green-tinted finger under her chin. “You really want to do that?”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded, stood from my position beside her, and brushed off the fabric of my trousers. “How many does she usually send, and where do they attack? Valerie, go grab my medical bag from inside the laboratory? Olette was injured during our battle, I need to heal her before the hounds arrive.”  
 
    “Of course!” The ash-blonde nodded and hurried off toward the caravan. “I’ll be right back!”  
 
    “She usually sends from fifteen to thirty guards,” the elven Queen told us in a low voice and kept her eyes glued on the horizon. “They come every ten years, so it depends. If we’re in the waning stage, she sends more because she knows that’s when I’m at my strongest, but when it’s in the waxing stage, she only sends around twenty, but it varies. Thankfully, my senses are heightened enough, so I can tell when they’re coming, and my daughters and I can prepare. I can only assume the hounds are expendable to her, and she doesn’t care if they live or die.”  
 
    “Why haven’t you tried to run?” I asked.  
 
    “We did.” One of the other elven women broke in gravely. “But they followed. That’s why we call them the hounds.”  
 
    “They have some sort of mechanism,” Olette divulged. “It tracked us. I don’t know how but it did, and no matter how far we ran, they still found us. We came back here to our original home and hoped they’d finally leave us alone. We thought if this was the first place they found us, they wouldn’t think to look here again, but another year passed, and I could sense them approaching across the desert. After that, they started coming back every single month with more ferocious intensity.”  
 
    “You told me earlier the moon is in the waxing stage,” I pondered. “So that means there will be fewer guards than there normally are. I have plenty of soldiers and monster-women with me, so I don’t doubt we’ll be able to take them down with ease.”  
 
    “So?” Matilda asked, sidled up beside me, and laid a heavy hand on my shoulder. “What’s the plan, partna’?” 
 
    “Let me think for a moment,” I urged and then glanced toward the caravan as Valerie raced over with the black, leather bag held tightly to her chest. “Ah, thank you.”  
 
    I took the bag from her hands, settled it down in the sand beside Olette, and quickly grabbed a small wooden bowl from inside. I needed to hurry. Minutes from now, the hounds would arrive and begin their onslaught, but we couldn’t fight if Olette was injured.  
 
    The elven Queen leaned forward and watched intently as I grabbed small glass containers of powders in a hurry. In the dim light left after we’d extinguished the lamps, I managed to read the tiny print on each of the labels. I grabbed one with small slivers of brownish-yellow flowers and held it up for her.  
 
    The elven woman watched me intently as I grabbed more ingredients from my bag then tipped them into the small bowl. Then I grabbed a silver spoon from one of the side pockets, dug it into the sandy mixture, and folded everything together. Quickly, I lifted my head and glanced toward the pot of steaming water that Daisy had set aside when she doused the fire. Without breathing a word, I pointed toward it, and the bear-girl grabbed a ladle, scooped some of the water up, and brought it over to me.  
 
    “Thank you.” I uttered, took the ladle from her, and slowly added the water in small increments.  
 
    “Is this anything like the vitality elixir you made for me a while ago?” Josephine asked and leaned closer.  
 
    “It’s similar,” I forced out in a rush and then started to vigorously stir the steaming mixture. “A lot of potions and elixirs come from the family, but they aren’t always used for the same thing. Think of it like this; you are a human, and only certain potions will work on your chemical makeup. Olette, I can assume you don’t eat or drink anything? You simply don’t need to, do you?”  
 
    “No.” The green-haired woman shook her head. “We forest elves don’t need to do either of those things. We get our food and water from the air around us. Mother earth and the forest spirit provide us with everything we need, and we are grateful for that.”  
 
    “But there are times when the forest spirit is weak,” I added. “Like now when the moon is in the waxing phase. All of these ingredients are one-hundred percent natural, so I believe your body will be able to process them. You should start to feel the effects a few seconds after you drink it.”  
 
    “Charles?” Kleeia whispered. “Should we be doing this right now? The guards are on their way, and they could arrive any second!”  
 
    “We have time.” I uttered, glanced up from what I was doing, and took note of where the lamps were burning in the distance. “Judging by the speed they’re traveling and the amount of land they have to cross over to get here, they’ll arrive within half an hour or more. There’s no need to worry, Kleeia, we’ll take care of them.”  
 
    “You can tell all of that by sight?” Olette asked, reached out, and lifted my chin with her pointer and middle fingers.  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded with a grin, then pulled away as I went back to my work. “I’ve had excellent eyesight since I was a child. In fact, all of my senses are heightened compared to other scientists, doctors, and alchemists I came into contact with. It almost seems like I came from--” 
 
    “Excellent breeding,” Edony broke in, and her violet eyes laid heavily against mine for a few minutes. “Most high-class aristocrats take those senses into consideration when choosing a brute to mate with, and usually the children come out with immaculate senses. They’re also usually highly intelligent. I’m sure women don’t care if their brutes are intelligent. They’re thrown into boarding schools and then get lost trading hands between nobles.”  
 
    “Edony...” I uttered, and the she-wolf slowly closed her plump lips. “We’re not going to discuss that right now.”  
 
    “Why is this subject so painful for you?” Olette asked. “You’re angry. Not specifically at your woman, but in general. What pains you so that you wouldn’t want to speak about this subject?” 
 
    “We’ve found some things that lead us to believe I might be the Queen’s son,” I explained, lifted the spoon from the bowl, and then tapped it against the edge before offering it to the green-skinned beauty.  
 
    “Ah.” The elven Queen gasped, took the bowl from my hands, and stared into it for a long moment. “Is there something shameful about finding out that information? I sense you would rather not know than to fully learn the truth about your past.”  
 
    When I lifted my gaze toward Olette, her golden eyes burned into mine. She was an ageless creature with thousands of years of memories and experiences locked away in her memories. I wanted to know how she’d taken these very questions that I’d inwardly asked myself and plucked them out of my head. Of course, she was a forest elf, and she had an unspeakable amount of abilities I didn’t even know about yet, but how did she know all of this? Could the green-skinned beauty read minds? Was that it, or was there something else afoot? 
 
    “I am the first male born ever to receive powers,” I explained, nodded my head toward the bowl, and urged her to drink so we could get to planning our battle. “I am the only threat to the Queen’s perfect little world. I don’t want to know if I’m the Queen’s son, even if I’m just some random aristocrat’s brute mistake, but there’s a part of me that yearns to know, but the even bigger question is, if I do learn the answer to one of those questions, what do I do with that information?”  
 
    “Don’t you already know?” the elven Queen asked and furrowed her eyebrows. “Are you not already on the chosen path? You were already on the road to this life. You chose to take over the world and make it a better place. Does finding out that information change the outcome you want? What will happen if you find out you are the Queen’s son? Are you going to set aside everything you’ve done so far?”  
 
    “No?” I barked. “Why would I do that? I’ve worked so hard to build this army of soldiers and monster-women.”  
 
    “Then you have your answer, Charles Rayburn.” Olette smiled, sat back on her stool, and tipped the wooden bowl toward her mouth.  
 
    All of us sat in silence as the elven Queen tipped the wooden container all the way back and then smacked her lips, I nodded then reached out to take the bowl back. When I looked into her eyes again, they seemed to be alive, and the glassiness had dissipated thankfully.  
 
    “Thank you.” The green-haired elf nodded and then rested her long-fingered hands in her lap. “Now, what shall we do now? What is your plan to take on and kill the hounds?”  
 
    “We’re not going to kill them.” I shook my head and stuffed all of my tools back into the bag. “We’re going to incapacitate them and interrogate a few of them before we transform them into monster-women. We’re going only to need two or three of them to interrogate, so I want Josephine and Cecelia to be in charge of picking those to keep. Now, we’re going to split up into parties of three. Since the elven women know how the guards sneak up and attack, I want each group to have at least one in their mass. Matilda, you’ll be in my group.”  
 
    “You got it, partna’.” The desperado nodded.  
 
    “Then we’ll take one of the elven--” I started, but Olette lifted a delicate hand into the air. “Yes?” 
 
    “I will go with you,” the elven Queen assured. “I believe that the elixir is working, and I can fight if I have to, though I might not be an asset compared to your other women.” 
 
    “You are an asset,” I boomed. “Now… are you ready to finally subdue those hounds?”  
 
    “Yesss,” the beautiful elf woman purred with a wide smile. 

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
    “Alright.” I nodded. “Then let’s split off into groups. I want three or four people together. Olette, how do they usually attack?”  
 
    “It’s smart of you to have us split off into groups.” The elf told us. “Because they usually spread out in small groups around the forest and then sneak their way in. If we keep to the edges, we should be able to attack them before they even enter into the forest.”  
 
    “Is there anything of value in the forest they might try to take?” Kleeia asked.  
 
    “No,” Olette began. “The only things we keep in the clearing are our homes, and most of them barely have anything inside of them. We’re elves. We don’t have the same selfish needs as humans do. We do have some of our sacred texts, but I doubt they would have any interest in them since they’re written in our elven language. They only ever came into the clearing to take us or our blood. We’ve managed to fend them off each time, but they’re stronger than ever. If they were even a few hours off, I’d be back to my normal strength, but they’re always punctual. That’s why I told Charles earlier I wanted to finish up our fight so we could prepare for their arrival, but we didn’t have time.”  
 
    “There’s no need for you to prepare,” I mused with a sly smirk. “We’re here to protect you now, and you will never be bothered by the jackal or her hounds ever again. Now, let’s break off into groups. Matilda, Olette, let’s head north and hide just inside of the tree line.”  
 
    “What about my horse?” the desperado asked. “Should I leave it here?”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head and then glanced around as the groups slowly formed. “Rian and Kate, take the horses with you to the middle of the forest. You may not see a lot of action in there, but I want to make sure the metal beasts aren’t destroyed in some way.”  
 
    “Alright!” Rian boomed and grabbed Matilda’s horse’s reins and then jerked her head toward the forest. “Come on, Katie, let’s get in there and get ready to kick some ass!”  
 
    “Daisy,” I prompted. “I want you and Edony to stay here and protect the caravan. Valerie and Kleeia, I want the two of you and your party to head south. Josephine, you’ll be the only one on your own but have the Drake Legion spread out through the trees. Keep in constant contact with each other, do you understand? If anything goes wrong, call out to one of us, and we’ll come running. Kleeia, my darling, do you think you could give us some cover?”  
 
    The nix-woman’s mint-colored eyes glowed with excitement, and she nodded once before she brought her hands out in front of her body. The turquoise-haired woman concentrated for a long time before closing her eyes slowly and waved her hands out in front of her. The nix-woman let out a long exhale, and before I could even blink, a thick, impenetrable fog rolled out of the forest and nearly obscured us from view. Then, my gaze shifted to Edony, and the she-wolf nodded. The Duchess knew what I wanted without even a word, and the wolf-woman lifted her hands above her head. 
 
    Edony’s delicate fingers splayed out then tensed as she swirled the foggy air. Faster and faster her hands moved until she put her entire body into it, and when I lifted my head toward the sky, clouds crackled to life and then soured with the promise of rain. As all of us watched, a single, neon yellow lightning bolt slashed through the black clouds and touched down in the middle of the rainforest. Edony brought her hands down in front of her, but the wind didn’t die down, and the blooming clouds overhead never stopped churning. The guards had no idea what we had in store for them, and when they arrived, they would probably figure that the forest simply had some bad weather.  
 
    I turned at the last second and focused on the lamps in the distance. They were much closer now but even from this far away, I knew they couldn’t see us yet. Without breathing a word, I lifted my right hand into the air, swirled it around, and then nodded to both Olette and Matilda. Both women had brilliant green hair, and it whipped around them in the gale my monster-women had created, but the two of them couldn’t be more different.  
 
    Olette had an elegance and beauty that I only associated with aristocrats, but there was something otherworldly about her. Of course, it was the golden eyes, pointed ears, green skin, and the fact she was abnormally tall. Her waist was tiny without the aid of an uncomfortable corset, her breasts were smaller than most of my women’s, but her hips were wide along with her voluptuous thighs’ sloping shape.  
 
    The elven woman’s face was so perfect and symmetrical that she looked like a porcelain doll with her slightly upturned nose, slim cheeks, and rounded chin. When her eyes met mine, her dark green eyebrows raised in question, but I shook my head. A sly smirk spread over her lips, and the light in her golden eyes glittered excitedly. There was something about her that aroused me more than I’d ever imagined. Was it because she’d never been touched by a man? She’d spent her entire life in this forest, and the only contact she’d ever had with humans were the jackal and the hounds that tormented her tribe. In a way, she was the most virginal a being could be, and I wouldn’t admit it aloud, but I wanted to be the one who took it from her.  
 
    Matilda trudged along beside us, glanced over her shoulder, and then bent low to the sand before disappearing into the edge of the forest. Olette and I quickly followed after her into the dim tree line.  
 
    Of course, the desperado was beautiful, too, but a little rough around the edges. Her long green hair shifted over her shoulders, and I spied the bare flesh of her tanned shoulder for a second in the dark. The desperado was tall but certainly not as tall as the elven woman or Edony. Her breasts were large and jiggled whenever she walked, which had caught my attention many times before. Her hips were wide, and though she was a little heavier than the rest of my women, I knew there was nothing but muscle underneath that small layer of fat. Matilda’s face was small with round cheeks, a pointed nose with a smattering of light brown freckles, and high cheekbones. When she smiled, there was a small gap between her two front teeth, and I had to admit to myself, I found it unbelievably adorable.  
 
    “Your name is Matilda, correct?” Olette whispered, and the desperado puckered her lips before glancing over her shoulder.  
 
    “What?” the green-haired human barked. “Oh, yeah, that’s my name. Don’t’ go wearin’ it out, got it?”  
 
    “I’ll try not to,” the elf laughed lightly. “What happened to your arm, if I may ask?”  
 
    “Well, I was born without it,” the desperado chuckled, settled down in the dirt, and stared out at the horizon. “Ended right below my elbow in this puny little stump. I could grip stuff pretty good with it, but anything else, well, it was pretty useless. My mother didn’t care if I didn’t have an arm, hell, she was just glad she gave birth to a girl.”  
 
    “I don’t understand the human obsession with the female sex,” Olette stated. “I can only produce female seedlings. I would’ve given them to humanity if I knew they wanted them so badly, but they came and took them from me instead. I don’t even think they wanted my daughters. They just wanted the abilities we’re naturally born with.”  
 
    Matilda’s face looked pained for a second, and I could understand. Hell, I could understand all of my women’s confusion. They’d lived all of their lives believing their powers were hereditary and that they’d received them from their long line of ancestors, but now all of that could’ve been a lie. I don’t know how the Queen had done it, especially at such a young age, but I was sure even she had an extensive team of doctors and scientists to help her figure it out. They easily could’ve taken the elven women and their blood and somehow isolated the gene that gave them abilities, but even then, that would’ve been a challenging task to take on for the time.  
 
    “I’m sorry for what happened to your daughters,” Matilda breathed, gave the elven woman a sad smile, and offered her a hand. “But I promise you, we’ll get them back, and we’ll make those bastards pay for what they’ve done to you.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Olette whispered. “That’s very kind of you.”  
 
    The three fell into silence as I sat in between the two stunning women. We were so closely pressed together in the underbrush that Matilda’s perfect ass pressed into my side, and Olette’s small breast brushed against my shoulder. Their warmth and touch surrounded me, and I fought hard to keep the erection down. My core women were so relentless in their pursuit of pregnancy I barely got a night’s rest without one of them clambering on top of me in the dark. Not that I was complaining though, I was more than happy to satiate our collective needs, but it had been a while since we’d added another woman to our party. 
 
    When I glanced at each woman on either side of me, I saw the need burning in their eyes. They wanted me, and though I wanted to take them right here in the forest, we had other things we had to attend to first, but that didn’t stop my member from throbbing angrily against my thigh. 
 
    “There!” Olette murmured into my ear, and shivers raced up and down my spine. “Do you see them?” 
 
    I leaned forward, pressed my palm against the soft dirt, and stared out into the darkness. It seemed the hounds had learned their lesson after attacking the elves so many times and had extinguished their torches. From this distance away, I could only make out four of them against the thick fog and swirling sky. They rode on the backs of enormous black horses and skidded up the sand around them. I couldn’t hear their voices from this far away, but suddenly, the horses turned toward the trees and they moved in closer through the fog. 
 
    “So, Mista bossman,” Matilda murmured. “What’s the plan? What do you want me to do?’  
 
    “Take out the horses,” I commanded. “They’re nothing without them, and then we move in. Do you understand?”  
 
    “Oh, I’ve been waitin’ for this!” The desperado laughed under her breath, lifted her metal arm, and then depressed a button.  
 
    A small crank slid out of the metal, and she wrapped her fingers around it while turning it rapidly. The desperado concentrated on it for a moment, then lifted her mechanical arm and aimed at the lead guard and her horse.  
 
    “I don’t really approve of animal cruelty, Charlie,” Matilda grumbled. “But if it’s to take down the Queen, well, I guess I gotta make an exception.”  
 
    In one swift movement, Matilda snapped the crank back into place and cracked back her wrist. The palm of her metal hand opened up, and a diamond-shaped spike exploded out with a loud crack. The projectile flew through the air and trailed a long line of thin, metal wire after it. The weapon whizzed through the air and sliced through the horse’s leg with a moist squelch. The beast reared its head and bellowed toward the sky in agony, but Matilda hadn’t finished yet. The desperado jerked back her arm, and with a metallic sound, the metal wire attached to the weapon retracted. The horse was suddenly yanked sideways, and it overturned on top of its rider with an anguished neigh.  
 
    Before the other riders could stop themselves or guide their horses away, the downed beast tripped them with its kicking feet, and they all were toppled forward. All of this happened in a matter of seconds, and when I glanced over at Matilda with wide, horrified eyes, all she did was smirk at me.  
 
    “I told ya I’ve got a few long-range attacks, didn’t I?” the green-haired human laughed.  
 
    As the three of us stood and moved to take off in the downed guards’ direction, immediately vines and roots sprouted up all around Olette. The elven woman blasted past us into the sand, and before Matilda and I could even reach them, the green-skinned woman began her onslaught. Even through the thick fog, we watched as Olette’s individual roots snapped out, grabbed one of the guards, and then tossed them into the air. Before they could even land on the sand, another root reached out and caught them. The guards’ terrified screams rose into the air like smoke, and as the two of us raced forward, I reached into the pack at my waist for one of the handheld devices Aschere had crafted.  
 
    “That was a lot easier than I expected,” Matilda huffed. “I was really wantin’ a good fight. Maybe get in a few punches here and there.”  
 
    “I can assure you,” I said. “Once we get to Tulna, you’ll have plenty of opportunities to punch a few people.”  
 
    Right as the two of us reached the elven woman, the green-skinned elf had already begun to wrap her vines and roots tightly around each guard. I’d only known Olette for a few hours by now, but she looked nothing like the benevolent elven Queen I’d encountered earlier. Her vines and roots shook with rage as she rose and fell in the thick fog. Her perfectly shaped lips were pulled back in a vicious snarl, and elven words poured out of her mouth with hateful intensity. Olette held the guards down with her ability, and I slowly approached them with the tiny device held tightly in the palm of my hand.  
 
    Just as I’d suspected, there were only four of them, and by now, the three uninjured horses had righted themselves from the sand and galloped off into the distance. The fourth horse laid in the sand on its side, and it gasped for breath pitifully. I hoped it wouldn’t die here, and if it survived the next few minutes, I would do everything in my power to mend it back to health. The four hounds struggled against their bindings, but the elven woman held them in place and shouted even more elven words at them.  
 
    I stepped forward, but as I did, one of the guards threw back her head and leveled her scarlet eyes at my face. We stared at each other for a long moment in silence except for the screaming of the wind above our heads. Her dark gray hair whipped around her wrinkled face, and when she opened her mouth to speak, I saw some of her teeth were rotted.  
 
    “Well, well, well,” the old crone cackled over the sound of the wind. “If it isn’t the boy I was tasked to look after so many years ago. So, tell me, Charles Rayburn, what are you doing all the way out here? Get lost on your way home to Edenhart, or has something else happened?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
    I stared down at the old crone as she continued to titter madly with her head lowered. Underneath the hood, I could make out her wrinkled, misshapen face, but it was one I didn’t recognize. Who was she? Was this one of the women tasked with tailing me? Every few seconds, lightning touched down on the other side of the forest, and the clouds overhead continued to churn angrily. Droplets of rain brushed my cheeks gently, but a raging fire burned deep in my belly.  
 
    “Who are you?” I barked at the woman.  
 
    “Do you think it’ll be that easy?” the old crone sang. “Do you think just because you’ve captured me, I’ll spill my guts and tell you everything I know? Charles Rayburn, you should be smarter than that.”  
 
    “Hmmmmm,” Matilda chuckled darkly, flexed her metal fist, and then glared down at the decrepit old woman. “We have ways of makin’ you tell us what you know.”  
 
    “Ah, you mean by force?” the older woman drawled out. “Don’t you know torture is the worst way to get information? It could be false or forced. Maybe you don’t know this, but people will tell you whatever you want to hear as long as they can escape the pain. I should know, Charles Rayburn, I used to do it for a living.”  
 
    “We have a better way,” I growled. “It’ll make you better and more willing to tell us what you know.”  
 
    “What does that mean?” the old crone hissed and tried to wriggle away in the sand.  
 
    In one swift movement, I swung the staff through the air, stepped forward, gripped it in both hands, and then slammed down in front of the five women. Their silhouettes against the darkened background shifted, and neon yellows, purples, blues, and oranges flowed out of their bodies and then entered into the glowing core. Each woman flew forward with pained and breathless gasps. For a second, I stared into the flashing confines of the core and watched as it stole and absorbed all of their abilities. One of the guards to the left slowly lifted her head, and her beady eyes moved over my face. At first, she looked stunned and jabbed out her right hand at me, but from what I already knew, nothing happened. Her eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open with a soft croak.  
 
    When the old crone’s eyes met mine for the third time, there was real fear in them. This was worse than torture to her and her comrades. I’d learned over the past few months that the aristocrats had nothing. They were given everything they owned or possessed because of their abilities, and without them, they were useless. Losing their powers was the aristocrats’ worst nightmare, though there were no threats that could take them away, well, except me now.  
 
    “How does it feel to be weak?” I asked, bent my left knee, and lowered myself closer to her. “How does it feel to finally know what it’s like to be a man? This is how we live our whole lives… powerless and weak, and you aristocrats take advantage of that, but you know what’s funny? I recently learned your ‘abilities’ aren’t inherent. They were stolen from the forest elves and given to you through a process of twisted experimentation. Isn’t that interesting? Isn’t that funny?”  
 
    “What have you done to us?” the guard snarled, and spittle flew from her cracked lips.  
 
    “Now, I don’t think you’re in the position to ask questions,” I barked and stood to my full height. “Listen, and listen well. I can leave you like this, take your horses, and send you out into the endless desert where you might not find your way home. Or you can tell me everything you know, and I can release you with your horses, some supplies, and send you crying back to the capital.”  
 
    I could tell from the apprehension in both Matilda and Olette that they didn’t think either of these plans sounded good, but what they didn’t know was I planned to do neither of these things. Once we got the information from these guards, we’d send them to the caravan to collect their horses, but my women would be waiting for them. By the end of the night, these five guards would be part of my monster-woman army whether they liked it or not. I may have been a fair leader, a gentle lover, and a kind man, but I certainly wasn’t any of those things to our enemies. They could easily use lies to escape, but who said I couldn’t do the very same thing? 
 
    I’d learned a long time ago it was easier to attract flies with honey. Why did it matter if we were lying to our enemies? They would do the very same to us, and if we did release them, they’d run back to the capital and tell the Queen everything. This was our first encounter with the Queen’s guard, and if we let them go now, it’d all be over with. I couldn’t let anything like that happen. My women, army, and monster-women depended on our safety. If the Queen knew what we were doing, she’d wipe us out within days of finding out.  
 
    “So,” the older guard sighed. “What do you want to know, Charles Rayburn? I can only tell you so much.”  
 
    Instantly, I turned and stared up at the churning sky. I closed my eyes and called out to Josephine in my mind. Though I wasn’t exactly sure how the drake-woman’s clairvoyant powers worked, I only knew she could hear me sometimes. Within seconds, the honey-blonde sweet, feminine voice shouted back.  
 
    “Charles?” the heiress whispered into the confines of my brain.  
 
    “Josephine?” I uttered for a second time. “You don’t need to take in any more guards to question. Only debilitate them and take them back to the caravan. I found someone I need to question.”  
 
    “Alright, my love,” the drake-woman chuckled lightly and then fell silent.  
 
    As I turned back toward the five guards in front of me, the old crone glared up at me and then grinned wickedly. All of her teeth were rotted while some of them had been ground down to nubs. Her gums were nearly black, and when she licked her cracked lips, the surface of the appendage was covered in a thick coating that almost looked like moss. I would’ve thought if this woman were one of the Queen’s closest confidants, she would’ve been at least healthier and cleaner than this. I wanted to ask Edony or Cecelia, but since the two women weren’t here, I couldn’t.  
 
    “Start from the beginning,” I growled. “Then we’ll decide if your information is important enough to let you go.”  
 
    “Oh-ho-ho,” the crone laughed heartily. “I don’t know what you think is important information, Charles, but no matter who you are, all information is important.”  
 
    “Get on with your story,” I commanded. “There’s no need for useless riddles. Your life is on the line if you haven’t realized.” 
 
    “I thought the promise was to release us with our horses?” the guard snarked with a single, raised eyebrow. “Anyway, I don’t have much to tell you. I’m sure you don’t care to learn my name, but it’s Esmeralda Deverough. I’m what you’d call an ‘information broker’ if you can even understand what that means.”  
 
    “Aw, hell,” Matilda groaned, threw back her head, and rolled her eyes. “Not another one of these annoyin’ bastards.”  
 
    “You’ve dwelt with them before?” Olette asked in her strangely soothing, undulating voice.  
 
    “Yah.” The green-haired desperado nodded along. “We’ve run into them a few times. They’re like fuckin’ fleas. You can never get rid of them no matter how many times you wash yourself. They trailed us for a while after we raided a city too many times. At first, we thought they were tryin’ to get information on us, but the damn things just wanted to join us and travel around. We don’t take too kindly to varmints sucking the life outta us, ya know? They tagged along for a little while, but I think they got tired of us firin’ off shots at them when they pissed us off too much.”  
 
    “Shut your mouth!” Esmeralda barked. “You sound like a no class piece of trash when you smack your lips like that.”  
 
    “Least I have all my teeth to smack against my lips,” Matilda shot back and reached for the long-barreled gun over her shoulder. “Don’t go insultin’ people you don’t know nothin’ about. I’ve dealt with the likes of you before, and all of you are the same. At least, I know what I’m talkin’ about no matter how it sounds comin’ out of my mouth.”  
 
    “Anyway...” I breathed, turned my attention back to Esmeralda, and glared down at her. “Continue, or else.”  
 
    “Alright, alright,” the old crone grumbled and lifted her wrinkled hands into the air. “I never met the Queen, but one of her people, I believe it was her private secretary, sought me out to do some information digging. Of course, there was some extra coin in the deal for me, so I took it. It seems someone pretty high up is interested in you, Charles Rayburn. I can’t say for sure if the order came directly from the Queen or someone in her royal court. You see, I’m a pretty important information broker in the capital. I may not look like it, but I’m instrumental. Even the Queen’s companions have used me to get information.”  
 
    “Get to the point.” I rolled my eyes. “Why were you sent to look after me, and why are you here now? If you’re an important information broker, why are you in the royal guard?”  
 
    “I was sent a letter,” Esmeralda grumbled through her ruined teeth. “With the amount of money enclosed for the job and with a promise of more if I found anything of use. So, I tracked down the boarding school you were transferred to, then to the one in Edenhart, and then, I finally located you. The first time I tracked you down, you were nothing more than an alchemist, peddling your wares in the street. I needed more than that, so I went to your stall and talked to you. You probably don’t even remember that. I even bought a stupid little charm from you, hell, it worked, but the craftsmanship was shoddy.”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “I don’t remember that.”  
 
    “Of course, you don’t,” the information broker laughed. “I do not doubt your memory, but doing what I do, I have a huge array of costumes and disguises at my disposal. You would’ve never recognized me in my regular clothes if I’d come back the next day.”  
 
    “So,” I grunted. “Did you learn anything of use on that visit?”  
 
    “No,” Esmeralda grumbled. “You were an exceptionally closed-off man, but it’s the same for all brutes. I will say you were the first man I was asked to look into. I usually go after high-class aristocrats or people in the royal court who are suspicious. The first visit gave me nothing, but I did have a good chunk of change in my pocket to keep me well-fed for the next few months, so I accepted it at that and turned in my report to the royal secretary. I didn’t hear back from them for a few months, hell, I half-expected never to hear from them again, but I got a second letter. They wanted me to go back and check on you, but this time, they wanted me to do it every few weeks. I didn’t care for the job, but they’d pay more than I’d ever been and keep on an actual payment schedule like an employee to the royal crown, so I did it. I’d travel to Edenhart, check in on you, and then report back every month. That’s when it all changed. None of us expected it.”  
 
    “I started working for Edony,” I uttered, and Esmeralda nodded along.  
 
    “The letters from the royal court came more often,” the information broker explained. “I went back every two weeks instead of every month. I tried to get as much information on you and Edony as I could, but--” 
 
    “Edony is a difficult woman to get to,” I said. “Or at least, back then she was. She was very tight-lipped about her personal matters. Hell, I didn’t know what we were doing, and I was the one who built the goddamn machine.”  
 
    “I managed to get some tidbits here and there,” the information broker went on. “But it wasn’t much to go on.”  
 
    “So, why’d you stop following me?” I asked. “When did all of this stop? I’m sure if you stuck around for long enough, you would’ve found even more information than that. You probably would’ve found out our whole goddamn plan if you had.”  
 
    “I had other engagements,” Esmeralda chuckled darkly. “Let’s just say… there are people in the third ring of the capital who will pay a whole fortune to get close to the Queen. Let me be more clear, women from a certain group affiliation will pay you to get close to the Queen and find out what she’s doing, what parts of the city are the weakest, and so on.”  
 
    “Esmeralda!” one of the other guards gasped. “You… You committed treason?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t call it treason.” The old woman shrugged.  
 
    “So, you went behind the back of the Queen, your leader,” I repeated clearly. “And helped the Harlots?”  
 
    “I have no affiliation to either side.” The information broker shrugged again with a crooked smile. “I go where the money leads, and if it keeps coming in, then that’s who I will stand by.”  
 
    “So, are you the one who told the Harlots the weakest point of the capital was the market area?” I probed.  
 
    “Why, yes,” Esmeralda cackled, held out her hand, and examined her blackened fingernails. “I did do that. This specific person asked me to join the royal guard and get as close to the Queen as I could. Of course, that’s a difficult task for someone my age, so I decided to rely on my other skills.”  
 
    “You broke into the palace, didn’t you?” I snorted.  
 
    “I did.” The old crone nodded with a wicked grin. “No one saw me. I simply looked like an old chambermaid, going about my duties. I even managed to sneak into the Queen’s quarters and find her personal library where all of her documents were.”  
 
    “So, you found out the weakest spot of the capital,” I reiterated. “Told the Harlots, and now what? You’re still in the guard? Why?”  
 
    “You see, Charles Rayburn,” Esmeralda snickered. “I go where the wind takes me, and I thought maybe the guard could help me find my next job and look at that, here you are.”  
 
    I stared down at the decrepit old crone for a long moment and then glanced toward the other four guards. Esmeralda could be useful, but it was clear she’d only work with us if there were something in it for her. Sure, I could offer her the transformation, sweeten the deal with ultimate powers while leaving out the fact she’d lose all of her memories and be allegiant to my side to the end of time, or at least, hers.  
 
    “Matilda?” I said, and the green-haired desperado immediately jumped to attention. “Take the other four back to the caravan and give them to Daisy. I’m sure she’ll know what to do with them. Olette, if you go with her, that’d be a great help. I want to talk to Esmerelda a little longer. Just the two of us.”  
 
    “Of course, Charles.” The beautiful woman nodded and turned toward the other women with Olette at her shoulder. “We’ll return once we drop them off.”  
 
    “Perfect.” I nodded, bent my knees, and rested my elbows against them as I leaned closer to the old crone.  
 
    The two of us sat in silence as Olette, Matilda, and the other guards disappeared from view. The howling wind beat at my back and the droplets of rain smattered against my bare forearms, but I ignored it as I settled my full attention on the information broker. She stared up at me evenly with her hands continually shifting through the cold, wet sand. If she planned to attack, I had a few ways to evade or escape, but it seemed she didn’t plan to do anything like that from her calm demeanor.  
 
    “Why did you want to talk to me privately, Charles Rayburn?” Esmerelda asked.  
 
    “Let me ask you one thing,” I whispered. “What is it you want most in this world? Something you’ve pinned after since you were a little girl?”  
 
    “Money,” the information broker snapped. “And lots of it.”  
 
    “Why?” I asked with a tilt of my head. “You’re a woman, probably an aristocrat. Why do you want money so much? Shouldn’t you already have it?”  
 
    “To believe every woman in the capital is rich is a lie,” Esmerelda barked. “In the capital, women are appraised for their abilities and then assigned a ring to live in. Those who have weaker or unusable powers are useless to the Queen, therefore, they are nothing more than a step ahead of a brute. Just as low as them, but not as.”  
 
    “You’re renowned, aren’t you?” I probed. “You just said you were.”  
 
    “Yes.” The old crone nodded. “For my skills, not my abilities. Want to know what my power is, Mr. Charles Rayburn? Go ahead, guess.”  
 
    “I have no absolutely no idea.” I shook my head.  
 
    “Want to guess how old you think I am?” Esmerelda tutted. “I won’t be offended.”  
 
    “Well, uhm...” I grumbled. “I know it’s rude to ask a woman her age, but I’d say you're maybe in your seventies, earlier eighties from the looks of it.”  
 
    “I’m twenty-six,” the information broker chuckled. “My ability is quite literally being ugly. I came out of my mother as a gremlin just as she had come out of her mother. We’re a line of ugly women, cursed with hateful appearances, and it will only get worse as we age. You see, Charles? There are women born in the capital which the Queen sees no use for, and they’re stripped of their family’s titles, their wealth, and then thrown into the first ring with the rest of the brutes.”  
 
    “Do you hate the Queen, then?” I asked. “You’ve said already you don’t pick sides, so do you hate her for what she did to your family?”  
 
    “With every bone in my body,” Esmerelda snarled. “I would tear her limb from limb if I could, but alas, I’m just an ugly information broker. Though I will say, I don’t hate her enough not to accept the money she or her people have paid me in the past.”  
 
    “How would you feel if I told you I could change all of that?” I uttered.  
 
    “What the hell are you yapping about?” the crone snapped.  
 
    “I can give you a new life,” I promised. “You can be beautiful with an actual ability you can use along with the skills you’ve already learned.”  
 
    “What’s the catch, then?” Esmerelda asked. “There’s always a catch.”  
 
    “Be my information broker,” I urged. “Only work for me, and I will give you everything you’ve wanted. Beauty, money, and prestige. Once I’m king, you will be one of my trusted council.”  
 
    “There’s something you’re not telling me about this...” the woman growled and squinted her eyes at my face in the dim light. “What is it? Do I have to do something for it? Give something up for you to give me that life?”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “Pledge your allegiance to me, and I will make all of that happen. You could be an asset to me, and I could change your life. Do you really want to keep doing what you’re doing? Pretending to be a guard? Struggling day to day to feed yourself? Is that what you really want? When you were a little girl, is this the life you imagined you’d be living?”  
 
    “No,” Esmerelda whispered sadly. “The Queen didn’t implement those decrees until I was eleven or twelve, so for most of my childhood, we lived in a manor with servants and plenty of wealth.”  
 
    “Wait,” I muttered. “What? What decrees?”  
 
    “I thought I already explained them pretty well.” The guard tittered. “Those with low ranking abilities were forced to move into the first ring, and their titles and wealth were stripped of them then given to other women with higher-ranked powers.”  
 
    “I’ve never heard of such a horrific decree in my life,” I growled.  
 
    “You’ve clearly never stepped foot inside of the capital, have you?” Esmerelda sneered, then dropped the sadistic smile from her face as she took on a more serious expression. “Let me ask you one question, Charles Rayburn.”  
 
    “What is it?” I uttered and lifted a single eyebrow in question.  
 
    “If I join you,” the information broker said. “Will we get revenge on the Queen?”  
 
    “Most certainly.” I nodded. “I’m not sure if we plan to kill or spare her yet, but we will take over the capital and dethrone her.”  
 
    “Let me ask you one more question,” Esmerelda whispered and then lifted her face to mine.  
 
    She was ugly, horribly hideous, but underneath the wrinkles, pockmarks, and warts, there was the potential to be a beautiful creature just like all of my other monster-women. I had to wonder when I’d taken away their abilities, why hadn’t her appearance changed? Or was her power so ingrained within her body that it couldn’t be taken away? I didn’t want to ask because it seemed like an already touchy subject, but my interest was piqued.  
 
    “Go ahead.” I nodded. “Ask me anything.”  
 
    “Do you think you’re the Queen’s son?” Esmerelda asked. 
 
    “We’re not sure,” I replied easily. “There’s some proof out there, but… we don’t have all of it. There are clues I could be the son of one of the high-ranking officials, but why would the Queen and her court take such an interest in me?”  
 
    “I can’t answer those questions.” The grey-haired woman shook her head. “I never knew any information from the missions to find you except just to find out where you were and what you were doing. No one told me anything. I sent my reports to the royal secretary, and then I have no idea what happened to them after that.”  
 
    “They were logged,” I uttered. “Placed in a ledger and then hidden away in a library in Granhamn. There’s rumors that there’s more somewhere out there. We hope once we reach Tulna, we can search their archives and find more.”  
 
    “Tulna will be no help to you,” Esmerelda explained. “There’s a library there, but the archives are nearly empty. They were shipped off to some other city with space to hold them. It’s some sort of medical compound. The only thing Tulna is good for is the army training camps, the weapons they store there, annnnd that’s about it. The people are nice but, of course, aristocratic, so if you’re a new brute coming into town, they trust you as far as they can throw you.”  
 
    “See?” I chuckled lightly. “You’re already so useful. So, Esmerelda, what do you say? Will you join me? I’ll tell you if you don’t, well, the odds aren’t in your favor. You won’t get your horses or your companions. You’ll go through the transformation, except it won’t be consensual.”  
 
    “So, you lied to my companions?” Esmerelda snickered. “Not that I care. There’s only one thing I want out of this, Charles, and that’s money. If I agree to all of this insanity, I want to be one of the richest women in the capital. Do you understand?”  
 
    “You got it,” I laughed and offered the wrinkly woman a hand. “I intend to create a better world.” 
 
    I left out the part about men being equal to women because even though Esmerelda agreed to help us, I was sure she still held the belief that men were lower than dirt. As soon as she went through the transformation, she’d be reborn as a new woman with completely different views and abilities. I knew from past experience that once she came out, she’d retain all of her past traits and skills, and from what she’d told me, those skills would aid us in the future.  
 
    “You’ve got yourself a deal, Mr. Rayburn,” Esmerelda cackled, and a dark light glinted in her beady, rat-like eyes.  
 
    I knew if given a chance, Esmerelda would betray all of us for the right amount of money, but I wouldn’t give her the opportunity. In a way, Esmerelda’s mercenary attitude reminded me of Matilda, but the desperado wasn’t as conniving as this woman. She’d soon be rid of that after we placed her within my machine and forced her into our troops. I already knew she’d be much happier, all of the women who went through the transformation were, but I wouldn’t tell her that she’d be a completely different person when she came out.  
 
    “Let’s get you back to the caravan.” I smiled, grabbed her by the hand, and hauled her to her feet. “I’ll introduce you to my women, soldiers, and monster-women and then get you transformed.”  
 
    “So, Charles?” Esmerelda barked with a cackle of laughter. “What does this transformation do exactly?”  
 
    “Have you ever imagined what it feels like to have ten times the amount of power you currently have?” I asked and glanced over at her as we moved through the sand toward the location of the caravan.  
 
    “I’ve imagined having a usable power, yes,” the information broker laughed.  
 
    “I guess I can’t really make any comparisons for a situation like yours,” I snorted. “Sorry about that. Okay, so imagine what it’d be like to have an ability. An extremely powerful ability, for example, lightning or electricity.”  
 
    “Like the Duchess of Edenhart?” Esmerelda questioned.  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “You have a limit of power, but you’re stronger than any of the women around you. Then imagine your power is augmented, and it’s tripled its normal strength. What do you think that would be like?”  
 
    “It’d only be comparable to a god or a deity,” the wrinkled woman answered easily.  
 
    “That happened to Edony,” I explained. “She went through the transformation process after we managed to get our hands on the elemental core of a Raiju. The entirety of the core’s power transformed over to her and augmented her to the point she’s nearly a god walking on earth. I can give that to you. Esmerelda, I promised that to you.”  
 
    “I just want money,” the grey-haired woman said. “Power and beauty don’t matter as much as money does to me. That’s all I care about.”  
 
    I nodded solemnly and knew that within a few hours, her mindset would be changed completely. Money wouldn’t be the only thing on her mind anymore. She’d want the freedom for all enslaved men, and she’d do anything I said to make me her king. Once we neared the location of the caravan, I could make out a few lit candles inside. Outside of the darkened structure, I spied black masses that could be the unconscious bodies of more guards.  
 
    “Charles,” a familiar voice murmured through the forest, and as I turned, Kleeia appeared out of the thick trees. “There you are.”  
 
    The nix-woman’s face was pained, and before long, her chosen elf appeared beside her, and then Valerie bounded out behind her.  
 
    “Charlie!” the feline-woman sang, and immediately, the turquoise-haired beauty turned to quiet her.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked.  
 
    “We managed to take down four of the guards and bring them back here,” the nix-woman sighed. “But we lost track of the other one, and we can’t find her.”  
 
    “Alright.” I nodded and glanced toward the caravan where I found Matilda and Olette. “We’ll go find her for you. This is Esmerelda. She’s our esteemed guest, so treat her as such. Take her inside and transform her for me.” 
 
    Instantly, Kleeia’s mint-colored eyes swiveled to me with unanswered questions hidden behind their subtle color, but she didn’t ask them. Instead, the nix-woman fell forward into a low bow, and as she rose back up, a broad smile spread over her plump lips.  
 
    “Lovely to meet you!” Valerie sang and skipped over before grabbing Esmerelda by the hand. “My name is Val or Valerie! You can call me whichever. I don’t mind!”  
 
    The two of them pulled the wrinkled woman away toward the caravan as Olette and Matilda hurried over. The green-haired desperado rubbed her fleshy hand over the cold metal of her metallic arm and then lifted her eyes to mine. A wide smile spread over her lips, and she slammed a hand down onto my shoulder.  
 
    “So, we done for the night, partna?” the desperado asked. “I think that’s enough excitement for me.”  
 
    “Charles,” Olette purred. “I sense another unwelcome presence on the other side of the forest. Are your women going to bring it back here?”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head, brushed off my hands, and then cracked my knuckles menacingly. “We’re going to have to go after the guard they missed. Matilda, you gave us a good show of your powers, but Olette, we may have fought earlier, but I still haven’t seen the extent of yours. Why don’t we find that guard, and you can show me the true power of a forest elf?” 

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    The three of us stood in a small circle as the rest of the soldiers and monster-women broke off in different directions. I’d ordered Matilda and Olette to come with me to find the last guard that’d escaped and now, all we had to do was track her down and bring her into our custody. The rest of my party had managed to take out the other hounds, and I could make out the silhouettes of their unconscious bodies beside the shape of the caravan in the dark. My eyes swiveled to the stunning elven woman beside me and instantly, her lips parted to speak.  
 
    “The moon has left the waxing stage.” The elven woman smiled. “I can feel my full power returning. What you saw earlier was the tiniest amount of my abilities. Now, I can really show you what I can do, Charles Rayburn.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say earlier you can sense when the hounds would arrive?” I asked. “How?” 
 
    “Movement.” The ethereal green-skinned woman replied. “Sound, vibrations through the earth, and body heat. This unwelcome intruder is on the far side of the forest, hidden amongst the trees. It seems one of your women has just walked past them and didn’t even notice.”  
 
    “Then let’s go get them,” I grunted and headed toward the thick treeline. “Let’s cut through. We wouldn’t want them sneaking around and stealing one of our horses while we came around the other side.” 
 
    “That’s good thinking.” The stunning elven woman nodded. “Though, I’m sure they already know the forest is the safest place, especially at night. If they were to sneak around to the caravan, they’d try to stick to the treeline.”  
 
    “Yeah.” Matilda nodded and took the first step through the lush, green ferns at the edge of the forest. “My women and I have spent a lot of time out in the desert, and it’s perilous at night.”  
 
    “Really?” I asked, followed after them, and then fell into the lead of our group.  
 
    “I don’t think you realized it because you and your women have that fancy cabin caravan thing,” the desperado said, and instantly, her eyes shifted to Olette for a moment.  
 
    “As soon as the sun goes down,” the elven woman whispered. “Unseen dangers appear. Some of them are nocturnal animals… others are solely desert phenomena.”  
 
    “I don’t understand.” I shook my head. “What do you mean, ‘desert phenomena’?”  
 
    “You’ve read a lot of books, haven’t ya, partna?” Matilda asked in a low voice as she crept forward through the tall, thin palms. “Shouldn’t ya know more ’bout this stuff?”  
 
    “Well...” I snorted and then chuckled under my breath. “This is only my second time visiting the desert, so other than it being sand, rock, and mineral particles, I don’t know much about it.”  
 
    “Remember those weird spirits we came across while leavin’ Granhamn?” the desperado asked.  
 
    “Yeah?” I nodded. “The Zlo?”  
 
    “There are lots of spirits,” Matilda answered. “No matter where ya go, and the desert is no exception.”  
 
    “What about the forest spirit?” I probed. “The one you talked about earlier? Is that what you’re referring to?”  
 
    “No.” Olette shook her head with a vague smile. “The forest spirit is giving and benevolent. She is like a mighty river. She ebbs and flows. Gives and takes away. There is no hatred, evil, or malevolence in her. The spirits of the desert, they are unkind beings, and they prey on those who are lost.”  
 
    “So, what happens if you venture out into the desert alone?” I asked. “Are you attacked by a sand-monster or something?”  
 
    “No,” the elven woman laughed lightly. “Just traps that keep you here for the rest of your days. I’ve seen and heard of swirling sinkholes that suck you down to the bedrock underneath the sand. Tornados filled with hot sand and stinging rain that beat the life out of you.”  
 
    “Matilda,” I uttered. “Have you seen any of these things?” 
 
    “Only once,” the green-haired desperado whispered. “Remember that information broker I told you about? The one who tried to suck the life outta us? Well, after she finally took the hint she wasn’t accepted into the group, she went off on her own way after we settled down for the night. We’d lit a fire and nestled down in the sand around it. I watched her trot off into the sand but right as she was about to reach the horizon, she disappeared with a howling scream, like somethin’ sucked her straight down into the desert. We didn’t investigate it. Sometimes, it’s best to leave these things alone, or else you might anger it and make it come after you.”  
 
    “These are fickle spirits,” Olette commented, leaned her head back, and sniffed at the warm, evening air. “They can help you, but they can also turn against you. That’s why we don’t associate with them. We asked for their help long ago with the jackal and the hounds, but their help came with a price.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I muttered.  
 
    “Before we were forced out, we didn’t leave the forest very often, Charles,” the elven woman warned. “Not alone, at least. You make a pact with something you’re unfamiliar with, and it will want something from you, always. The desert spirit, dry and dead, wanted blood, so it took it from any one of my daughters who stepped out of the safety of the tree line.”  
 
    “Fuckin’ hell,” Matilda grumbled, and Olette nodded along knowingly. “I’m glad we never tried to reach out to the damn thing, I guess.”  
 
    “After we stopped feeding it,” the green-haired elf murmured. “It wanted revenge, so it gave the jackal and her hounds a clear path across the desert toward us.”  
 
    “Did you do anything in retaliation?” I breathed.  
 
    “What could we do?” Olette pondered. “We could’ve asked the forest spirit for help, but there is only so much she can do. Her powers only include the area within the trees and the desert... Well, it takes up so much space. Sure, the forest spirit is strong, but--” 
 
    “No.” I nodded. “There’s only so much you can do. I understand. Don’t worry, Olette, we’ll make sure the jackal and the hounds get what’s coming to them. What they’ve done to you and your daughters is inexcusable.”  
 
    We’d already passed through the clearing in the middle of the forest where Aschere and I had initially found the elven women, but there didn’t seem to be anyone here. The tents were empty, and all of the tall lamps were cold from the light rain. Olette lifted her head for a second time as we reached the clearing’s edge. Then, the green-skinned woman lowered herself closer to the ground.  
 
    “What is it?” Matilda hissed and hung over the elven Queen’s shoulder.  
 
    “Stay very quiet,” Olette warned under her breath. “We’re close. I can feel them just ahead. They’ve moved closer to the edge of the forest and are preparing to run to the caravan. They need a horse to get across the desert, maybe even some supplies.”  
 
    Matilda and I didn’t answer, only nodded, and then the three of us crept forward through the darkened trees. Something happened around us, and I wasn’t sure what it was at first. When we were inside the clearing, the wind and rain were so loud I could barely hear Olette and Matilda’s voices, but here, the noise around died out. My feet didn’t make a sound against the dry leaves rustling across the soft dirt, but my heartbeat was so loud I thought it might give our position away.  
 
    For a second, I could’ve sworn I heard the blood pumping within my own veins along with all the other sounds. My skin crawled as if every inch of it were covered in beetles and a strange, whistling sound echoed in my left ear. I slowly realized it was the sound of Matilda’s breathing. The desperado’s heartbeat was almost as loud as my own, and I feared the guard would hear it like the thumping of a drum in the distance.  
 
    Olette, on the other hand, was utterly silent. The elven woman didn’t seem to breathe at all, and her heart barely registered a sound inside the hushed forest. My eyesight seemed to change and shift, too. The colors around me brightened, and the moon, hidden by the swirling clouds cast even more illuminated shadows against the billowing leaves of the palms overhead. Through the trees, I could make out the desert in the distance as if I could see through them. When I glanced at Matilda out of the corner of my eye, the desperado seemed to be experiencing the same thing as me.  
 
    Olette’s ability was peeking through, but it wasn’t her full power. If she could do all of this to our senses, what else was she capable of? We moved closer, and I felt as if I saw everything through the elven woman’s eyes. The green-skinned Queen moved a palm leaf out of her way, and the three of us froze in place. The desert stretched out in front of us in an endless expanse of wasteland. When I looked at it now, I felt an eerie wariness I hadn’t before because of what they’d told me about the desert spirits that wandered this desolate place.  
 
    If I’d had my normal senses, I wouldn’t have seen the guard entirely cloaked in black crouching right in front of us, but with Olette’s heightened senses, it was almost as if I were looking down at her in broad daylight. I could see the intricate wrinkles in her coat from where it bundled against the dirt, the sparkling shards of sand caught in her dark hair, and the glint of sweat on her cheek as she turned to look to the left. It was as if everything I was seeing was through a magnifying glass. I could even hear the sound of the guard’s breathing and blood pumping as ours died away to nothing.  
 
    Suddenly, the entire forest fell unnervingly silent, and Olette lifted one of her delicate hands into the air. It felt as if we were in a tunnel, and the wind whipping around us lowered to nothing more than a whisper. We’d spent a few hours in Olette’s presence, but the sound of her roots and vines was unmistakable. It was like a rope being thrown forward and then pulled taut with a snap. Before I could even register what had happened, the green and brown appendages ripped up from the ground and trees. They wrapped up the guard like writhing snakes, and before the woman could even scream, an incredibly thick vine wriggled over her mouth.  
 
    Olette lifted the woman a little higher and hung her upside down in front of the three of us. The elven woman slunk forward, reached out with her right hand, and stroked the guard’s trembling cheek. The woman groaned and struggled against her confines but right as the elven Queen’s fingertips grazed the guard’s jawline, she retracted the hand.  
 
    “You’re not welcome here,” the green-skinned elf whispered in her strangely melodic voice. “You were never welcome here, hound. Why do you insist on coming and taking what was never meant to be yours?”  
 
    The guard’s bright blue eyes softened, and a glossy sheen passed over them. This was more than just an illusion, it was a trance the elven woman was putting her under. Suddenly, the vine covering the guard’s mouth loosened, pulled away, and rested gently against her slack chin. 
 
    “We don’t need you anymore,” the hound slurred. “This is the first of many.”  
 
    “The first of many what?” Olette asked in a calm tone and lifted a single eyebrow.  
 
    “Attacks,” the guard breathed dreamily. “The Queen isolated the part of your blood that gives you abilities. She has what she wants, so there is no need for any of you. The first task was to give humanity powers, and now that’s done, there’s only one thing left to do.”  
 
    Olette’s golden eyes and her expression never shifted but there was something different about her posture. Her shoulders and spine stiffened, and the vines wrapped the guard tightened even more. The hound let out a pained squeak, and her face turned bright red in the darkness around us.  
 
    “We’re no longer needed, are we?” Olette asked in a low, grave voice. “That’s why you’ve been attacking us and not taking any of us with you, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Yes,” the guard drawled out in a whisper. “There’s no need for you, your blood, or your women anymore. So, we’ve been tasked to kill you. Your species is useless to us now, so go ahead, show me your belly and let me kill you.”  
 
    Somehow, the guard’s limp hand dropped from inside the roots and vines and brandished a knife limply in the air. The blade glinted in the moonlight, and the tip brushed against Olette’s bare chest. The elven woman stared down at it with wide, emotionless eyes. For a moment, I thought she’d walk straight into it, and I moved to push her away, but Olette simply lifted her right hand closer to the guard’s face.  
 
    “I have a mother,” the elven Queen stated. “Just as you do. I was born, just as you were, but you still think you have the right to come here and kill those you do not understand because you are made of flesh and bone. To me, a higher being, you are worthless. A shameful mockery of what my daughters and I are. You were not born with these abilities naturally. I was. I am the highest on the food chain in the natural order of things, and you, a mere human, are the lowest of the low. You require tools and aid to feed and water yourself. Tell me, what is stopping me from killing you? What is stopping me from taking away the gifts that were stolen from my people?”  
 
    Olette stepped closer so their noses almost brushed together, and the elven Queen glared down into the hound’s wide, terrified eyes. The guard didn’t answer, but she didn’t need to as Olette spoke again. 
 
    “Nothing,” the green-skinned beauty hissed through her teeth. “There’s nothing stopping me from doing that. Not even the man beside me, whom I’ve pledged my allegiance to, could stop me, and I doubt he would try. I could kill you right here, right now, implant one of my seedlings inside of your corpse, then bury it in the marshes, and I’m sure one of my daughters would sprout from inside your rotting body. You see, the human form is full of tasty nutrients, especially with your stolen abilities. I’m sure my daughter could feed off your body for months, but let me tell you this. I won’t do that. I might kill you, but I won’t start one of my seedling’s lives with someone else’s suffering. I’d just kill you and let it be the end of it. You see, that’s the difference between the two of us.”  
 
    A heavy silence settled over us, and the guard processed what the elven Queen had just said. Suddenly, everything Olette said clicked into place for me. The sorrow and pain the elven women went through were transferred over to the newly born aristocrats, and that’s why they could never live truly happy lives unless they went through my machine. My blood replaced the elven women’s blood, therefore, giving them a truly new life.  
 
    “By fucking science.” I whispered, but both Olette and Matilda paid me no mind.  
 
    “Go ahead.” The guard gasped, and her eyelids lowered even more as Olette’s abilities heightened. “Kill me. I don’t care. As long as I did my duty for the Queen and died a true hero’s death.”  
 
    “A hero’s death?” Olette scoffed.  
 
    “We won’t kill you.” I grinned, stepped in, and placed a gentle hand on the elven woman’s shoulder. “I’m going to give you a new life. Not only that, but you’ll be joined by all of the other guards, too, so you won’t be alone. I will tell you, though, if you knew what was coming, you’d be begging for death a little bit more desperately.”  
 
    “Should we drag her back to camp?” Matilda asked with a crooked eyebrow.  
 
    “I have a better idea,” the green-skinned woman muttered, then turned toward me. “Does your machine fix broken bones? Internal bleeding and such?”  
 
    “Yes, I believe so.” I nodded. “Why?”  
 
    “No reason,” Olette giggled. “I just hope the fall doesn’t kill her, but the sand should cushion her.” 
 
    Suddenly, the elven Queen leaned forward and brought her green-tinted hand in front of her face. She bent her wrist, aimed her fingers at the guard’s face, and then puckered her lips. As the elf blew out, a fine dusting rose from her flesh, sparkled through the air, and nestled itself on the hound’s face. Instantly, the woman’s face tensed then relaxed to the point her round cheeks hung down, and her lips hung slack. Without a moment’s hesitation, Olette lifted the hand she’d just blown on and flung it back over her shoulder. Instantly, the vines and roots holding the guard in place tightened once more, drew back as if preparing for launch, and then hurled the guard over the treetops. 
 
    “Holy shit, ‘lil lady,” Matilda gasped and followed the guard’s movement with her eyes. “That was certainly a wild ride. I wasn’t even the target of your onslaught, and I was shakin’ in my boots. Hell, the vines and roots weren’t as scary compared to the things you said to her.”  
 
    “I merely told her the truth.” Olette smiled. “We all come from the earth, no matter what way we are born into it. It seems some of the women have forgotten their roots. Some of them don’t even know them, but I am more than happy to teach them.”  
 
    “Well...” The desperado laughed heartily and clapped the elf on the back. “How ’bout we celebrate a ‘lil bit? We did some great stuff tonight, and I won’t deny it. There were a couple of times I was pretty scared, but damn, Charles, you run a pretty tight ship, and I respect ya for it.”  
 
    “I thought you were only going to compliment me once in our lifetimes?” I chided, and the green-haired desperado wrinkled her nose before giving me a shy grin.  
 
    “Aw, now,” Matilda giggled. “You’re makin’ embarrassed. Hey, why don’t we celebrate right here? Just the three of us? I feel like I wanna get to know this little green woman a little better. Not only that, Charles, but I haven’t had any good quality time with you yet. I think we need some one-on-one time. Well, three-on-three time since Olette is here.”  
 
    The elven Queen and I stood idly by as the green-haired desperado searched around the forest floor and randomly grabbed fallen branches along with sticks. Olette glanced at me out of the corner of her eye with an amused smile playing about her perfectly shaped lips. The elf was beautiful in the moonlight with her soft but also angular features, plump lips, and bright, sharp eyes.  
 
    “Alright,” the desperado whispered to herself. “We need a little bit of this and a little bit of that. Oh, here we go! Hmmm… I need some rocks. Where are the damn rocks around this forest? Oh! There you are, you pesky little devils.”  
 
    Olette and I watched as Matilda hastily built a makeshift campfire, then she lifted her head and furrowed her arched eyebrows. The desperado sat with her knees dug in the sand for a second, tapped her chin, and then brought two fingers to her lips. A shrill whistle broke out around the forest and echoed across the empty desert. A soft sound reached my ears in the distance, and as it moved closer, I realized it was a rhythmic gallop of the desperado’s mechanical horse.  
 
    “There ya are, my darlin’,” Matilda soothed as the horse neighed softly and nuzzled its silver, metallic head against her ample bosom. “Don’t you look so pretty in the moonlight?”  
 
    “What a strange beast,” Olette commented and floated forward toward the horse. “Of course, I’ve seen animals like this before but never in this color. Is this a different crossbreed? So strange and beautiful…”  
 
    “Hey, now,” Matilda warned and lifted a hand in the air. “Nannie is a bit fussy, so if you wanna have a look at ‘er, you gotta come from the front and not the back. That’s a sure way to get yourself kicked in the chest, and I will tell ya, that don’t feel so nice.”  
 
    “Of course.” Olette nodded and came a little closer to the mechanical horse with both of her green hands raised in front of her.  
 
    “And just so ya know,” the desperado said. “She’s not a crossbreed or anything. Hell, she ain’t even a breed. She’s mechanical. Entirely made out of metal, bolts, and a bunch of other stuff I don’t know anything about. She was made for me, and well, I’d say we’re best friends, but she does have a pretty nasty attitude when I don’t give her coal disks on time in the mornin’.”  
 
    “Matilda?” I smiled and moved forward as Nannie, the mechanical horse, allowed Olette to brush a hand over her cold, metal side. “How exactly are you planning to light a fire out here? We don’t have anything to do such a thing.”  
 
    “Aw, Charles,” the desperado purred and waved a nonchalant hand in my direction. “Don’t you worry ’bout nothing. I already thought out all of this stuff.”  
 
    The Matilda lifted her mechanical arm, opened a small side panel on the inside of her arm, and then aimed her palm at the dry sticks and branches. The green-haired beauty depressed an unseen button, and a single blast of fire exploded out of her palm. Before I could even blink, a roaring fire came to life right in front of me.  
 
    I laughed lightly, shook my head, and then settled myself down in the sand next to Matilda. The desperado was always filled with surprises, and I had to admit, that’s what I liked about her the most; she kept me on my toes.  
 
    “So, this is it?” Olette asked and gestured toward the fire. “I don’t mean that in a bad way, but it’s certainly unexpected.”  
 
    “What is your version of celebration, Olette?” Matilda joked. “Going back into the forest and crawlin’ inside a bean pod? Is that what you do? I’m sorry, I don’t really know what you do to relax and unwind.”  
 
    “No,” the elven woman laughed and settled herself on the other side of me. “We elves don’t need sleep or rest, so we work to make the community better.”  
 
    “I don’t want to offend you,” the green-haired desperado uttered with raised eyebrows. “But isn’t that a little… boring?”  
 
    “Maybe to a human like you,” Olette explained. “But the elven community is a rich one. My daughters and I spend a lot of time building and solidifying our bonds.”  
 
    As the two of them continued to talk, Nannie sidled over and stood expectantly behind Matilda. Without missing a beat in the conversation, the desperado reached over her shoulder, formed into a fist, and rapped it against the side of the metallic beast’s belly. The sound echoed for a second, and a few loud clunks reached my ear before a small door in the bottom of the horse’s belly dropped open. Seconds later, a large bottle fell from inside and landed neatly in the sand below. Matilda nodded along with what Olette what saying and then reached for the bottle.  
 
    “What is that?” I laughed as I interrupted their conversation.  
 
    “Didn’t I tell ya?” the desperado grinned eagerly. “I had the scientist build a special compartment for a few bottles of rum. I can’t go anywhere without it. I’m not a drunkard like a lot of those aristocrats in town, but I do like to get rip-roaring drunk every once in a while. Also, it helps me sleep, so there’s nothing wrong with tuckin’ it every blue moon.”  
 
    Matilda lifted the bottle to her mouth, gripped the cork between her teeth, and then yanked it out with an explosive pop. She let it drop into her lap and then sucked down a few gulps of the booze. When she finally pulled it away from her lips, she let out a satisfied sigh and then offered it to me with a sly smile. I grabbed it from her hands, threw back my head, and drank my fill. The rum was strong, and I hadn’t drank something this potent in a very long time. When I finished, I turned and offered Olette the brown-tinted bottle, and the elven woman eyed it curiously.  
 
    “Human drink?” the green-skinned woman asked with a single raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Alcohol,” I explained. “Why don’t you try it? If you don’t like it, you don’t have to drink it.”  
 
    “Thank you.” The elven Queen smiled, took the bottle from my hands, and brought the rim to her lips before taking a tentative sip. “Gak! Tastes like bog water!”  
 
    “Well, Charles just said if you don’t like it, you don’t have to drink it!” Matilda snorted through giggles. 
 
    “Bog water is a delicacy!” Olette laughed, threw back her head, and sucked a fair amount down. “Us elves may not need to eat or drink anything, but we’ve found that bog water gives us a strange sensation if we drink enough of it.”  
 
    “Well,” the desperado broke in. “If you keep drinkin’ this, you’re gonna feel like somethin’, I can promise you that.” 
 
    We took turns passing around the bottle and sucking the dark brown liquid down. The rum tasted vaguely of orange peel, cinnamon, allspice, and star anise, and the flavors played nicely across the surface of my tongue. I’d thought that once we finished the bottle, we’d stand from our positions, put out the fire, and then return to the caravan, but when Matilda gulped down the last few drops, she smacked the bottle down into the sand beside her. The green-haired desperado lifted her right hand and knocked again against Nannie’s side. Seconds later, another bottle of rum rolled out and dropped into the golden sand below.  
 
    I already felt good from the alcohol we’d shared from the first bottle, and as soon as the first swig from the second touched the sticky surface of my tongue, I felt even better. Suddenly, Nannie turned and stared down at the green-haired desperado, and the two of them held a long staring contest. To me, it looked as if they were communicating somehow through a series of looks and eye movements. Matilda nodded toward the edge of the forest with a quick jerk of her head, and Nannie seemed to understand. The mechanical horse burst across the sand and entered into the greenery with a loud, metallic neigh.  
 
    “She’s so beauuuuuutiful,” Olette slurred, and when I turned to look at her, her golden eyes were slanted slightly shut. “I can’t believe I’ve never witnessed a beast like that before.”  
 
    “You’re beautiful.” Matilda giggled, leaned across the sand, and rested her chin into her palm.  
 
    “Noooo!” The elven Queen shook her head, and her stunning, curled green hair shifted around her bare shoulders. “You’re beautiful, Matilda! I just love the color of your hair, and it looks so soooooft.”  
 
    “Olette,” the desperado hiccuped. “Your hair is almost the same color as mine!”  
 
    “Is it?” the stunning elf asked, grabbed a weft of her hair, and stared down at it. “No, it’s not! Mine is a light green, and yours is forest green! So, that makes you more beautiful than me!”  
 
    “Enough,” I laughed heartily. “You’re both beautiful. I hope that settles it.”  
 
    “Charles?” the elven woman gulped and crawled a little closer. “I just wanted to let you know you’re beautiful, too.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I tittered. “I guess?”  
 
    “No, no, no!” The desperado shook her head. “Charles is handsome, Olette. He’s handsome!”  
 
    “Oh, you’re right!” The green-haired elf nodded. “I forgot the word for a moment.”  
 
    “Well, Charles is more than just handsome,” Matilda laughed, and her cheeks tinted pink against the flicking light of the campfire. “I’ve heard some stories about him, too.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Olette asked.  
 
    “Yeah?” I laughed. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “You know, bein’ around your women and all.” The desperado chuckled lightly, plucked at the buttons of her shirt, and then looked me straight in the eye. “I’ve heard you’ve got an enormous cock.”  
 
    “A what?” Olette asked. “What’s a cock?”  
 
    “Oh, my goodness, Olette...” Matilda laughed. “A penis. Ya know, the meat whistle, boloney pony, flesh flute, purple love sword. Come on. It’s a goddamn phallus, Olette.”  
 
    “Oh,” the green-skinned elf uttered and then shook her head. “You should know by now I’ve never seen one of those, let alone had intercourse. You’ve seen my people. I only have my daughters.”  
 
    “You do have the working parts, don’t you?” the desperado asked with a gleam in her eyes.  
 
    “Yes?” the elven Queen answered.  
 
    By now, Matilda’s hand had crept across the sand, moved over my muscled thigh, and now stroked the outline of my member, but I had to admit, I didn’t mind it. I hardened against the fabric of my trousers as Matilda’s skilled hands continued to pump into full arousal.  
 
    “Don’t you want to see one?” the desperado purred. “If you’ve never seen one, don’t you have a curiosity about it?”  
 
    “Of course, I do!” Olette blushed. “But… how?”  
 
    “Charles,” Matilda simpered in my ear as she continued to stroke me outside the fabric of my pants. “Why don’t you show Olette what your penis looks like? I’m sure her curiosity will be fully satisfied as soon as she sees one in real life.”  
 
    The request had an implication behind that I understood, and when I glanced over at Olette, her golden eyes were glued to the large shape pressed against the fabric of my trousers. Without hesitation, Matilda’s hands worked at my belt first, then the button and zipper. I half expected her hands to be coarse and calloused, but they were smooth, soft, and warm as they clutched my full, girthy length. When she pulled it out of my pants, it sprung to life, and the two stared down at it with wide eyes.  
 
    “I thought they were sayin’ it was big, just to say it,” Matilda breathed.  
 
    “Have my women ever lied to you?” I laughed.  
 
    “No,” the desperado gasped and shook her head. “But goddamn.”  
 
    “What do you do with it, Charles?” Olette asked lustfully as she leaned back in the sand and eyed me with desire burning in her golden eyes.  
 
    “I can show you,” I breathed. “If you want.”  
 
    “Let me give you a preview,” Matilda whispered, slowly moved her hand up and down the length of my member, and then bent forward.  
 
    The green-haired desperado parted her plump lips and licked the trembling head of my penis. My pre-cum smeared against the surface of her pink tongue, and I leaned back with a loud groan. My hips moved instinctively as I thrust into her mouth, and her lips closed around my girth.  
 
    Slowly, Matilda bobbed on my penis, and I felt waves of pleasure wash over me, so I gripped the desperado by the back of the head and forced her down as I thrust inside of her welcoming, receiving mouth. Gasps exploded out of my mouth as I reveled in the pleasure ripping through my body, and I turned my head toward Olette. The elven Queen’s hand worked desperately between her legs underneath the fabric of her leaf-like dress.  
 
    “I’ve never felt this type of feeling before,” the elf whispered. “I’ve never wanted something like this, Charles. What do I do?”  
 
    I let go of Matilda’s head, and the desperado pulled away from my cock with a moist pop.  
 
    “Here, have a bit of fun,” Matilda giggled softly and then pushed me forward toward the elven woman.  
 
    I crawled over the elven queen right as she lifted the edge of her dress, and through the flicking light from the fire, I saw her perfectly shaped womanhood was utterly hairless. A light sheen of wetness coated the outside of her green-tinted lips, and I held my member loosely in one hand as I guided it toward her waiting entrance.  
 
    With one hand pressed to the sand above her head, I used my other to open her legs even more and admire her aroused rosebud sex. The elven Queen sighed against the back of her hand and raised her hips impatiently. The lips of her vagina brushed against the head of my member, and the slick sensation sent shivers down my spine. Olette’s eyes burst open as she gasped loudly, and from over my shoulder, I heard the soft sounds as Matilda wrestled herself out of her clothing. Seconds later, the nude desperado crawled over and positioned herself above the elven Queen. Her hands went to Olette’s small, trembling breasts and pulled off the dress.  
 
    The elf’s breasts bounced out of the rough fabric, and I stared at the beautiful dark green, hardened nipples. I bent forward and took one into my mouth as Matilda’s hand plucked at her other nipple, and the three of us moaned in unison.  
 
    This was an experience for the three of us and only us.  
 
    When I let go of Olette’s nipple with a soft pop, I took her hand in mine and guided it between Matilda’s legs, and the desperado threw back her head as the elven Queen’s fingers found the right spot and started to rub her moist womanhood.  
 
    “There we go.” I grinned.  
 
    I chuckled under my breath, lowered myself closer to the beautiful elf, and pressed the head of my penis against her soft and eager entrance. The elf squirmed underneath me, lifted her hips, and pushed me in the slightest bit. Her lips parted, and the softest moan escaped between them.  
 
    “Now, I make love to you.” I thrust into her slowly and gasped at her encapsulating tightness.  
 
    “Yes, Charles!” Olette panted as her sheath trembled around my sword. “Yes! Put it all the way in! I want to feel you!”  
 
    I forced my way through her tight walls until my hips pressed against her smooth, hot flesh. Her core tightened and convulsed around me, and I felt on the verge of orgasming already. I held it back by breathing evenly and gazed down into her mesmerizing golden eyes.  
 
    Olette’s hands reached up my sides and back and then came to rest around my shoulders as she gritted her teeth and adjusted her hips. Her position gave me a bit more leverage, so I grunted loudly, twisted a lock of her silken hair into my hand, and plunged even deeper into her.  
 
    As deep as I could go.  
 
    “Ohhh… that’s… perfect… you fill me soooo goooood…”  
 
    “You are incredibly tight,” I growled. “I’m going to go slow so I don’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Yesss,” she moaned. “I’m spread open around your manhood. I feel so full of you. I needed this so much. I need you.” 
 
    Olette’s wonderful body moved slowly in time with me, and we moved at a painstaking pace that was pleasurable but also maddening at the same time. I wanted to indulge and plow her fertile body with reckless abandon, but I feared I would spray my seed into her without her having enough time to climax. 
 
    No. I needed to take it slow.  
 
     I gripped the elven woman’s right breast in the palm of my hand and groaned at its softness. My fingers swept over the slightly bumpy areola and tweaked at her hardened nipple. As I thrust into her harder, I bent down and took the nipple into my mouth and flicked it with my tongue. The elf’s back arched, and her knees gripped me tightly as a wave of pleasure overcame her and washed her away. The elven Queen’s hips moved underneath me slowly but never changed pace, and we gradually worked together to push ourselves closer to delirious orgasm.  
 
    “Charles,” Olette panted. “Does this mean I am yours now? Is this how a man mates with a woman?” 
 
    “You’ve been mine since I laid my eyes on you.” I grinned.  
 
    “What about me, Charles?” Matilda gasped, threw her head back, and thrust her hips against the elven woman’s hand. “Am I yours, too?” 
 
    “Yes,” I growled deep in the back of my throat. “Both of you are my future Queens, and each of you will bear me beautiful children.” 
 
    I thrust into the elf beauty harder, gripped her by the shoulders, and forced my penis into her. Suddenly, I grabbed her by the hips, flipped her through the sand, and placed her on top of me. Olette mewled softly as I stroked the outside of her moist pussy with the tip of my cock and then forced her down onto it. I held her gently with one hand in the middle of her back and the other on her right hip. I bounced her up and down over my shaft until she caught the motion, gripped me by the shoulders, and controlled the movement herself. 
 
    I grunted and threw back my head with a loud groan as my penis scraped her deepest parts. I was close and could tell from the elven woman’s labored breathing and shaking hands that she was on the verge of exploding into orgasm. Olette’s large green breasts bobbed in my face, and I pressed my hand to the middle of her back to bring them closer.  
 
    I took her greenish nipple and bit down on it slightly until a guttural scream rose from her lips. Olette bounced faster, forced her hips harder, and slammed down on my penis. Each time she did, our bodies collided with an echoing slap, and the green-haired beauty leaned back her head with a sensual grin.  
 
    “Yes, Charles!” Olette gasped. “Yes! Something is coming! I’m about to explode… Harder! Yes! Harder! Charles!”  
 
    The elven Queen’s voice caught on my name and drew it out into a scream as her convulsing walls suddenly tightened around me. I grunted out of surprise but bucked my hips against her and quickened the pace. My hands slammed down and gripped her by her perfectly round ass cheeks. I forced her up and down on my cock as her walls shook with ecstasy, and her voice rose in pitch. The elven Queen’s face almost looked as if she were in pain, but I knew that couldn’t be true from the wide smile on her lips.  
 
    “Olette!” I grunted. “I’m going to pour my seed deep into you.” 
 
    I held her there and felt the sensation rise in my loins. I gripped her hard, slammed her down onto her back, and grabbed her wrists over her head. I plowed into her harder and faster than ever, and her tender walls twitched around me as if in a sensual dance.  
 
    “Charles! Yes!” the elf gasped. “Release inside me, Charles! Please! I want to feel it inside of me! Fill me to the brim with your human seed!”  
 
    Egged on by her words, I plunged into her savagely and felt her walls part for me. Olette certainly wasn’t one of my monster-women or even human, but like all of the others, her body felt as if it were made specifically for me. 
 
    And her womb seemed hungry for my sperm.  
 
    “You’re so tight,” I grunted through gritted teeth. “I’m… I’m…” 
 
    I couldn’t finish that last sentence as I was thrown forward in the peak of orgasm. My member tensed for a second, twitched, and then exploded my hot sperm deep into the confines of her womb.  
 
    “Yessss!” she screamed. “Charles! You are filling me!” 
 
    “Sooo… gooooodddd.” I thrust into her as I let all of it out, and I gasped for air as a gallon of my cream filled her accepting body.  
 
    Immediately, the elven woman slumped sideways, and her hand fell from in between Matilda’s legs, but I wasn’t finished yet. While Olette laid in the sand and recuperated, I grabbed Matilda by the hips, pushed her to the hard-packed sand, and gripped my penis in one hand.  
 
    “You better be ready for me,” I chuckled. “I’ve been waiting for this for a long time.” 
 
    “Oh, you have?” Matilda chuckled lightly, and her scarlet eyes moved over me lustfully.  
 
    “Yes,” I snickered. “Now, that’s enough talking. Only screaming for now on, understand?” 
 
    One of Matilda’s hands gripped my shoulders as the other slipped down between our bodies and began to move over my throbbing penis. She gripped onto me harder, and finally, I slammed forward as I forced my slick penis in the hot, pulsing walls of her vagina.  
 
    “Charles!” she screamed in pleasure as her legs wrapped around me. I pumped into her harder than I ever had, and her screams rose in height until they echoed across the desert. Being inside of her was pure bliss. She was so tight and wet that even after a few minutes of pumping made me close to cumming again, but I managed to fight it off for now.  
 
    When I gazed down at her, her stunning face was red with passion, and her forest-green hair stuck to the sides of her face.  
 
    “Ohhh, Charles!” Matilda screamed. “You are so big and thick. It feels sooooo good.” 
 
    I could tell from the tension in her walls, she was already so close from Olette stroking her before, but I wanted her to enjoy this as much as I would. Her tunnel squeezed and devoured my member, and it felt as if I was made to be inside her. My hips moved slowly, eliciting wispy muffled coos from the desperado’s lips that were still pressed to mine. Her arms encircled my shoulders, her long fingernails digging into the flesh of my back as I moved quicker within her. We parted from the kiss, and she clung to me, her hips swinging and moving in rhythm with me, quickening the pace.  
 
    She pressed against me and reared her hips in time with me, and I grunted as pleasure rocketed through my abdomen. Her mouth opened, her eyes tightly closed, and her pink tongue moved over the soft flesh of her lips. Her pussy tightened and clenched around me, and I had to pause for a second, breathing hard, keeping the orgasm at bay. Everything she did, every move she made, pushed me even closer to my second climax. Sweat beaded on my face and shoulders as she screamed. Her free hand grabbed onto the ground in desperation, and she bucked against me harder.  
 
    Her long, forest-green hair fell around her shoulders, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her. The pleasure and ecstasy built in my lower belly in a bundled, tangled mess like the fuses of rockets, ready to be lit and set fire to the sky. I moved my hips faster, thrust into her as she slammed herself up into me. I felt it, the sudden clenching and pulling as she wrapped around me in orgasm. Her mouth fell open, her hand slamming down into my shoulder as she feverishly rode it out, kicking and bucking against me as if she were riding a wild horse. 
 
    Obscenities fell from her beautiful mouth, and I leaned down into the sand, pushed further into her as I helped her orgasm continue up and skyward. I grabbed her by the neck and brought her close to my face, and I kept my eyes intent on hers in the hazy light of the campfire. She was mewling and howling, her face almost pained as I forced myself even farther inside her convulsing core. Our faces were within inches of each other, and she breathed hard, sweat beading on her hairline. I pressed his lips to hers, and the desperado grabbed me with both hands, pulled me even closer, and mashed our mouths together.  
 
    I pushed her down on her back in one swift motion, and the sharpness returned to the glinting scarlet of her eyes. I lifted the desperado’s left leg, hooked it into the crook of my right arm, and pounded into her. As I moved, a sly smile passed over her lips, and she lifted both legs over my shoulders.  
 
    “I like that,” I growled in pleasure at the sensation of her tightening even more around me than before. 
 
    “Ohhh,” she whined. “Ride me. Tame me. Pump your babies into me, Charles. You are the finest man I have ever met. I wanna be yours forever. Make me yours. Fill my fertile womb with everything ya got. Don’t spare a drop. Ya hear me? I’m begging ya, Charles. Can you make me pregnant?” 
 
    “Yessss…” I was teetering on the edge, excited by the sounds of her soft cries and coos and the sight of her hands clutching her large, bouncing breasts. I leaned my head back, breathed hard, and relished the feeling of pulling out and slamming back inside her tight pussy. I felt it as it rose and rushed to meet me, pulled and pushed, roared up inside me like an awakened beast, and I gripped tighter on her shoulder. I leaned down, my lips within inches of hers, and I made sure she was looking me directly in the eye.  
 
    “I love you, Matilda,” I grunted through the peak of my orgasm.  
 
    “I love you, Charles!” the desperado screamed as I sprayed all of my seed deep into her eager womb.  
 
    The desperado gasped with each cupful of my essence I released inside of her, and she held onto me tightly with clenched fingers while I pumped into her over and over again.  
 
    “Myyyy… wowwww,” I gasped a minute or so later when I was empty, and she was full.  
 
    I leaned my head back and took a roaring breath as I exited her. A trickle of my seed escaped her tunnel once my manhood no longer dammed the slick entrance, and she let out a sigh as I flopped down beside her on the soft sand. 
 
    “My word,” Matilda whispered and clutched at her bare chest. “I’ve never experienced anything like that before. Charles, you’re one hell of a guy. Dang.”  
 
    “When can we do it again?” Olette giggled and wriggled toward me.  
 
    “Well...” I chuckled lightly, grabbed her by the waist, and guided her toward my still throbbing penis. “My schedule is open for the rest of the night, and we should make sure you are both pregnant before it’s over.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    By the time the three of us finished our antics in the sand, it was late, and a cold wind raced across the desert, so Olette, Matilda, and I redressed and then headed back toward the caravan. Most of the lights were already out, but from the absence of the pile of guards’ bodies, I figured my women had already transformed them for me. When I looked out toward the horizon, I spied the shapes of my soldiers’ tents, and I could even hear the soft sound of some of them snoring. In the morning, we’d set out again across the desert toward Tulna, but I had a few things I needed to take care of first.  
 
    We’d recently learned Tulna was heavily fortified, even more so than Granhamn, and unlike the latter city, we couldn’t use the cannons, ballistae, and catapults to force our way in. I’d already drawn up blueprints for what I wanted to create, but in the morning before we left, I’d have to check how much steel and iron we had left over. When I closed my eyes, I could almost imagine the enormous machine in front of me, but it’d take nearly all of my soldiers’ help, and right now, I only had a handful of them. With our single day of reprieve here in the forest, my other soldiers and monster-women could probably catch up to us within the next few days.  
 
    “Good night, Charles,” Matilda whispered and pressed a tender kiss to my cheek before heading off to the tent that her women had erected a few feet away from the caravan.  
 
    “Good night, my love.” I smiled and nodded to her.  
 
    Instantly, the desperado’s cheeks flushed pink, and she lowered her head before shuffling off toward the canvas room. The green-haired Harlot had seemed like a hard woman at first, but the more I got to know her, the more she opened up to me like a blossoming flower, and I saw the sweeter, sensitive sides to her.  
 
    “Ahka baneeda.” Olette smiled, grabbed my hand, and kissed the back of it. “It means ‘good night, sweet dreams’ in the elven language. I will see you in the morning, and if I could sleep, I would hope I would dream of you, Charles Rayburn.”  
 
    “Good night, Olette,” I chuckled and bowed my head to her as I grabbed the door handle of the caravan.  
 
    I opened the door into the darkened confines of the first cabin and glanced around for any signs of life. No one seemed to be up at this hour, not even Rian or Daisy, who were the usual night owls. I crept through the livingroom cabin, headed through the hall, and then slowly opened the bedroom door with a creak. All of my women were already cuddled up on the plush mattress, and as per usual, they’d left enough space for me directly in the middle. I quickly undressed in front of the warm stove, neatly folded my clothes, and set them aside before crawling in the middle.  
 
    As soon as I took my place, Cecelia rolled over onto her side and wrapped a lanky arm around my bare chest. Kleeia, on the other side of me, nuzzled in closer, and in her sleep, grabbed my arm, lifted it, and placed it around her. I had to wonder, once I was king, and we lived in the palace, would we continue to sleep like this? When we lived at the manor, I’d intended for Valerie, Daisy, and Rian to have their own rooms and space where they could feel at home, but it’d been the feline-woman’s idea for all of us to sleep in the same bed. I hoped it would stay the same, and no matter what happened to us in the future, we’d lay like this and seek comfort in each others’ warm bodies.  
 
    I laid back, breathed a heavy sigh, and stared up at the blank, panel-board ceiling. We had a lot to take care of in the next few days, which included the journey to Tulna. I wasn’t sure what was waiting for us when we got there, but when I pictured it in my head, all I saw was a towering sandstone wall that brushed the clear blue sky. A structure so large that no matter where you stood, you didn’t know where it began or ended, just that it existed to prevent you from entering into one of the largest cities next to the capital.  
 
    I let my head drop down into the pillow, and I closed my eyes, but sleep didn’t come easily to me. No matter what I tried, I couldn’t get the image of Tulna and how we were going to get inside out of my head. No matter what kind of plans I tried to cook up, Tulna would be the first city we would strike with a vengeance. Citizens and guards would die. It was almost guaranteed, and though I never minded killing in the past, I wanted to spare as many lives as possible. From now on, this was how our battles would go, and I had to accept that. Aristocrats were going to lose their lives, and even if they deserved it, it still didn’t sit right with me, but there was no other way around it. Even if I tried to change their minds, it would be nearly impossible to get through their thick skulls. They’d lived their entire lives believing they were the superior sex and that men were nothing more than pack mules who could occasionally give them children.  
 
    “That’s enough for one night,” I grumbled aloud to myself, rocked my shoulders back and forth against the mattress, and attempted to clear my mind of all of those thoughts.  
 
    Finally, after an hour or so of mindless silence, my body gave in and let me rest. I wasn’t sure how long I was asleep, maybe a few minutes or the full eight hours that adults were required, but bright light filtered in through the crepe-like curtains when I opened my eyes. I wasn’t sure what time it was, and it easily could’ve been early in the morning or late in the afternoon; I wouldn’t have known. Once the sun rose, it reflected against the golden sand and made every hour except for sunset look like high-noon. When I glanced on either side of me, my women were still resting peacefully, and as I quietly wrestled myself out of bed, I wondered how they could do that so easily. Was it part of being a monster-girl, or did they really not spend hours overthinking?  
 
    I hastily dressed in a clean shirt, trousers, and slipped the suspenders over my shoulders before I kicked on my shoes. The caravan was utterly silent as I slipped through the empty cabins, but as soon as I stepped outside, the hustle and bustle of the soldiers startled me. All of them seemed to be racing around while they packed up their tents and prepared for the long journey ahead of us. I knew exactly who I needed to speak to and searched through the crowd for my trusted guard.  
 
    “Aschere!” I barked once the older man came into sight, and a wide grin spread over his features.  
 
    “Good morning, my lord!” The dark-haired man bowed his head and offered me a callused hand, which I took and heartily shook. “What is it you need today? The soldiers and I are already preparing to load the wagons and head out toward Tulna.”  
 
    “I have two questions,” I uttered, and instantly, the guard’s bushy eyebrows raised. “Where are the leftover panels of steel and iron, and how much do we have of it?”  
 
    “Uh, well...” Aschere pondered, cupped his chin, and tapped his heavy boot against the sand. “I can’t tell you an exact number, but I know we have a lot of it. At least three or four wagons worth of it. Why, my lord?” 
 
    “Can you take me to them?” I asked. “I need to calculate how much we’ll need in my head for the machine I want to build.”  
 
    “Another machine?” Aschere probed. “Like the cannons?”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head as the guard led me around the caravan to where the rest of the wagons we’d brought with us were parked. “This will be on a much larger scale. Think of… well, the size of the caravan. That’s about twelve or thirteen feet high with the wheel height included, and they’re roughly… eight feet wide, so we’ll need to double that for the machine I want to build.”  
 
    “We might have enough for that, sir.” The soldier nodded and waved to me over his shoulder as we neared the right wagons. “We have plenty of supplies, but you might want to scale down the size of the machine a little bit. I wouldn’t want us to run short and then have someone have to run back to Valestia for more.”  
 
    “That wouldn’t be a problem.” I shook my head with a short bark of a laugh. “You’ve seen Cecelia’s abilities. She could run there with an empty wagon and then be back within fifteen minutes if we needed more.”  
 
    “So, tell me, my lord,” Aschere urged. “What are you planning on building?”  
 
    “I’m sure you’ve heard by now that an enormous fortification surrounds Tulna,” I explained. “Even larger than the one that surrounded Granhamn, and there is no possible way the weapons we already possess could break through it. Hell, it’d probably take us almost a week to carve a hole in the sandstone. I’m assuming it’s sandstone because of the area we’re in, but it easily could be granite or limestone. Both of those are incredibly durable and hard. They are more susceptible to erosion, and if this were any other situation, I could easily craft a potion to eat through it, but Matilda told us the damn wall is twenty feet thick.”  
 
    “Shit,” Aschere spat. 
 
    “That’s not even the worst part,” I went on. “Apparently, in between the wall, there’s battlements and more soldiers and then another wall.”  
 
    “And there’s no way we can go over it?” the guard asked with a crooked eyebrow.  
 
    “Think about it, Aschere,” I uttered in a low voice. “If the wall is twenty feet thick, we have no way of knowing how tall it is. It easily could be… hell, thirty to forty feet? Ever seen a grappling hook with that much rope on the other end? Not only that but by the time we reached the top, we’d be dead men. They’d know we’re coming and either cut the ropes or slice us through by the time we came over the first battlement.” 
 
    “So,” the guard grumbled and tapped his chin. “If we can’t go over, and we certainly can’t force our way through, then there’s only one other option.”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded with a grin. “We go under. Dig our way to the other side.”  
 
    “Alright,” Aschere said, paused for a moment, and then pointed out the five wagons filled with sheets of metal and other solid hunks of it. “There it is. So, my lord, how do you plan to carry this out? Do we use something like an excavator? We had a crude one back on the farm I worked at for a while, but half the time, it was broken down, and we had to do all the work by hand.”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head and strode toward the wagons filled with the metal we’d need for this project. “An excavator would be too large, too many parts, not only that, but the ones I’ve worked with are deafening. I need a streamlined machine that won’t cause too much attention and will get us under the sand within minutes. The noise isn’t our biggest issue because if the wall is as tall as I suspect it is, they probably won’t hear a damn thing from all the way down there.”  
 
    “So,” the guard muttered. “What are we thinking of doing?”  
 
    “We could excavate by hand,” I explained. “But that would take far too long and by the time we got through to the otherside, they’d probably know we were there.”  
 
    “What about a drill?” Aschere asked and cupped his chin. “We saw some of them back in Valestia. They seemed pretty durable, and they’d make it a lot easier to dig underneath the fortifications.”  
 
    “Yes, that could work.” I nodded knowingly. “But that’s assuming we have all of the materials to do so. I have some spare copper sheeting in my laboratory and plenty of supplies to craft the motor, but what about the frame and the outer shell? I’m sure we don’t have enough for all of that.”  
 
    “We do!” Aschere grinned and gestured to the waiting wagons.  
 
    “Great.” I nodded. “But the last issue is none of us have any experience mining. I’m a scientist and a doctor, and I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but you’re a jack of all trades.”  
 
    “I’m sure we could figure it out, my lord--” the soldier pondered.  
 
    “Wait,” I stated and raised my right hand into the air. “Actually, one of us does have experience with tunneling and excavating.”  
 
    “Who?” Aschere asked with a single raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Rian.” I grinned. “She’s an imp, and she lived underground for most of her life before I found her.” 
 
    “Well, well, well,” Aschere tittered. “Then we’ll have to consult her in the construction.” 
 
    “Yes.” I smiled. “But I already have most of it drawn up along with a good picture of it in my head. We will need her input, though, to help make it better, but I’m sure with my blueprints, we could get this done in a matter of days.”  
 
    “When do you want to get started, my lord?” Aschere asked.  
 
    “As soon as possible,” I explained. “I think as soon as we arrive in Tulna. I want to get the scope of the area, the fortifications, and how tall it really is, then we’ll begin to build. I’ll need the help of all of my men, and that’s another reason I want to wait.”  
 
    “Do you think this will be enough iron and steel?” Aschere probed and leaned his head back to take in all of the wagons filled with the metal.  
 
    “I believe so.” I sighed and then rubbed the back of my neck. “The only things I can see issues with are the electrical parts, but I could easily build them during the journey and test them out. I’m going to work on those first, and then once we arrive in Tulna, we can build around them. We won’t have time to test it out, so if it fails, we have a few other options, especially if it malfunctions while already under the surface.”  
 
    “What do you mean, my lord?” the soldier chuckled.  
 
    “We have plenty of strong women, Aschere,” I said. “You saw the damage Daisy did in Birskonn and Granhamn. I’m sure as long as we get underneath the walls, we won’t have any other issues.”  
 
    “Very good.” The older man nodded and then offered me his callused hand for the second time. “Shall we get ready to pack up and leave?”  
 
    “Yes,” I stated. “My women should be up by now, and I’ll put Edony and Cecelia in charge of driving the caravan. We’ll do it exactly as we did before with the desperados at the front. They will guide us across the desert.”  
 
    “Alright,” Aschere barked and snapped to attention. “The rest of the soldiers are almost finished packing up the tents and the supplies. We’ll leave whenever you and your women are ready, my lord.”  
 
    “Well...” I laughed as a loud, familiar voice broke our attention away from the conversation. “I’m pretty sure they’re already awake, so get everyone loaded up, and we’ll leave within the hour.”  
 
    I broke away from my trusted guard and came around the side of the caravan right as Valerie rolled out of the caravan’s door with a steaming bun hanging from her grinning lips.  
 
    “Don’t you dare come back in here!” Daisy’s voice roared from inside the cabin. “I swear to science we better have some rolls left over for breakfast, Valerie Anne, or I will spank you with this damn spatula!”  
 
    “I only ate three!” the cat-girl laughed, rolled through the sand, and then jumped to her feet as she took another bite of the roll in her hands. “There’s still plenty left over! Also, my middle name isn’t Anne! I don’t even have a middle name! You know that! I’m pretty sure none of us even have last names, so don’t go making one up for me!”  
 
    “Charles!” the bear-girl sighed out of relief and slumped against the caravan’s door frame. “Please do something about this ruffian! She’s stealing all the rolls I was baking for breakfast!”  
 
    “They were too good to resist, Daisy!” the ash-blonde sang. “I couldn’t just let them sit there on the table and get cold! Plus, I’m pregnant! I’m eating for two! I need all of the extra calories to make sure my baby grows big and strong!”  
 
    “You’re not the only one who is pregnant!” Daisy laughed and rested her hand against her tiny bump. “There’s three of us now, and we need to make sure there’s enough for all of us to go around!”  
 
    “What are we talking about?” Rian asked, sidled up behind the brunette, and took a bite out of the three steaming rolls she held in a single, clawed hand.  
 
    “Oh, my science!” Daisy rolled her eyes and gasped.  
 
    “Well, my love.” I laughed lightly. “You did say you wanted to make sure there was enough to go around for everyone. I’m sure Rian and the baby are happy with their rolls.”  
 
    “We are!” the imp-woman smiled and patted her rotund stomach. “I’ve already had two, and these other three are really hitting the spot.”  
 
    “Y-Y-You’ve eaten f-five rolls?” the bear-girl shouted as she clutched at her heart. “I swear to the heaven’s above, Charles, you better hold me back because I’m about to go crazy on my sisters.”  
 
    “Now, now,” I soothed, shook my head, and climbed up behind her to rub the brunette’s shoulders. “I’m sure we’ll be fine if we’re missing a few rolls. We’re leaving soon, and whoever wants one can have some… but, yeah, Rian and Valerie, you’ve had enough. No more.”  
 
    “What?” Valerie cried, and crumbles of fresh breakfast flew from her mouth. “I only ate three! Rian ate five!”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I tittered. “You’ve had more than the rest of us combined. You need to think about your sisters, too. They’re probably just as hungry as you are.”  
 
    “But we’re pregnant.” Rian shrugged. “I thought we were allowed to eat whatever we wanted.”  
 
    “Yes, but within reason.” I nodded. “Not only that, but some of your other sisters may be pregnant right now, and we just don’t know it yet.”  
 
    “I guess you’re right.” Valerie smiled and then offered Daisy her half-eaten roll. 
 
    “Do you really think I want that back?” the bear-girl laughed, shook her head, and then disappeared off inside the cabin.  
 
    “Well, fine!” Valerie giggled. “I’ll finish it myself, then!”  
 
    “Val,” I muttered, and immediately, the ash-blonde lifted her head. “You may want to head inside. We’re getting ready to leave for Tulna.”  
 
    “Oh!” the cat-girl sang. “Goody-goody! This is so exciting! I can’t wait to wipe the floor with them!”  
 
    Rian, Valerie, and I entered the caravan together, and immediately, my eyes went to Edony and Cecelia. The two women stood at the window and stared out over the endless expanse of sand for a long moment, but as soon as I stepped up behind them, they turned. Their faces were serene and smooth, and I could tell they were more than ready to head out on the road. 
 
    “I want the two of you to drive the caravan,” I explained. “We’ll do it exactly as we did before. Matilda and her women will guide us to Tulna, but we’re driving straight through. No more stops. Do you understand? If you get too tired, you can switch out with one of your sisters, but we’re going down this road until we reach our destination.”  
 
    “You got it!” The redheaded drake-woman nodded. “I’ll drive first if Edony wants to relax in here. I don’t mind.”  
 
    “It’s entirely up to the two of you,” I assured with a wide smile.  
 
    “What will you be doing, Charles?” the she-wolf asked with a tilt of her head. “Usually you sit up front with us.”  
 
    “I’m going to my laboratory,” I said. “Rian, I’m going to need your insight on something after you’ve finished your meal.”  
 
    “Okay!” The red-skinned woman grinned, flopped down on a couch with a groan, and then nestled her hands over her rotund belly.  
 
    I nodded, then I waved to all of them before I turned and headed off toward the last cabin of the caravan. The door was tightly closed, and when I opened it, the door creaked pleasantly like the soft voice of an old friend calling out to me.  
 
    My eyes settled on A.B. in his jar of crystal clear liquid, and my thoughts went back to the scientist. Hopefully, we’d find her in Tulna, and then I could learn how to make my loyal companion a body. I wasn’t sure how we would do it, but I wanted to make him a physical body out of flesh, bones, and blood. Irene had said the scientist’s assistant was a robot with a reanimated brain, but that wasn’t what I wanted for A.B..  
 
    “Welcome back, Charles.” The brain uttered in a soft voice, and instantly, my eyebrows raised.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked. “You’re not going to chastise me for not coming to visit like you usually do?”  
 
    “No,” A.B. answered easily. “Maybe when we lived back at the manor, but not now. I know you’re busy, so I won’t complain.”  
 
    “I liked it when you complained,” I admitted. “It motivated me to work harder.”  
 
    “Then make me a goddamn body!” the brain shrieked, and immediately, I threw back my head with a cackle of loud laughter.  
 
    “I’m working on it, buddy.” I grinned, settled myself down at the desk, and picked up the rough blueprint I’d already drawn up for the digger. “You have to be patient. When we get to Tulna, we’ll have more answers. You’ll be free very soon, my friend.”  
 
    “What do you mean by that?” the brain asked in a suspicious tone. “I’ll be free? Are you going to drop kick me into the canal? Then you won’t have to worry about me anymore. I’ll be a free brain! A weird, undiscovered type of fish.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t do that.” I chuckled under my breath. “Not only that, but I’m sure there are plenty of big fish inside the canal, and you’d be a tasty little treat for them.”  
 
    “Okay, well, never mind that, then...” A.B. laughed. “I won’t be a new species of highly intelligent fish. So, what do you mean I’ll be free?”  
 
    “You’ve heard about the scientist, right?” I asked, and when I glanced over at him, he bobbed excitedly in the liquid as if he were nodding. “Irene, the shiest desperado, told us she has an assistant, too.”  
 
    “Ooooo, is it a girl assistant?” the brain cackled.  
 
    “I think so.” I nodded and picked up the charcoal pencil. “But that’s not the interesting part, A.B.. Her assistant is a robot, but inside of the robot is a reanimated brain.”  
 
    “A what?” my assistant nearly shouted into the confines of my brain.  
 
    “You heard me right,” I went on. “I think if we find this scientist and see her assistant, we can maybe figure out a way to get you a body, but I will say this, I don’t want you just to be a robot. I don’t want to build you a body I could’ve created months ago. I want you to be a man in a real body just like I promised you.”  
 
    “Even if I have to be a robot,” the brain started and then paused for a few seconds. “It’s still better than being in this jar all the time. At least, if you create me a mechanical body, I can move around and do as I please.” 
 
    “Yes,” I uttered. “But before we do all of that, we need to figure out a way to get inside of Tulna, take it over, and track down the scientist.”  
 
    “Seems like a lot of work,” A.B. complained.  
 
    “Yes,” I breathed, stood from the chair, and then over to the shelves that held all of my electrical components. “But think of it like this… The capital wasn’t built in a day, was it? It’s going to take time and effort. We have three more cities standing in our way before we reach the capital, and I have to have them under my control before we can move on to the capital. We need the supplies, the women, and the men. I have to strengthen my army, and not only that but I, myself, need to learn more. I’m new at this, and if we were to head straight to the Queen right now, we’d surely lose. I’m brave enough to admit that. Our army may be strong, but in comparison to the soldiers in the capital, we’re tiny ants compared to an enormous ant-eater.” 
 
    “Damn,” the brain barked. “I would’ve said we’re like house cats compared to mountain lions or something else. Charles, we’re not as weak as you think we are.”  
 
    “Maybe not.” I shrugged, grabbed the first pieces I needed, and then set them down in the middle of the floor before going back to grab a few more. “But we are not at the point we need to be. Yes, the initial reason we wanted to attack these cities was to take down each marchioness within them, but now we’ve done it a few times, I believe our mission has changed. This is only practice, A.B.. Attacking these cities is honing our skills, and that’s what we need right now. We may be strong, but we need to be stronger.”  
 
    “I get it, I get it!” A.B. laughed lightheartedly. “But imagine if you had a half-human, half-robot reanimated brain on your side. I think that might give you the extra boost to defeat the Queen.”  
 
    “I’m sure it would,” I tittered. “Aren’t you glad I never built you those tubes throughout the manor or the goddamn hamster ball you wanted? Then you’d be stuck in this form the rest of your life, content to roll around on the floor or float around to different rooms.” 
 
    “Hey, I wouldn’t be complacent with any of those things!” the brain protested. “Are you trying to say if I had asked for things, and you built them, you wouldn’t have promised to build me a body?”  
 
    “Maybe?” I shrugged and placed the other electrical parts on the ground, then I grabbed a small wooden box of screws. “I mean, I said I missed your complaining, but not all of the time.”  
 
    The brain gasped and then made an annoyed guttural noise. I wasn’t sure how he managed to do it since he didn’t have a pair of functioning lips, throat, or voice box, but the sound immediately made me chuckle. A.B. fell silent as I started to work on the inner parts that would make up our brand-new digger, but after a few minutes, he spoke up again. 
 
    “Do you really think you and your army are weak?” he asked.  
 
     “I don’t think I am weak or that my army is, either,” I explained, threw back my head, and ran a hand through my thick, messy hair. “But Tulna will give me what I need for the next step of our journey. With every city, I learn something new. Sometimes it’s about being a leader or the strength of my women or soldiers, and sometimes, the cities teach me more about myself than regular life ever could. A.B., if we had the ability to go back in time, and I switched places with my old self, do you think he could do what we’re doing? No, he’d probably cower in fear. Turn tail and run in the opposite direction. I’m glad I’ve learned the lessons I have, and I will work harder to become a better man than I am now. I’m stronger than I was then, and within the next few months, hell, maybe even the next few weeks, I’ll be stronger than I am now. Tulna will give me strength, and it will teach me something I’ve yet to learn. Let’s search for the horizon, A.B., Tulna is waiting for us.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Tulna… Tulna… Tulna… 
 
    The word repeated in my head over and over as I worked on crafting the electrical core that would power my digger. I didn’t know what the city looked like, but I could picture it easily in my head. Endless, golden sand kissed by the hot, burning sun, then the wall… The fortifications stretched so high into the air it almost looked as if it were part of the desert landscape. Even if I trekked around the whole expanse of it, I could never find the entrance or exit. It was nothing more than an impenetrable prison. Is that what the citizens thought of it as? Was it like Granhamn with its timed opening and closing of the entrance, or were the citizens even allowed to leave?  
 
    Maybe Tulna wasn’t like this at all. Perhaps it was the wall along with an opening for the canal, but even in my mind, I couldn’t finish the perplexing puzzle of Tulna. I wished we had the layout or a map, hell, even a blueprint of the original city. The desperados had given us all they knew, but we hadn’t heard much about the canal where boats and traders came in. It easily could’ve been underground like the secret black market we’d visited. The city’s leaders had the ability to plan for such structures, and we’d already heard there were underground parts of the canal, but could one of them be in Tulna?  
 
    I worked mindlessly in the rear cabin of the caravan. My hands moved, connected pieces, and then shot electricity through it to make sure it worked properly. Each mechanical and electrical part I fitted together came along with a different thought or question I didn’t know the answer to. Before long, the giant metal monstrosity in front of me nearly took up the whole cabin, but I wasn’t finished yet. I needed to make sure this piece would work, and when we finally reached Tulna, we’d get to work crafting the rest of the digger.  
 
    I planned to reach Tulna, leave the caravan far enough away so the guards stationed on top of the wall wouldn’t spy us, and then sneak closer. I planned to have Cecelia portal up to the top of the wall and sneak around so she could get the lay of the land, but even that idea was questionable. We didn’t know where the guards were stationed, and she could easily portal up there then end up in the middle of a huddle of soldiers. No, the best bet was to scope the place out from afar, bring in the machine after we’d put it all together, and then tunnel underneath it.  
 
    When I lifted my head and stared at the enormous engine, the sky outside of the caravan had darkened, and what I could see of the sand was nothing more than a rolling black line. I wasn’t sure how far we’d gone into the desert, but every few seconds, a strange feeling washed over me that I vaguely recognized. Cecelia sat up front with Edony and used her power to burst us forward into the desert by looking ahead of her, then used the location point to move the entire caravan. If I hadn’t lifted my head and torn myself away from the motor in front of me, I would’ve missed it entirely. 
 
    The feeling in the air was subtle, and I figured it was because I was inside of the caravan and not out in the open as we passed through the enormous portals. If we traveled like this for the rest of the night and even the next day, when would we arrive at the city? Late tomorrow evening? The next morning? I couldn’t reach Tulna if I weren’t finished with the motor, so I lowered my head again, raised both of my gloved hands, and went back to work on the massive, electrical monstrosity in front of me. I wasn’t even sure how we would get this thing out of the caravan’s back cabin. Our only option was to open up the back door and use the rest of my soldiers to lift it out with their combined strength.  
 
    I continued working feverishly, and when I finally leaned away from the motor, my back ached, and my fingers screamed in protest, but I wasn’t finished yet. I told myself I couldn’t stop working until it was entirely finished. Even back when I lived in Edenhart and Edony employed me, I was always this way. I couldn’t let myself get distracted, even for a second. It’d been that way when I created the first version of my machine, and when that one hadn’t worked the way we wanted, I’d worked three days in a row without stopping or sleeping. Maybe it was the fact my brain never stopped running and moving, and my hands had to keep up with it, or I wouldn’t be satisfied.  
 
    “Charles?” a soft voice from behind me whispered, and I nearly jumped out of my skin at its suddenness. “It’s late.”  
 
    I slowly turned from my crouched position in front of the motor and glanced toward the doorway where Josephine stood. The honey-blonde heiress leaned against the doorframe, and her red-scaled tail brushed against the floor for a long moment. Her orange, cat-like eyes rested on my face, and then a soft smile spread over her pink lips.  
 
    “What time is it?” I asked, stood from my position with a low groan, and then craned my neck toward the clock above my desk but couldn’t see.  
 
    “It’s nearly four in the morning,” the drake-woman chuckled lightly and then shook her head. “I don’t mind if you want to continue working, Charles, but you know, Edony is worried about you.”  
 
    “Did she ask you to come to check on me?” I laughed, pulled off my gloves, and then stretched out all of my fingers.  
 
    “No.” The heiress shook her head with an explosion of giggles. “But you can see it in her face when she wants someone to go check on you. Her lips pucker, her cheeks suck in, and her eyes, good lord, if looks could kill.”  
 
    “I’m fine, really,” I assured her with a nod. “You know how I am.” 
 
    “I also know how Edony is,” the honey-blonde laughed and then stepped inside of the room. “Even after the transformation, she hasn’t changed a bit. I mean, of course, she has in different ways, but she’s always been a worrywart.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I smiled, came around the other side of my machine with a wrench in hand, and started working on another piece.  
 
    “I’ve told you before Edony was a reckless child and teenager,” Josephine began and then paused to laugh for a second. “But she was only reckless about herself, do you understand? She did things that would get her in trouble, but for the longest time, I was her best friend, and if she ever did anything to get me in trouble, she’d burst into tears and take the blame for herself. There were plenty of times it was her fault, and she deserved to take the blame, but… she was always so concerned with keeping me safe, and I think that now that she has you, it’s transferred over.”  
 
    “It’s just a little--” I started, and then the honey-blonde interrupted.  
 
    “Overbearing?” the heiress answered for me, and I nodded along with her words even though she couldn’t see me.  
 
    “Yes,” I snorted. “I worked with her for a long time, and she never acted this way before. Hell, she used to push me to my limits back then. Not that I minded, though. I enjoy working until the job was done, but why did that change so suddenly?” 
 
    “She doesn’t have to hide her feelings anymore,” the honey-blonde stated. “You also have to take into consideration that was a different time. She’s not the same person. She wanted the super-soldiers, and she loved you at the same time, but her need to thwart the Queen outweighed her affection for you.”  
 
    “I hope when she finally gets pregnant,” I chuckled. “The focus on me will shift to our baby.”  
 
    “Rian will give birth soon,” the heiress whispered, and something in her voice made me pause.  
 
    She sounded sad and scared, and I wasn’t exactly sure why. I stood and peeked over the motor to look at her, and her orange cat-like eyes were downcast at the flooring.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked. “Are you sad you’re not pregnant?”  
 
    “No,” Josephine gasped and shook her head vehemently. “It’s not that… I’m scared of her giving birth.”  
 
    “What do you mean, my love?” I probed. “Rian’s tough. I’m sure she can handle it.”  
 
    “No, it’s not that...” the drake-woman laughed suddenly. “I’m terrified of child-birth. It scares the life out of me. You may not know this, but most aristocrats have midwifed their friends’ children. It’s a strange custom. Sadly, I was there when Edony’s only daughter was born and came out… well, I’m sure Edony told you.”  
 
    “Are you worried that will happen to Rian?” I asked. “I am a doctor, Josephine. I know how to birth children, though I’ve never done it, but I’ve read many books, and I’ve studied it extensively. I’m sure when the time comes, both Rian and our baby will be healthy.”  
 
    “It’s not even that, either!” The honey-blonde grinned at me over the machine. “I’m scared of blood! I’m scared of screaming and wailing and all of the medical instruments and seeing Rian in pain… I’m scared of everything! I-I-I--” 
 
    “Josephine,” I interrupted her rambling, and finally, the heiress raised her gaze to mine. “You will be fine. You don’t even have to be in the room with us when Rian gives birth if you don’t want to. I will take care of all of it.”  
 
    “Whew!” the honey-blonde sighed. “Thank you, Charles. Is there anything I can help you with? You’ve done a lot, as I can see, but I don’t want you straining yourself.”  
 
    “Hey,” I grunted and then peeked over the side of the machine. “You’re starting to sound like Edony again.”  
 
    “Oh!” the drake-woman laughed. “Sorry! I just feel like at times like these, I’m a bit useless, you know?”  
 
    “I don’t think you’re useless,” I began. “You have a different skill set compared to your sisters, but that doesn’t mean we don’t need you. Not only that, but there are things only I can do. I can teach you, but that doesn’t mean you’ll become an expert overnight. So, let me take the wheel right now and do my part of all of this. I wouldn’t want any of you to come in here, try it, and then end up electrocuting yourselves.”  
 
    “Fried drake,” A.B. laughed from the corner. “My favorite! Delicious and nutritious!”  
 
    “Exactly,” I snorted. “So, don’t worry about being idle for now, Josie. Once we arrive in Tulna, and we finally get inside of the city, that’s when I’ll need your help most. I wouldn’t have chosen you to be a part of our family if I didn’t see something in you. Please, don’t forget that.”  
 
    “Even if I’m afraid all the time?” the stunning drake-woman asked.  
 
    “We’re all afraid,” I uttered. “I’m sure if you asked any of your sisters, they’d tell you they aren’t, but we all are, deep down inside. I’m your leader, and I willingly admit I’m afraid. I don’t know how our battle in Tulna will go, and I certainly don’t know how it’ll go in the city after that, but I will tell you after you’ve been at this for as long as I have, it’s the fear that drives you. It’s almost like a drug, especially the adrenaline. It pumps through your veins, and then you almost feel as if you could take on the whole world at once. So, please, don’t smother your fear, because it can drive you to do great things.”  
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” the drake-woman breathed. “I don’t know what I would do without you. My only wish in this world is I’ll be the next to get pregnant. I want nothing more than to give birth to your children. I just can’t get the thought of your enormous member out of my mind lately…”  
 
    “Really?” I chuckled lightly and glanced over the top of the engine. “Is there any reason?”  
 
    “I’m not sure,” the drake-woman sighed and leaned back in her chair as her hands went in between her legs. “I see how happy Rian, Valerie, and Daisy are, and I want that, too. I want to be filled with your seed, Charles.”  
 
    “That can be arranged,” I chuckled darkly, slipped off my gloves, and came around the engine.  
 
    Josephine’s orange, cat-like eyes cut through the distance between us, and instantly, my penis hardened against the fabric of my trousers. Josephine took a deep breath, laid back against the desk, and ran her hands excitedly through her thick honey-colored curls. I instinctively grunted at their beautiful sight and hurried forward with my hands already working at my belt. My hands deftly unbuckled my belt, slid it out of my trousers, and tossed it to the floor.  
 
    The drake-woman’s lips parted, and her orange eyes fluttered alluringly as I unbuttoned my pants. I let the fabric fall away from my body, and I quickly stepped out of them. The heiress’ eyes widened at the enormous shape pressed against the soft fabric of my underwear.  
 
    “Charles,” the drake-woman gasped. “I can’t believe you were born with such a large manhood. I know I said I’ve been thinking about it nonstop, but even my imagination can’t compare.”  
 
    “Just wait until you feel it again,” I chuckled. “Once I’m done with you, you won’t be able to walk straight for a few hours.”  
 
    I tucked my thumbs into the edge of my underwear, slid them down, and my erect penis bounced against the pressure. I gripped my member tightly in one hand and then used my free one to open her legs a little wider. As my hand connected with her soft, milky white flesh, a low moan erupted from in between her plump, pink lips. Josephine giggled softly, wriggled excitedly underneath me, and hastily moved her thumping tail out of the way. 
 
    All of my women’s body shapes were different from each other, and Josephine’s looked as if it were made for sex. Her hips were wide, and her breasts full globes, while her waist was indescribably tiny as if her ribcage didn’t even exist. Her pussy lips were slick with lubrication already, so I pressed the tip of my penis to her rosebud and then laid my hands against her hips. I raced my callused hands over her flat stomach and softly brushed the pad of my thumb against her hardened nipple.  
 
    The drake-woman’s back curled and forced her forward with a loud mewl of pleasure. In one swift movement, I lifted her from the low stool and slammed her down onto the desktop. Her shining eyes closed and soft gasps whispered up her throat in the dimly lit laboratory. 
 
    I fell forward, took her pert nipple into my mouth, and suckled it gently. Josephine’s head rocked backward, and a roaring moan echoed around the room. The heiress’ hips lifted, and the tip of my penis entered into her warm, wet walls. I pulled my lips away from her, and her rosy nipple fell from my mouth with a loud pop. I sensed the great need within her, and it only continued to build as I pushed my entire member inside of her convulsing walls.  
 
    “By science,” I growled through gritted teeth. “Josephine, you’re so tight.”  
 
    “I was made specifically for you, Charles,” the drake-woman giggled. “My tunnel was made to massage and milk your penis while you make love to me, my womb was made to accept your seed and grow your beautiful children. My hips were made to birth those babies, and my breasts will feed and nourish them. Isn’t my body perfect for your love?”  
 
    “Yes,” I moaned, gripped her by the wrists, and slammed her hands against the wall. “If that’s true, then, let’s test it out.”  
 
    I pumped into her as hard and as fast as I could, and Josephine’s eyes slammed shut. Her ecstasy-filled moans lifted into the air and bounced off the flimsy, wooden walls of the caravan. I ran my fingers through her hair as I pounded into her and whispered sweet words into her ear. The drake-woman let out little airy gasps each time I thrust in her tight tunnel, and suddenly, I pulled out of her, grabbed her by the thick hips, flipped her over, and took her from behind. She cried out louder this time, almost a full scream, and she hastily covered her mouth to soften the sound. I drove my penis back inside of her, and Josephine moaned into her hand as she fought to keep herself quiet. 
 
    I thrust into her harder, clutched onto her hips with both hands, and her large breasts bounced with each of my movements. I watched them deliriously over her shoulder. I licked my lips and enjoyed the feeling of her warmth wrapped around my cock. Josephine felt like exquisite oil each time I dipped into her, and I had to fight off my orgasm each second. 
 
    The drake-woman looked over her shoulder with heated, hungry eyes, and I could tell from the way she tightened around me, she was close. I held her hips so tightly that the skin of her rump turned scarlet with imprints of my hands. The heiress panted, glanced over her shoulder one last time, and then let out a ringing scream. The drake-woman’s hips bucked against me, and without thinking, my hands instinctively went to her thick, scaled tail.  
 
    “Come for me, my love.” I held the drake-woman in place as I drove my steel-hard penis inside of her velvety walls.  
 
    “Charles! I’m climaxing! Ohhh! Sooo… goooddddd!” Josephine gasped airily three times in quick succession, threw back her head, and her entire body tensed against me. 
 
    I pumped inside of her, slowed my pace, and aided her orgasm as it rocketed skyward, but right as I did, I felt my own rise in my groin.  
 
    “Fuck! Josephine! I’m going to...!” I couldn’t help but move faster inside of her, and the more Josephine reacted and bucked her hips, the closer my orgasm loomed in the distance.  
 
    With one last thrust, both of us were thrust into the roils of a powerful orgasm. I threw back my head and roared up to the ceiling as my seed exploded into her. I pumped into her as I felt it pour out of me all the way to the depths of her womb. 
 
    “Charles!” Josephine screamed. “Your warm seed is filling my body! Yes! Yes! Yesssss!”  
 
    I moved slowly now and drew out all of my movements as her womanhood tightened and finally relaxed around me. I pulled out of her, and a long trail of my pearly semen dripped down her shapely thighs.  
 
    “Ohhh…” Josephine turned over and flopped down on the desktop. The drake-woman’s orange eyes met mine, and a small smile twinged at the corners of her lips.  
 
    “You liked that,” I growled.  
 
    “Oh, science, Charles,” the drake-woman panted. “That was amazing. I hope your seed takes hold in my womb and gives me a chil--” 
 
    A loud, vaguely familiar sound broke both of our attentions away from the conversation, and I lifted my head to listen. The drake-woman and I hastily redressed while the sound came again. Josephine’s orange eyes widened as she slipped into her jumpsuit, crossed to the small window above my desk, and then wrenched it open. Then I heard my favorite green-haired desperado’s voice above the wailing wind.  
 
    “We’ve got another letter!” Matilda shouted, and I hastily moved around the motor toward the window.  
 
    When I glanced out, the moon was high and shined down on everything below. A single shadow glided through the sky, and I immediately recognized the lithe body of the adolescent griffin. I leaned out of the window and stretched out my arm for the creature to land on before letting out a shrill whistle. The beast glanced down at me with its golden eyes, shifted its mighty wings, and then plummeted down toward the two of us. When it landed on me, it’s hearty weight almost pulled me halfway through the window, and I hastily but carefully moved it inside. Before I could even shift, the griffin gingerly hopped off my forearm, landed on my desk, and then danced around for a second before preening its beautiful feathers.  
 
    “It can never get used to seeing such a beautiful creature such as this,” Josephine sighed and reached out to stroke the top of the creature’s head. “I can’t believe they’re not extinct.”  
 
    As the griffin allowed Josephine to stroke its feathers and made a soft chirping sound in the back of its throat, I spied the scroll of parchment attached to its ankle by a neon-yellow ribbon. The last one had been red, and I had to wonder, did the colors mean anything? I mean, she was a scientist, and though she was a woman, I doubted she had copious amounts of ribbon laying around. This first one had been scarlet, which usually meant danger and violence, but this shade was different.  
 
    “Josie,” I uttered softly and untied the letter from the griffin’s ankle. “What does the color yellow mean? Do you have any idea?”  
 
    “Well...” the drake-woman pondered for a second. “There are many different meanings for each color, but yellow is spontaneous and unstable. The most prevalent feeling for yellow is fear or insanity. Why do you ask?”  
 
    “Nothing.” I shook my head and unfurled the tiny scroll. “I just have a hunch the colors of the ribbons mean something.”  
 
    “I’ve heard of things like that.” Josephine nodded. “The Queen used colored seals when sending decrees or letters to the people or her royal court. Generally, by the color of the seal, the receiver can get an idea of what the letter pertains before they even open it.” 
 
    “Do you think the scientist would know anything about that?” I probed. “I mean, it could be nothing, but from what we’ve heard and seen so far, the scientist is very deliberate.” 
 
    “Only high-powered citizens use that type of thing,” the drake-woman explained. “So, she could be a high-class citizen. I mean, she’s obviously left that life for a new one, but I will admit, old habits die hard, and it could easily be she hasn’t even noticed this one.”  
 
    “Alright,” I grunted. “I’ll ask Matilda later if any of her other letters were sent like this, but for now, I’ll set it aside.”  
 
    I held the scroll tightly in one hand, found the edge of it, and unfurled it. The scientist’s handwriting was beautiful and in elegant cursive I only associated with aristocrats.  
 
    “I’ve managed to escape,” I read the hastily scribbled shorthand aloud. “Sub is intact, thankfully. Made to T. but Queen’s guards are searching for me. So many guards. Too many guards. Only came up to the surface to send letter. Never asked for help before but please, help.”  
 
    When I glanced out of the corner of my eye at Josephine, her usually pink-ish skin was deathly pale, her eyes were glossy, and her mouth hung agape. Suddenly, her orange gaze flicked to mine, and her lips snapped closed into a determined line.  
 
    “We have to get there,” the honey-blonde demanded. “We have to save her, Charles.”  
 
    “Yes, I know.” I nodded. “But we’re going as fast as we can, Josephine.”  
 
    “Fuck!” the heiress shouted and smacked her fists to her temples in frustration. “Shit. Goddamnit! What can we do? Motherfucking shit.”  
 
    “We’ll think of something. Even if we have to drive the horses there all day and night, we’ll make it, and we’ll save her.”  
 
    “You’re right!” the honey-blonde barked, nodded, and slammed her closed fist into her palm. “I’m hysterical, and that is the last thing we need right now. We need to think logically. Charles, remind me again, what is the extent of Cecelia’s power?”  
 
    “Portals,” I forced out. “She can portal herself or things to places she’s been or seen. The size of the object doesn’t really matter, but she has to know where the location is or have been there at least once before.”  
 
    Josephine paused for a long moment, crossed her right arm over her chest, and tapped her chin while she paced. She thought for a few minutes while I patiently waited to hear what she had to say, and finally, the drake-woman paused to turn toward me.  
 
    “You know what my power is,” Josephine said in a rush. “I can control the movement of bodies, I can speak telepathically to my Drake Legion and other people, but there’s something else I recently discovered.”  
 
    “Really?” I raised my eyebrows in surprise. “What is it?”  
 
    “I can’t read minds, Charles,” the drake-woman explained. “But I look into people’s thoughts. Only once, though, and then the power ends. It’s usually images or snippets of past conversations.”  
 
    “Wait,” I boomed and raised my right hand into the air. “I think I know where you’re going with this. Do you think you could take one of the desperado’s memories of Tulna, transfer it to Cecelia’s mind, and then she can portal us there?”  
 
    “I don’t know if it’ll work,” Josephine stated nervously. “But it wouldn’t hurt to try. If we get there tonight or tomorrow morning…”  
 
    “Matilda,” I shouted through the window, and immediately, the green-haired desperado slowed her horse.  
 
    “What is it, stud?” the lead desperado shouted with a wide grin. “I’m a bit busy right now, ya know, leadin’ you to Tulna.”  
 
    “We need to get there a lot faster than we thought,” I bellowed over the howling wind. “Ride up to the driver’s seat and wait there for us.”  
 
    “Alright!” Matilda laughed over her shoulder, smacked the reins against the mechanical horse’s back, and rode off.  
 
    “Come with me,” I ordered, grabbed the honey-blonde by the wrist, and pulled her out of the cabin.  
 
    “Wait, Charles,” the drake-woman protested. “What about the motor? Have you finished? We can’t get to Tulna before you’ve finished.”  
 
    “I’ve been finished for a while,” I explained. “I was just putting the finishing touches on it to make sure it functions properly. Not only that but getting to Tulna is far too important.”  
 
    “We don’t even know if it’ll work!” Josephine objected. 
 
    “We have to try!” I replied and pulled her through each of the cabins until we reached the kitchen.  
 
    I ripped open the small window, and both Edony and Cecelia jumped. The black-drake-woman gasped loudly, clutched at her chest, and turned with wide eyes to stare at the two of us.  
 
    “Charles--” Edony started, but I interrupted her with a shake of my head.  
 
    “Edony, get inside,” I ordered. “Cecelia, stay there. Josephine and I are coming out.”  
 
    “O-Okay,” the Duchess blundered, carefully rose from her seat, and then climbed in through the window. “What’s happening, Charles?”  
 
    “The scientist is in danger,” I forced out, grabbed Josephine by the waist, and forced her out the window. “We need to get to Tulna faster than this.”  
 
    “And how do you expect us to do that?” the she-wolf asked. “The horses are already going faster than they should! They need to rest!”  
 
    “I know that,” I admitted, grabbed the window frame, and then hauled myself out of it. “But just trust me, alright?”  
 
    “Charles, please,” Cecelia begged. “What is happening?” 
 
    “We’re going to do something a little crazy,” I explained as I settled myself down into the seat beside her. “We received another letter from the scientist. She’s in grave danger. Guards are swarming the city, and I fear if we don’t get there soon, they’ll find her and retake her. We can’t let that happen. We have to save her.”  
 
    “Okaaaay?” the redhead drawled out, held the reins loosely in her hands, and then glanced over at me. “So, what am I supposed to do? You know I can’t portal there… I’ve never been to Tulna before.”  
 
    “Yes,” I uttered. “But Matilda and the desperados have.”  
 
    “So, what?” the black-drake-woman whispered. “They can’t just give me a description and think I’ll know where that is.”  
 
    “That’s where Josephine comes in.” I grinned. “She forces the image of Tulna into your mind so you can see it and take us there.”  
 
    “What?” Cecelia barked in a monotone voice. “That won’t work… or at least, I don’t think it will.”  
 
    “We have to try,” Josephine breathed through a forced smile. “For the sake of the scientist, we have to fucking try.”  
 
    “I think that’s the first time I’ve ever heard you curse,” Cecelia gasped and then glanced back at the sand in front of us. “By science, that’s the first time I’ve heard you say the word ‘fuck.’ You’re serious? Ohhhhh, science, you’re serious.”  
 
    “What didya want from me?” Matilda cried over the wind. “I need to get back to the head of the group!”  
 
    “Matilda!” I roared. “I need you to think about Tulna! Picture it in your head! What it looks, feels, hell, even tastes like! Please. If you could paint a picture of it, what would it be?”  
 
    “Uhhhhhhh!” Matilda nearly screamed with tightly shut eyes. “Okay, okay, I got it. What am I ‘supposed to do now?”  
 
    “Nothing, just keep that image in your head,” I ordered. “Josephine, now it’s your turn.” 
 
    “Okay, alright,” the honey-blonde murmured and settled her orange cat-like eyes on the desperado before closing them, too.  
 
    Josephine’s face tensed for a moment, but I felt no power move over me like all of the other times. I suspected because this wasn’t an outward usage of her abilities. Any time she’d used them in front of us before, she’d been controlling someone else’s body. The honey-blonde’s mouth dropped open, and I noticed her mouth moved as if she were speaking, but no words came out. Then I heard the soft whisper.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Josephine moaned. “I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know.”  
 
    Without hesitating, I reached out and rested my hand against her shoulder. Instantly, the drake-woman relaxed but didn’t open her eyes.  
 
    “Josephine,” I muttered into her ear. “Remember what I told you earlier. Let your fear fuel you. Let it take hold inside of you, and may it be the reason you continue fighting. It isn’t ‘I don’t know’ anymore. That’s weak, and I’ve known you a very long time, and you are not weak, not even close.”  
 
    Josephine breathed in deeply, clamped her lips shut, and then pressed them into a firm, decisive line. She could do this, and I knew she could. All she had to do was believe in herself.  
 
    “I don’t know what the fuck is happenin’,” Matilda shouted. “But that feels mighty weeeeeird.”  
 
    “I don’t feel anything,” Cecelia whispered and then gasped loudly as if she’d been pinched. “Oh  my god… Charles, I see it! I see Tulna! It’s right there! I can almost reach out and touch it!”  
 
    “Hurry up,” Josephine grunted between clenched teeth. “This isn’t as easy as it looks, Cecelia.”  
 
    “Oh!” the black-drake-woman panted. “Sorry!” 
 
    Just like before, the portal appeared in front of us seamlessly. There was no pained screaming from Cecelia, and when I glanced at her, her pale face was serene. The inky blue edges of the portal wavered and wobbled like flames, and I barely had time to think as we passed through it. It felt as if we were traveling through molasses, a thick warm goo where the portal’s outer rings muffled all sound and light, except this time, it was cold molasses. Everything around me, the caravan, the horses, even my body felt weightless as we traveled through the portal. Just as suddenly as it had started, we crept through the other side of the portal and then blasted over the sandy road into the darkened desert.  
 
    “Holy fucking shit,” Josephine gasped and leaned back in the driver’s seat. “Hooooly fuuuucking shiiiiit.”  
 
    “We did it,” Cecelia whispered shakily. “I can’t believe it. We did it.”  
 
    The caravan rolled forward on even sand, and in the dark, I squinted ahead of us to make out any shapes I could. It was warmer here, but not by much, and I searched the sky for any signs of the city. Cecelia pulled back on the reins, and our horses slowed, but I couldn’t see anything in the darkness around us. Finally, I tilted back my head and noticed something I hadn’t before. Above us, there looked like there was a seam in the sky where the stars twinkled, and the dark blue was a little lighter than the rest. Suddenly, I grunted and jumped from the driver’s seat.  
 
    The sand shifted underneath my boots as I took tentative steps forward and lifted my right hand in front of me. I moved past the panting horses, the waiting desperados, and moved even closer to the inky black shape in front of us. Just as I suspected, my hand suddenly pressed against the grainy surface of sandstone, and I leaned my head back to stare up at the enormous fortifications we almost ran straight into. It was as I imagined in my head earlier in the day.  
 
    The wall towered above us so high it nearly blocked out all of the sky. When I glanced on either side of me, the rounded walls seemed to stretch on to the ends of the desert. This certainly wasn’t forty feet tall… it was higher, maybe fifty or sixty, and if it were that tall, it must’ve been wider than twenty feet. An impenetrable city armed and reinforced to the teeth. The magnitude of the structure baffled me almost just as much as the first time I’d laid eyes on Granhamn. I wanted to stand here, stare up at it, and marvel at its enormity. I’d never seen anything so large and terrifying before in my life. It was nothing more than an architectural triumph, and though I planned to destroy it, it was indeed a sight to see.  
 
    No lights came from above, and I wondered if there were even any guards up there at all. Why would they need to be? The fucking fortifications were so high no one could scale it or break through it. It almost seemed entirely pointless even to have guards stationed up there. I could make out more shapes on top of the enormous structure, and I assumed those were guard towers since they were a little higher than the rest, but when I listened, I heard no sound, absolutely nothing except for the whistle of the wind and the panting of our horses.  
 
    I reached out with my other hand and pressed it against the cold sandstone. It was entirely smooth as if it’d been sanded down, but in some places, I felt sharp edges of what I assumed were harder varieties of rock buried within the sandstone. If the wall was this smooth, and I couldn’t find any seams no matter how far I walked around it, that could only mean one thing. This wall was part of the original bedrock underneath the desert, and whoever had built Tulna had carved out the city. This wall wasn’t built and erected around the city at all. Tulna was constructed within the robust and natural stone of the desert.  
 
    When I’d imagined it in my head, the fortifications were the same dull, golden color as the sand, but if this were sandstone, it’d have beautiful banding of oranges, yellows, browns, and tans. We wouldn’t have missed it, and we surely wouldn’t have thought it was part of the desert. I wanted to light a lamp and have a good look at it, but I knew it’d alert the guards as soon as I did that.  
 
    For a second, I thought of the marchioness who was tucked away in the city somewhere and how, within the next few days, we’d have to face her. Not just face her, but fight and take her down. If we managed to conquer Tulna, it would nearly triple or even quadruple our army. Even though I hadn’t seen the city in the daylight yet, I could already sense how massive it was. The hands I pressed against the wall surrounding Tulna pulsed with the heartbeat of the city. Hundreds of women that’d become part of my monster-women army, and countless new soldiers to add to our masses. As I’d told A.B. earlier, Tulna was my strength, and I needed it more than I’d ever before to conquer a city.  
 
    “Matilda…” Cecelia croaked in an unsure tone. “I thought you imagined, you know, a spot inside the city.”  
 
    “Well, damn,” the desperado lamented. “You shoulda told me that beforehand. I coulda got us right on Tulna’s main street.”  
 
    “It’s fine,” I assured in barely a whisper and then turned to look at them over my shoulder. “Cecelia and Josephine, I have one more request of the two of you.”  
 
    “What is it, Charles?” the honey-blonde asked.  
 
    “What do you mean?” the black-drake-woman uttered.  
 
    “I need you to do that one more time.” I grinned wickedly. “Bring me my soldiers and monster-women. Bring them here, and we’ll begin our attack. Don’t you want to see another city and marchioness fall? I think it’s time we show Tulna that the old times are over, and there is a New Order among us.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    “My lord?” a gruff voice from behind me asked. “What should we do?”  
 
    With my hands still pressed to the rough exterior of the wall, I glanced at Aschere over my shoulder. The older man stared at me evenly and waited for my orders while Cecelia and Josephine prepared to locate the rest of our soldiers and bring them here. What should we do? The question rang out in my head for a long moment, and I skimmed through our different options. I hadn’t suspected Matilda’s memory of Tulna would get us this close to the wall, and when I leaned my head up to stare toward the guard towers, I went through each plan thoroughly. We couldn’t be caught, not now, especially since we were so close to our attack, but our best bet was to stay here and work on the machine in the dark.  
 
    “Aschere, how did you construct the ballistae and the catapults?” I asked. “We weren’t there when you made them, so I don’t know.”  
 
    “We cut down the trees first,” my trusted guard answered quickly. “Then we constructed them during the day. We wanted to do it at night when no one would see or hear us, but we figured if we did it after the sun went down, our lamps would be spotted in the darkness.”  
 
    “Well, shit.” I grumbled, pulled myself away from the wall, and then paced in the shifting sand. “We can’t do that, either. I’m not sure there are guards up there, maybe a few at every other post, and as soon as they see our lamps, they’d alert the marchioness.”  
 
    “Shall we fall back?” Aschere asked.  
 
    “Let me think for a moment.” I uttered and then resumed my pacing.  
 
    If we stayed close to the wall, that meant there was a higher chance of us being spotted, and if we moved out farther into the desert that meant an even higher chance they’d see us coming. If we waited in this position for long, the sun would rise and then sink, casting us entirely in shadow, which could work to our advantage. There was so much about Tulna I didn’t know, and that’s when it hit me… 
 
    “Matilda?” I called, and immediately, the green-haired woman bolted to attention.  
 
    “What do ya need, stud?” the desperado asked and hurriedly strode over in her heavy, leather boots.  
 
    “Are there poorer parts of Tulna?” I probed. “Any areas where the guards wouldn’t patrol as often compared to this area where we’re closest to the entrance.”  
 
    “Well, lemme tell ya one thing, Charlie,” Matilda drawled out and cupped her chin. “There is no ‘entrance’. They have a, uhhh, well, I don’t know exactly what to call her, but she can manipulate rock, so, when people need out or in, they have three or four areas for her to open for them. There are poorer areas, but they’re closer to the edges of the city. I’ve never been to the capital, but I’ve heard Tulna is loosely built around the blueprints of the capital.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Edony purred and sauntered closer. “Then I might be of some help. My ancestors built most of the capital, and it was my family’s idea to construct the three-ring system. It’s horrible, yes, because it separates people by class, but with my knowledge, this may be easier than we thought.” 
 
    “Tell me more,” I said. 
 
    “Just like with the desert,” the she-wolf went on, placed her hands behind her back, and paced through the sand. “Think of Tulna like a massive circle.”  
 
    Edony bent her knees, dipped down closer to the golden, glittering ground, and drew a large circle in the sand at our feet. I moved closer along with Matilda, and Aschere came to hang over my shoulder.  
 
    “This is where the fortification is,” Edony continued. “It’s much larger than we suspected.”  
 
    “Sorry ’bout that,” Matilda chuckled lightly. “I’ve never been good with numbas.”  
 
    “It’s quite alright.” The wolf-woman nodded and then drew two more rough circles in the sand with each one inside of the larger one. “Like the capital, the smallest ring at the time is where the marchioness will be. She’ll probably have a few high ranking and powerful officials surrounding her.”  
 
    The Duchess marked five exes in the sand in the middle of the smallest, third ring. My eyes flicked to her, then back down to the crude drawing as she slashed a line through the middle of the whole thing.  
 
    “This represents the canal,” Edony said. “Most canals I’ve encountered come up from underground from the west, so we’re going to want to avoid those areas.”  
 
    “Why?” the desperado asked. “We’re supposed to find the canal and track down the scientist?”  
 
    “Yes, we are.” The stunning aristocrat nodded and then pressed her lips together in a firm line. “But think about it, both of you. We’re in the middle of the desert, and aristocratic canals are usually pristinely clean. They treat the water with special chemicals, so it’s good enough to drink. Hell, you could probably bathe in it if you wanted. Here, money is not the most popular currency… water is. That is why Tulna is different than the capital, where food and water are plentiful.”  
 
    Edony hastily turned and drew another large circle in the sand with three more in the middle, then the she-wolf dragged her finger from the center and created a spiral all the way out to the edge.  
 
    “This is what the canal looks like in the capital,” Edony stated. “It moves throughout the whole city, but that’s because the capital is built in levels. Of course, the third ring is the highest, the second is a little lower, and then the third is at normal ground level. The water that connects all of the canals spouts from a natural spring underneath the palace and then flows down from there. Obviously, Tulna hasn’t been built that way because I’m assuming it’s as flat as the desert. Generally speaking, the northeast areas of a city are poorer than the rest. I don’t know why, but every city I’ve controlled or been to is that way. So, our best bet is to take the caravan, head in that direction, and then camp out. Charles, remember when we were on our way to Birskonn?”  
 
    “Yes?” I uttered and crooked an eyebrow.  
 
    “Our army managed to sneak their way to us with the help of one of the monster-women,” the she-wolf went on. “She camouflaged everyone and made sure none of the aristocrats on the road saw them. If Cecelia and Josephine can manage to bring them here, I’m sure she can help, but her power must have a limit. We all do.”  
 
    “We could find a way to work around that,” I muttered. “You said the poorest areas in city’s are usually in the northeast. From your past experience, are they usually heavily patrolled?”  
 
    “It depends on the person controlling the city,” Edony sighed heavily and stared down at her drawing in the sand. “Sometimes, there are higher crime rates in those areas because aristocrats assume brutes are thieves. In times like these where the aristocratic class means almost nothing and property is taken from women with no rhyme or reason, we don’t know who could be living in these areas. They very well could be women who have been forced out of their homes without their wealth or titles.”  
 
    “Matilda,” I urged. “You and your women are the only people who have been in the city. Do you know anything about these areas and the people who live there?”  
 
    “Course I do.” The green-haired desperado nodded. “We only visited those areas a few times because they weren’t really significant to our plans, but we still needed to get the layout of the whole city. Now… the northeastern corner of the city, yes, it was poorer, but I don’t remember who was livin’ there.”  
 
    “It was mainly women,” a hushed voice whispered into my ear, and I nearly jumped out of my skin at its nearness. “There were a few men, but we’d heard of something called ‘the relocation’. I figured it was either the marchioness of the city or the Queen who moved them somewhere else in the city.”  
 
    “Ohhh, yeaaah!” Matilda nodded with glossy eyes as she remembered. “Good job, Irene! You got a mind like a steel trap. Nothin’ gets past her, no siree. There’s part of the city we couldn’t go into. I ’member that now. It was restricted access, and we were escorted in a different direction as soon as we came close to it.”  
 
    “Do you have any idea what it could be?” I turned, looked directly at the shiest desperado, and asked.  
 
    “No.” Irene shook her head. “There’s a wall around the area. A lot like this one but significantly smaller, and it’s crawling with guards. If what the scientist told us is true about more guards being sent in, it’ll be even more heavily patrolled than it was. Shadow told me that area was a place of sorrow, and we should keep away from it. Shadow rarely says such things, and that scared me. Whatever is happening in there, Charles Rayburn, we have to stop it.”  
 
    I’d almost forgotten about the petite, quiet desperado’s power until now. When she mentioned it aloud as if it were another person included in the conversation, chills raced up and down my spine. The tiny woman referred to it as ‘Shadow’, the ability that sent out toxic tendrils from her body and sucked the life out of anyone who came near her. Matilda explained this second part of Irene acted and responded like a living being, and during late nights, the quiet desperado spoke to the creature cohabiting in her. If the being inside of her, who was capable of such carnage and destruction, said this area was filled with sorrow, I had to wonder what was happening inside that was so terrible.  
 
    “Then we’ll have to plan for that, too,” I stated. “We’ll have to split our strength into two. I don’t want the soldiers going in there, only the monster-women. Edony, I may have you be the lead on that mission. You or Josephine and the Drake Legion. I want you to get in there and get it under control as soon as you can. Now, for our next step.”  
 
    I reached into the satchel at my waist, searched around in it for a second, and then gripped the small item I needed. When I pulled it out, I held the small, palm-sized item up to the light and stared down at the glass cover. The compass’ needle shook for a second and then righted itself as it pointed east. I turned, and the tiny red arrow moved slightly toward the north.  
 
    “We need to go that way,” I uttered and pointed. “Let’s move all of the wagons and caravans as quickly and quietly as possible. We don’t want to draw any attention from the guards.”  
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, our party jumped into action. I immediately headed toward the caravan and hauled myself up into the driver’s seat. The rest of my soldiers raced about as they prepared to travel the short distance ahead. Most of my women entered back into the caravan’s main cabin, but Josephine and Cecelia stood together a little bit away from us. The two drake-women huddled together with their foreheads nearly pressed together. It seemed Josephine was searching out the rest of our party with her telepathy, and once they found them, she’d implant the image of the location in Cecelia’s mind.  
 
    When I’d first met Josephine, the honey-blonde hadn’t been this strong. If I’d described her as a character in a novel, I would’ve said she was kind, tender, but also fragile. Sure, she’d admitted her fears to me earlier, but she was stronger than she’d ever been, just like the rest of us. Each time my women and I fought against another enemy, we grew from the experience, and I almost couldn’t wait to find out what Tulna was yet to teach us.  
 
    I paused for a moment and watched as the honey-blonde whispered something in Cecelia’s ear, and the black-drake-woman instantly closed her eyes to concentrate. Just as the four times before, a massive portal opened up in the middle of the desert, and slowly but surely, my soldiers and monster-women appeared out of it. Though most of them looked thoroughly confused, their expressions softened as soon as they spied the rest of us. Once all of them were out and accounted for, I slapped the reins against the horses’ backs and crept slowly forward. I kept my eyes glued above me toward the darkened guard towers, but there seemed to be no signs of life in this area. Where were the guards, and what were they doing? Or was it as simple as they couldn’t see us from this far away?  
 
    I held the compass in one hand and the reins in the other as I guided our party toward the specific area where we’d start to dig. Once we reached it, we’d begin to piece my machine together, and then finally… we’d attack.  
 
    The only sound that came from around us was the whistling of the wind and the occasional clanking of my soldiers’ armor. I was sure if one of the guards happened to peer over the edge of the wall, they’d see nothing except tiny black dots crawling along the ground like ants, but even then, we were cast in the shadows.  
 
    “Ohhh, I know where we are!” Matilda breathed, and I glanced over at her as she led her mechanical horse through the sand.  
 
    “You do?” I muttered.  
 
    “Yeah,” the green-haired woman murmured. “When we were here last, they were repairing the wall or something like that. There was a big crack in it where the ground underneath had sunken in. They had that rock elemental out there trying to fix it while a bunch of guards were covering it in plaster, but it didn’t seem to be helping. Oh! There it is!”  
 
    In the dim light, the desperado pointed to the left of me, and I pulled back the reins instinctively to look. Midway up the darkened wall, there was an enormous crack. It looked as if they’d tried to repair it, but the plaster seemed to be flaking away slowly with time, and I was sure the incessant desert wind didn’t help.  
 
    “We should stop here,” I ordered, tied off the reins to the driver’s seat, and jumped down into the sand. “If the wall is weak, that means the sand and stone underneath are, too.”  
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, I hurried down the caravan toward the rear cabin. Once I reached it, I found the latches that held the door closed and quickly undid them before lowering the hatch down. The light inside my laboratory was dim since most of the candles I lit had burned down, and I gestured toward the massive engine inside.  
 
    “We’re going to have to work in the dark,” I told my whole army in front of me. “And it’s going to be difficult, but I want all of the women who can see in the dark and any men who’s worked on machinery before to come forward. We’re going to rely heavily on all of you. Now… where is Florence, the woman with the camouflage ability?” 
 
    “I’m here, Charles,” a woman called from the crowd and then stepped forward with a shy smile.  
 
    “Good.” I nodded. “This is going to sound extremely taxing, but I need you to cover the entire army. Can you do that? We need to make sure no one sees us, especially after the sun comes up. Do you think you can do that, or will it be too difficult?” 
 
    “Yes,” Florence assured me. “There were a few women after me who have a variant of the same power, and we can work as a team.”  
 
    “Very good.” I smiled. “Now, it’s time for us to finish this. I want it done by morning. We will work tirelessly until the sun comes up, and even then, we won’t be finished. After our digger is ready, it will be time for battle. Now, I will get everything out of the way and tell you our plan. The digger can only hold a certain amount of people, and the motor is only drivable by one person, so in total, only two to three people can fit inside. The space inside of the machine is used to dig out the earth, rock, and sand. It spreads it out evenly on either side of the digger instead of throwing it back behind it. So, once the digger is in and has cleared a path, all of us will follow along behind it. Once it surfaces on the other side of the fortification, we’ll pour out and take Tulna. I will be inside the machine driving it, and Aschere will be inside with me. The rest of you will follow after into the hole, but I have a special job for Rian.”  
 
    “Me?” the imp-woman gasped.  
 
    “I’ve done a lot of reading the last few days,” I chuckled and addressed the whole crowd. “There are a lot of things I didn’t know about imps that I should’ve before. Such as, imps can sense solid objects underneath the rock as they’re digging. They even can sense changes in pressure, the presence of water, and other mammals.”  
 
    “Yes!” The red-skinned beauty nodded, but then she looked thoroughly confused. “But I don’t understand, Charles. What will my special mission be?”  
 
    “You will go in front of the machine,” I instructed. “You will be our leader and show us where we need to go to get in and out safely. You can sense all of those things underneath the rock, so it only makes sense that you’d be the one to lead us down there. Do you think you can do it?”  
 
    “Do I think I can do it?” the black-haired beauty repeated, threw back her head, and cackled toward the darkened sky. “Hell, yes, I can! Charles, I’ve been waiting for this! Oh, man, I haven’t tunneled in months! This is going to be so fun! Haha! This is great! I finally get to show off my natural talents!”  
 
    “Good,” I growled and then clapped my hands together. “Now, let’s get to work. As soon as the sun rises, I want all of this finished. Do you hear me? We have the opportunity of a lifetime ahead of us, men, and we’re going to seize it before it runs away like a scared rabbit!”  
 
    Instantly, a few of my men lifted their arms and weapons into the air. Their voices stayed silent, but from their expressions in the dim light, they were more than ready to tear Tulna down and build my new empire in its place. Soldiers rushed forward at once and then shouldered into the tiny space of my laboratory before they slowly but surely carried the enormous engine out of the cabin. Once it was out, I hurried into the room and ripped up the blueprint from the tabletop of my desk. Aschere rushed over and stood near me in the dim light as I showed him the machine we needed to construct over the next few hours.  
 
    “Sunrise is at seven a.m.,” I commented, and Aschere’s spine snapped to attention.  
 
    “Excuse me, my lord?” the guard whispered. “We won’t finish by then! That’s only two or three hours away!”  
 
    “You underestimate our manpower and willpower,” I chuckled lightly and then stepped down the small incline to the sand. “Look at them, Aschere, just take a moment and look.”  
 
    As soon as one of my soldiers saw me with the blueprint in my hands, he rushed over, and I handed it to him. The young man took a few minutes to scan the drawing and the pieces we would need to craft the monstrous digger, then he began whispering out orders to his comrades.  
 
    “They’re not doing this because I told them to do it,” I uttered in an awestruck tone. “They’re not doing it because I’m their leader, and they have to obey me, Aschere. They’re doing it because they believe in our cause. They understand Tulna is not just a city, it’s a stepping stone on our way to the capital. It’s another notch in our belt. When I look at cities like Birskonn, Granhamn, and Tulna, I don’t see them as towns where people live. I see them as awards… trophies, if you will. There are so many of us now, Aschere, and it’s because we came together to fight our oppression. We’ve been the loyal hounds for too long. We’ve sat at our mistresses’ feet for too long, and now, it is time for us to bite the hand that feeds us, if you can even call their treatment of our sex ‘feeding us’. I’m sure they consider it that, but the time is now, Aschere. Look at everything we’ve done so far.”  
 
    “I didn’t mean to doubt you, my lord,” the guard interjected and bowed his head respectfully. “I’m just worried we won’t finish by the time you want.”  
 
    “Even if we don’t,” I stated. “We have ways to protect ourselves while we finish. Now, we can’t just stand here while they work. I am their leader, but I won’t sit back and let them break their backs for my approval. I’ve got to earn my keep, don’t I? No one likes a lazy king.”  
 
    I laughed heartily, slapped my guard on the shoulder, and then hurried down toward the soldiers and monster-women working. Aschere quickly followed after me, and the two of us aided our brothers and sisters in the workload. The first thing we had to construct was the digger’s outer shell around the motor I’d already built. With the amount of help we had, it would be reasonably straightforward, but the most challenging part was adhering all of the pieces together. We’d have to use the portable welder I’d crafted a long time ago, but the light from it could catch the guards’ attention. Thankfully, Florence and her sisters were able to camouflage most of us, and then Valerie moved the caravan, so it blocked us from view from above.  
 
    The feline-woman helped us more than by just moving the caravan. The ash-blonde managed to create small shields of invisibility around the welder as we used it to put the pieces together. The way I designed the digger, the outer shell was entirely comprised of fitting portions of metal that constantly shifted and moved to hollow the hole we’d create. Instead of using legs or wheels to push it forward, the motor would force this outer, interlocking shell to slither along almost like a snake while the front, a pointed spiral, would carve its way underground. This machine would be magnificent and terrifying. An absolute wonder of my ingenious brain, but I couldn’t marvel at it for long since we had to keep working.  
 
    Once the outer shell was finished, it spanned almost twenty-five feet in length, and when I stood next to it, it was three or so feet taller than I was. The metal struts were attached together by scissor hinges that moved smoothly in and out as the digger’s front moved forward, giving it the snake-like appearance. Once the outer shell was in place, we began work on the plates that work together to move the digger forward through the sand and then pushed it downward when it was time to dig. They were relatively easy to craft, but the most difficult task was laying them together and then placing their wires in the engine’s outputs.  
 
    Slowly but surely, my digger started to emerge from the mass of dark gray metal. I didn’t even want to call it a ‘digger’ anymore because it’d lost all concept of that name by now. It was more of a tunneler or mole-machine. Once the plates underneath were finished, we moved on to covering the outside with the movable, shifting panels I’d attach electrically to the motor. The biggest concern I had about this was I hadn’t crafted a large enough engine to power all of these moving parts, but there was only one way to find out.  
 
    We worked together tirelessly fitting and placing each interlocking panel onto the sides until it looked as if it were covered in heavy armor. The front end and back end both tapered to points, almost as if it were a gigantic, living serpent, but I prayed I never encountered one this large. The reason why I’d chosen this point to start our attack was the cracked wall. As I’d explained earlier, it meant sandstone was already weak, but if we attacked it with our cannons, ballistae, and catapults, they still wouldn’t get through. On the other hand, the digger could because the sand and dirt underneath the fortifications were already broken or sinking below the average level of the ground.  
 
    Things like that often happened with cities who built walls around themselves. An earthquake could hit and destroy the rock or earth underneath it and cause it to tilt or shift. Or a sinkhole could’ve opened up underneath or even the natural erosion that happened over hundreds of years. This would work out perfectly for us, and I thanked science that no one had been out here to fix it yet. Their negligence would be their own downfall.  
 
    We worked long and hard with the aid of my monster-women, those who shielded us with their powers, and those who worked on the machine along with us. My back ached every time I moved, my skin was slick with sweat, and my hands felt as if they were covered in thousands of tiny cuts, but I’d never felt so alive. We’ve never done anything like this, and it was invigorating. All of the times I’d built our machines, I’d done it alone. Either in the lonesome comfort of the manor or the laboratory at the back of the caravan, but here in the middle of the desert, I had help for the very first time. It was a strange feeling because, at this moment, I wasn’t their leader or their future king, I was their comrade and friend, but that’s what I wanted for our future together.  
 
    I didn’t want my people to look at me on my throne and say, ‘That is an untouchable man. That is an unapproachable leader who will not listen to our problems.’ I wanted to be the king of the people who was beloved for his actions and kindness. We’d already lived through times with hateful, iron-willed leaders, and we didn’t need another one. The people of this country needed someone they could believe in and trust with their issues and problems. When I accepted I was the only one who could make changes to society, I had already accepted my position.  
 
    When my soldiers left their positions and melted back into society, I wanted them to look back at this time and think, ‘my king stood by my side. My king fought shoulder to shoulder with his men. He didn’t send out pawns to sacrifice themselves for him. He was ready and willing to die for us just as we were for him’. When I glanced at the men around me, I didn’t see emotionless brutes who’d lost hope and joined a side they disagreed with just to get out of their past situations. These were men who decided to fight by my side because they believed they deserved to live lives filled with happiness and freedom. I would give that to them, all of them, and I would kill and maim until every man in the country was free.  
 
    This wasn’t just about freeing the men, either. I also wanted to release the aristocrats of their oppression. They’d been born into positions and then groomed their entire lives to believe they were the highest on the food chain. My machine would fix some of them, and those who didn’t need it, the Harlots, would find husbands and live fulfilling lives just as I wanted for them. These were all of the things I fought for, and each time we finished a part of my monstrous machine, I reminded myself of why we were doing this. It wasn’t just about me and my needs anymore. It was us as a whole from the moment I collected my first group of soldiers, and it would continue to be that way even after I’d taken the throne.  
 
    I’d barely realized the sun had come up until the reflection glowed against the cold steel of my serpentine machine. I squinted my eyes against it, raised my right hand, and stood to my full height. We’d worked for so long I’d lost track of time, and suddenly, I shuffled backward in the warming sand and stared at the beautiful digger before me.  
 
    “It’s…” Edony breathed over my shoulder.  
 
    “Charles,” Valerie whispered. “Is it finished?”  
 
    I stared at it, glanced over every interlocking panel, and then pressed my sore hands to my hips. The digger was twenty-feet long and entirely comprised of steel and iron except for in the inner workings, which were partly leftover copper, electrical components, and thick, black wiring. At the top, there was a hatch where Aschere and I would drop down into it and then slip into the controls. A small window was placed right above the spinning driver that would break apart the rock and dirt. The glass was double glazed, so even if a rock came hurtling back at it, it wouldn’t shatter or crack.  
 
    “Yes,” I murmured, and then a wide grin spread over my features. “Yes, it’s finally finished.”  
 
    “My lord?” Aschere probed, hurried over, and slammed his closed fist over his chest. “What is our next course of action?”  
 
    “It’s time for us to dig and take over this city.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    All of us stood by the digger as the sun rose slowly and glowed against the sand. My beautiful, glorious machine glittered and shimmered for a moment, but I tore my eyes away from it and turned toward my soldiers. We’d finished the construction just as I’d hoped, and they’d already grabbed their weapons. There would be no boisterous speech or words of congratulations because there was no need for it. They already knew all of the hard work we’d put in for this moment, and I didn’t need to be the one to remind them. Right now, there was no time for resting or relaxation. I would’ve loved to have given that to them, but I couldn’t. We had to take Tulna now, or they’d find us once the camouflage washed away.  
 
    Aschere and I stood side by side in front of the digger, and then I turned toward him. His chocolate-brown eyes were bright and sharp with the abated excitement of battle. In a way, my trusted soldier was like Rian and thirsted for action, but he knew now was not the time. We had to carve out a tunnel underneath the fortifications for my soldiers and monster-women to pass through, and then, he could finally let loose all of that pent-up rage.  
 
    “It’s time,” I urged him, and finally, he cracked a smile before nodding. “I will keep this short, so listen well.” 
 
    I turned toward my army, and all of them held their weapons loosely at their sides. They understood our predicament right now, and I couldn’t bolster their spirits with a wordy speech. Instead, I squared my shoulders, rose to my full height, and raised my right fist into the air. Their eyes widened and shined in the bright early morning sunlight.  
 
    “The New Order,” I uttered in a low, husky voice and then cleared my throat. “It’s time for the New Order to take control of Tulna. Pray that fortune is on our side.”  
 
    “There is no need to pray.” Aschere shook his head and finally cracked a smile. “Fortune has been on our side since the beginning. Our intentions have been true and pure, and Lady Fortune will guide our swords.”  
 
    “People are going to die today,” I stated, and a low rumble of whispers passed through the crowd. “This is the first attack where I cannot guarantee your safety, but this is what we’ve trained for. We’ve spent months honing all of your skills, and today, I give you full permission to kill. If you are in danger and there is no means of escape, kill the aristocrats. I already know lives will be lost because of the carnage this machine will create, but I want to remind you this is not the go-ahead to kill every aristocrat you come across. Some of them may be brute sympathizers, and others might be fully involved with the Harlots. Tulna is a large city, we already know that, and from its size, there has to be some Harlots living within its walls. So, I want all of you to be on the lookout for women who aren’t fighting, maybe running through alleyways to escape actually engaging in combat. Some of them might be aristocrats who don’t fight, but from what I’ve learned in past experience, that’s generally the habit of Harlots. They’ll do anything to avoid hurting anyone, brutes, and even their aristocratic counterparts. Now, it’s time. Let’s go, Aschere.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord!” The trusted guard bowed his head and quickly followed after me.  
 
    I used the interlocking scales to climb up to the open hatch and then turned right as I reached it. Again, I lifted my closed fist into the air, and slowly but surely, my soldiers and monster-women joined me. My women rushed to the side of the digger and stared up at me with awestruck expressions.  
 
    “I’ll see you on the other side.” I grinned. “Stay safe, my loves.”  
 
    “Stay safe?” Valerie balked. “You stay safe! We didn’t have enough time to give this dang thing a test drive!”  
 
    “I’m sure my mechanical and electrical knowhow won’t fail me,” I tittered. “It’ll work just fine. There’s no need to worry. Now, I want all of you to get into position at the front with the rest of the monster-women. Everyone remembers their tasks?”  
 
    “Keep ahead of the men,” Daisy reiterated. “Keep them protected while we surface on the other side.”  
 
    “Then break off into groups,” Edony uttered. “Rian, Olette, and I, along with some of the other monster-women, will infiltrate the area where they’re keeping the brutes.”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded and lowered myself down into the hatch. “Go on.”  
 
    “The rest of us will follow along behind you in the digger as you clear a path for us through the city,” Kleeia repeated what I’d told them last night. “Once we reach the marchioness’ manor, you’ll come out of the machine.”  
 
    “Then me and the desperados will cause a distraction as soon as the marchioness appears.” Matilda nodded. “It might not look like it, but Irene is just chompin’ at the bit to start fightin’. It seems she has a personal vendetta against this specific marchioness.”  
 
    “Alright, good,” I breathed. “Now, it’s time to go.”  
 
    I let go of the rim of the hatch and dropped down into the darkened hull of the digger. There was enough space inside for two pilots, Aschere and I, and as I sat down into the crude seat in front of the window, the guard dropped down behind me with a loud clunk.  
 
    “A bit crowded in here, don’t ya think?” Aschere laughed and then nestled himself down in the seat behind me.  
 
    “Yep,” I snorted. “Sorry about that. It’s just enough space for the two of us since this thing only needs two pilots.”  
 
    “Alright,” the soldier grunted and then stared at the panel of buttons and switches in front of him. “So, what do I have to do?”  
 
    “I should’ve explained it, but I didn’t exactly have the time,” I hastily apologized. “But do you see these two different panels here? They’re both pneumatic sensors. You’ll see what they do once we’re underground. They sense when something is above, below, or in front of us. Especially if it’s something we won’t be able to break through like the actual wall. The sensor there sweeps in arcs, and the little probe will move in big arcs if there’s nothing near us or small, very fast arcs when we’re too close to something. These three lights indicate in which direction the objects are, so I’ll know how to avoid it, but I’ll need you to watch all of the sensors and tell me if there’s something coming from a direction. Do you think you can do that?”  
 
    “Absolutely.” Aschere nodded and then glued his eyes to the panel in front of him.  
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled darkly. “Now, let’s get started.”  
 
    My hands immediately went to the engine in front of me, and I instinctively knew what to do. The window above me let in a little light, but before long, Aschere and I would be in total darkness except for the glow of some of the buttons and switches. My hands found the two levers in front of me, and my thumb slammed down on the red switch at the top of it.  
 
    A low rumble kicked to life behind us, and slowly, it loudened in our ears. We had no time to waste, and I slammed the right lever forward. The digger slithered forward, and through the window, I watched as the wall drew nearer and nearer. We had to pick up enough speed to dive underneath the sand fully, and right as we were about to reach it, I snapped down both of the buttons on the levers before pulling them backward toward my chest.  
 
    The digger slammed downward as the spiral drill at the front spun so fast it was a blur through the air. One instant, we were out in the open above the sand, and the next, all light had died, and we were cast in a red glow from the panels. A loud beeping caught my attention from the left, and I glanced in Aschere’s direction out of the corner of my eye.  
 
    “Uhm, alright,” the guard uttered nervously. “It looks like we’ve got something above us, and it’s big.”  
 
    “That’d be the wall, my friend,” I snickered and then angled the levers a little forward.  
 
    Instantly, my digger tilted down and dug deeper below the wall, so we wouldn’t collide with it. Once we were low enough not to worry about hitting it, I let go of the right lever, fondled the panel for a second, and then found the green button I searched for. I snapped it on, and instantly, dim light flooded through the small window in front of us. The digger’s front spun wildly, broken up dirt hit the window, and then it blasted backward above the top of the digger.  
 
    “So,” Aschere chuckled nervously. “Is this what it’s like being an inventor?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “You know,” the guard muttered and gestured to the metal hull around us. “Inventing things of this size and then riding around in them like it’s totally normal.”  
 
    “Well, it depends.” I listened to the soft beeping from the left of me and then adjusted our steady movement through the sand and dirt. “Sometimes, I build smaller things. I used to craft these little… automatons, I guess you’d call them. They were like miniature butlers for the aristocrats’ children, but they didn’t take off. Aristocrats don’t want to buy anything built by a man, anyway. Then I became an alchemist, but women didn’t want to purchase my potions or charms even then. So, after that, I decided to become a doctor and a scientist. I studied my ass off, too, and over time, I started to get a little more business at my alchemist booth until Edony showed up one day. It’s hard living and being a man, but I’m sure I don’t have to explain that to you.”  
 
    “Yes,” Aschere sighed heavily. “I don’t like to think about my life in too much detail. I think of it, as one giant blur of time and energy wasted, but I will say one thing, I am glad Edony purchased me.”  
 
    “Edony bought you?” I asked and wrinkled my eyebrows in confusion.  
 
    “I thought you knew that, my lord?” the guard laughed. “One day, she went into the black market where me and the other men were being sold and bought all of us. We suspected we would be taken to the fields and forced to work for long hours, but… that didn’t happen. We arrived at Edony’s manor in this giant cattle trailer, and as soon as the people who sold us left, the Duchess gave us our new positions. She’d hired an army specialist, and she trained us to be soldiers. Shortly after that, she bought all of us custom armor and fitted it to our bodies. Then we were trained with weapons, and that’s the end of the story until we met you.”  
 
    “I knew some of that story,” I explained. “But I didn’t know all of it. I figured she got you from the black market, but I know how much she hates that place.”  
 
    “Yeeeeah,” Aschere chuckled. “We heard all about it quite a few times. You know, I’ll be the first to admit it, but Edony wasn’t that bad of a mistress. It wasn’t like she was our mistress for a very long time, but she treated us fairly well compared to the other homes we came from. Hell, we had beds, plenty of food and water, and we didn’t get beaten, well, at least if we did our duties. Though I am glad to see she has changed and become a completely different person, but… my lord, I have one question, and I’m not sure whether it’ll offend you.”  
 
    “What is it?” I asked and brought the levers back toward my chest.  
 
    “It’s difficult to ask, but,” Aschere paused for a long moment and pursed his lips as he thought. “Your transformation process. Do you ever think it’s just brainwashing them?”  
 
    The question struck me in the heart, and I sat back in my seat for a few seconds. My trusted guard eyed me nervously, and then I slowly shook my head.  
 
    “I may have had the passing thought a few times after Valerie came out,” I said. “She was head over heels in love with me when moments before she was attempting to claw my eyes out. At first, I thought something within my machine rewired their brains, and that’s why they come out in love with me, but that’s not it. Did anyone tell you the news about the elven women?”  
 
    “That the Queen came in and kidnapped some of her women?” my guard asked, shook his head, and stared down at the panel in front of him. “I’m sorry if I’ve offended you. It’s just... when Alliana came out, it was hard to believe she was in love with me and not you. I keep thinking it was all a dream, and you are the one she secretly pines for.”  
 
    “No, my friend,” I laughed. “Alliana is most definitely yours and yours to keep. She has your child, and she is in love with you. Olette and her daughters told me something disturbing while we were attacking the guards, then I had a sudden realization. The reason women have abilities is because of the elves. The Queen stole them, and then I can only assume experimented on them and their bodies. Somehow, during that, she managed to isolate the element within their bodies that gives them abilities, then she spread it around to every single female. Over time, the abilities became ingrained in their blood, and now it’s permanent. I believe the reason my women come out of my machine with completely different personalities is because of my blood.”  
 
    “What do you mean, my lord?” Aschere asked.  
 
    “My blood is what makes the experiment work,” I stated. “It’ll fail if it’s not my blood. Remember when I asked for a sample of yours a while back when we were still at the manor?”  
 
    “Yes.” The guard nodded. “I remember that as if it were yesterday.”  
 
    “I used your blood to test out my theory,” I went on. “I tried the transformation with yours, and it failed, but with mine… it worked. I’m the first male born ever to develop an ability, and I think my blood fixes them. Olette said something to me that made me realize all of this. Her women’s sorrows were passed down to the aristocrats through their methods, and that’s why they’re so hateful and angry all of the time. You’ve seen my women, and you’ve witnessed how they treat me and everyone around them. My blood did that, and I hope my blood can fix the entire world.”  
 
    “Uhm, my lord?” the soldier broke in as he leaned closer to the panel in front of us. “I don’t want to alarm you, but something’s happening… The sensor is going wild.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked and snapped the two buttons on top of the levers to slow our progress forward.  
 
    “The gauge is going insane,” Aschere forced out. “It’s moving in big arcs as if there’s nothing in front of us, but it’s moving so fast like there is something in front of us. Could it possibly be malfunctioning? Is there something wrong with the digger? By science, are we going to blow up?”  
 
    “Hmmm,” I grumbled. “The alarm isn’t going off. If we were in any sort of danger, if the engine were overheating, the alarm would sound. Not only that, but the engine is right behind you, Aschere, and you’d feel it overheating. Well, you’d probably be on fire by now if it were.”  
 
    “Well, we heard an alarm earlier,” the soldier panicked. “What was that, then?”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “That was the alarm when we’re too close to something and in danger of hitting it. That’s why I dove us down a little deeper into the rock, so we wouldn’t hit it and spontaneously combust. I think I have an idea of what’s going on.”  
 
    “What is it?” Aschere cried anxiously. “What is happening? Are we going to die, my lord?”  
 
    “No,” I laughed lightly. “What’s happening is the sensor is sensing something and nothing all at the same time.”  
 
    “I have absolutely no idea what you just said...” The guard shook his head. “How is that possible?”  
 
    “Remember the giant crack in the wall?” I reminded him. “The ground obviously shifted, maybe even opened up a few years ago, and now it’s finally starting to show on the surface level.”  
 
    “You’re gonna have to explain that a little better,” Aschere sighed. “I can’t hear you over the current heart attack I’m having.”  
 
    “I suspect there’s an underground cavern beneath the city,” I laughed. “Or at least, the part of the city near where the wall was built.”  
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, I gripped both of the levers in my hands and thrust them forward while depressing both buttons. The digger blasted ahead through the hardpacked sediment, and I stared through the small window with squinted eyes. When I glanced over at the sensor in front of Aschere, the tiny probe moved up and down madly in quick waves. Whatever it was, we were seconds away from either breaking through it or slamming straight into it. As the probe moved even faster and became a blur against the crème-colored background of the sensory, Aschere took a gasping gulp of air, held it for a second, and then squeezed his eyes shut.  
 
    “You’re a soldier,” I snickered. “I thought you weren’t supposed to be afraid of anything?”  
 
    “I’m still human,” Aschere grumbled between his tightly sealed lips. “I’m afraid of bugs and tight spaces, so I’m not exactly having the greatest time right now.”  
 
    Suddenly, the dirt and rock in front of us broke apart, gave way to a layer of limestone, and after a few moments of grinding through the limestone a black hole of darkness opened up in front of us. The lights attached to the digger’s front shined on the far wall of what seemed to be a massive cavern underneath Tulna. I sat up from my seat, nearly pressed my face against the glass, and stared out as I took in more of the dim scenery. Even from my position inside the digger, I could make out the deformed shapes of stalactites and stalagmites. The calcium deposits dripped with water, and I could almost hear the melancholy sound from inside the metal hull.  
 
    “What is it?” Aschere whispered with his eyes still tightly closed.  
 
    “Looks like a subterranean cave,” I muttered. “Possibly formed from ground water or fresh water moving underneath the ground a long time ago. You can open your eyes. There’s nothing too terrifying.”  
 
    “My lord?” my trusted guard asked after he opened his eyes and stared out the window. “What do we do now?”  
 
    “Well, we have to go through the other side of the cave,” I said and pointed to the opposite side of the cavern. “Then we’ll go upward until we reach the other side of the fortification. We’ll probably reach the surface somewhere in the street.”  
 
    “Can’t we just…” Aschere trailed off and pointed toward the ceiling far above our heads. “Ya know, go through there?”  
 
    “I’m a scientist, Aschere,” I chuckled lightly. “Not a magician. We can’t scale the walls of the cave in this machine. We can’t go up; we have to go through.”  
 
    “I don’t know, Charles,” the soldier muttered. “There’s something about this cave that just feels… off.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I probed, threw the right lever forward, and rolled the machine on through the hole we’d created.  
 
    “I just get a sense of impending doom in here,” Aschere murmured and swiveled his head to look around the room. “There just isn’t something right going on in here,”  
 
    “I think that’s just your anxiety, my friend,” I snarked. “You’re starting to sound a lot like Josephine. It’s a naturally made cavern underneath the earth. There are hundreds of them all over the place underneath our feet, and half the time we don’t even know about them.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Charles,” the guard hissed through his clenched teeth. “My anxiety might be a factor in this, but it certainly doesn’t feel that way. Sure, I’m a little hyped up because this is a new and unknown place, but looking around, well, it gives me the heebie-jeebies.” 
 
    Slowly, the digger slithered forward and light from the open hole shined down into the cavern. Seconds later, the shadows of my monster-women and soldiers stretched out along the walls in front of us. With more light in the cavern, I scanned the large, open space for anything that might be of interest. Then I spied something up on top of a large ledge. At first, it looked like stacked, thin rocks, but even as I stared at it, none of it made sense. It bothered me for some reason, and for a second, I wondered if Aschere’s infectious anxiety had rubbed off on me.  
 
    Instantly, I pulled back on the levers in my hands and tapped the buttons on top three times in quick succession. The digger slowed and then finally slithered to a stop as I stood from my seat for a second time and stared out of the tiny window.  
 
    “My lord?” Aschere asked, and I immediately redirected his attention toward the ledge overhead.  
 
    “Do you see that?” I questioned.  
 
    “Yes…” the guard trailed off.  
 
    “What does it look like to you?” I muttered.  
 
    “It looks like a stack of rocks...” Aschere shrugged, squinted his eyes, and then looked again. “But the rocks look strange… why are their edges rounded like that?”  
 
    The realization hit me, and it hit me hard. Panic beat at the back of my brain, but I had to do something to stop all of this. Using the adrenaline pumping through my veins, I launched myself out of my seat, climbed up the crude ladder to the hatch, and hastily ripped it open. Blinding light filtered through the hole we’d just created, and I stood on top of the digger for a long moment. I searched for the strange rocks I’d spotted on the ledge just seconds ago, and when I found them, my stomach dropped, and my heart pounded against my ribcage.  
 
    “Charles?” Valerie shouted up to me. “What are you doing? Aren’t we supposed to be digging?”  
 
    “My staff!” I shouted down to her, and my voice echoed around the cavern. “Where the fuck is my staff?”  
 
    “It’s here!” Kleeia gasped and rushed forward with the weapon held tightly underneath her arm. “But what’s happening? Why are you so upset?”  
 
    “Charles?” Edony cried, and her violet eyes narrowed on my face, but there was no time to answer.  
 
    My eyes flicked back to the enormous nest at the top of the ledge. It wasn’t made from rocks or any type of stone. They were carefully placed human bones, and the rocks that held it aloft like a perfect bowl were broken skulls with empty eye sockets. My eyes feverishly searched around the room for what was coming next, and just as I suspected, light bloomed from the darkness behind the nest. A blaze of fire shot down at us, and I hurriedly jumped from the top of the digger to protect my women. The plume of flames slammed against one of the stalactites and sizzled loudly from the evaporating water.  
 
    “Get down!” I ordered. “Ready your weapons!”  
 
    “What’s happening?” the feline-woman shrieked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I roared, grabbed the staff from Kleeia’s hands, and held it tightly between my own. “But we’re about to find out!” 
 
    The whole room vibrated and shuddered from the movement of the colossal beast, and I kept my eyes glued to the darkened hole where the fire had come from. A manticore? No, those didn’t breathe fire, and it would’ve shot its stingers at us if that were the case. Basilisk? No, that didn’t breathe fire, either. Blemmyae? No, those were far too big for this, and we were in the wrong region to encounter one of them.  
 
    As I gripped the staff tighter in both hands, the gigantic head appeared, and boiling lava poured from its pointed snout. Its eyes were a hateful yellow and resembled a cat’s. The tapered, black horns that sprouted out of its head scraped against the entrance of the hole, and shards of rock rained down on its massive, scaled back. As the creature pulled itself out of the second cavern, its wings pressed against the entrance and then broke free with a snap that resembled the sound of taut fabric in strong wind. Smoke curled out of the beast’s snake-like nostrils, and it opened its mouth slowly this time as it exposed its long, yellowed fangs.  
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Daisy gasped and took a stumbling step backward.  
 
    “Yes,” I whispered. “It’s a… dragon.”  
 
    “Heeeeey!” Rian boomed. “It’s my cousin!”  
 
    How? How did this exist when it was supposed to be extinct? Dragons hadn’t been spotted in the wild in hundreds of years, so how in the hell were we staring up at one right now? Was this the last dragon left alive in the whole world? It had a nest, so that could only mean one thing. It had eggs, and it was preparing to defend them with its life.  
 
    “I hate to be that person, Rian, especially in a situation like this,” the bear-girl interrupted. “But imps and dragons are in no way related.”  
 
    “Charles,” Edony broke in. “What do we do? Do we fight?”  
 
    “Everyone!” Daisy called. “Stay absolutely still! Experts believed their eyesight is based on movement, especially in darkness like this! If you don’t move, she can’t see you!”  
 
    I glanced around the room and finally noticed all of the stray bones lying around the rocks. I wasn’t sure how I hadn’t seen them before, probably because of the darkness, but now, they were exposed by the bright sunlight filtering in through the tunnel. How many people had this dragon eaten? Hundreds? Not only that, but how did it get out to fetch them? That could mean only one thing. The hole where the dragon came in front led up to the surface where it could roam around free and hunt, but that wasn’t the issue here. My first thought was she would turn tail and escape through the hole she came, but from her posture and intimidating stance, she wasn’t going to give up without trying to kill us. 
 
    If the dragon had eggs, which I assumed she did, she wouldn’t leave them or try to escape us if we attacked. The dragon would fight tooth and nail for her eggs.  
 
    “Charles,” the she-wolf interrupted my thoughts and shook me by the shoulder. “What do we do? Do we attack, or do we run?”  
 
    “That dragon is pretty big, isn’t she?” I pondered.  
 
    “Now’s not the time for this!” The wolf-woman shook her head.  
 
    “Listen to me,” I barked. “Let me repeat myself. That dragon is pretty big, isn’t she? I wonder how big her core is and what we’d be able to do with it in our possession? Imagine the monster-women we’d create with it. They’d be unstoppable. Also, I wonder if she does have eggs up there and how many? Imagine how strong our army would become if we had hand-raised dragons on our side.”  
 
    “So...” Matilda chuckled and stroked the metal surface of her arm. “We’re fightin’?”  
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled darkly and then turned toward my group of women. “Whoever brings me a dragon egg first gets crowned Queen of the capital first. Sound like a good challenge?”  
 
    “So, it’s a competition?” Rian giggled and rubbed her hands together.  
 
    “You could say so,” I snickered, then my voice lowered to almost a whisper. “We already have an advantage. She can’t fly in here, and it looks like she isn’t going to come out of that hole unless we draw her out. The only thing I need from all of you is to cause enough distraction to get me up there. Do you understand?”  
 
    “Yes, Charles.” Rian grinned and slammed out her hands on either side of her as fire bloomed to life in her palms.  
 
    “But how are we going to get the eggs?” Valerie pouted. “You’ll be the one going up there to kill it!”  
 
    “I’m sure you can figure it out,” I chuckled. “Now, don’t you have a distraction to cause?”  
 
    Instantly, all hell broke loose around me. Soldiers lifted their weapons and aimed them at the mighty beast. All of my monster-women broke rank and started shooting their abilities at the enormous creature above us. I moved through the crowd toward the side of the cavern, and once I reached it, I stared up at the beast. If I made one mistake, I could easily die during all of this, so I had to get it perfectly right. In one hand, I held the staff tightly and began the treacherous climb up toward the ledge. The climb was rough, and there were a few times my boots nearly slipped against the wet stone, but I held on tightly for dear life.  
 
    The dragon ripped in and out of the hole as it shot flames down at my soldiers, and every few seconds, the beast would throw back its head and roar thunderously at the ceiling. From this height, I could make out the enormous nest and, finally, what was inside. There were two golden eggs, perfectly intact, but there was a broken shell with bones that weren’t human scattered around it beside them. She’d lost one of her precious children, and she would do anything to protect the other two. It was too bad we’d take them and kill her in the end. I didn’t want to do it, but she’d surprised us on the day of our attack, and now, we had to get her out of the way. Much like the aristocrats above, she would be joining her power to my army whether she liked it or not.  
 
    I was close now, and all I had to do was climb up a few more ledges before I reached her, but that was when the hard work began. My soldiers had to keep her distracted until I was about to attack her most vital parts. I kept my eyes on her as I climbed closer and closer, and then finally, I snuck onto the edge of the ledge with her. The beast was huge, and a strange, sulfuric smell poured off her scales. The heat from her body rose off in waves and even more came when she let off a flurry of flames down toward my soldiers. I gripped my weapon tightly in both hands as I crept up in between her tail and wing.  
 
    I needed to slice through the caudofemoralis longus, the muscle that connected both of the legs and tail together to the spine. If I did, the massive dragon wouldn’t be able to move forward, but that also posed another problem. As soon as I struck, the beast would know I was there, and she’d turn around to attack me, but I had a plan for that, too.  
 
    Instantly, the staff in hands transformed into the shining flamberge, and I gripped the heavy hilt tightly between both hands. The scales in front of me looked thick, but the seams in between each were pale and soft-looking. Without a moment’s hesitation, I bent my knees and slammed the sword hilt-deep into the dragon’s thick muscle. Through the blade, I felt the muscle part, and as I yanked the weapon out, the creature’s scarlet blood smattered against my face.  
 
    The beast threw back its head and bellowed so loud that for a second, all I heard was ringing in my ears, but I had no time to hesitate. I slammed my boots against the smooth rock ledge and launched myself up into the air, then down into the middle of the creature’s ridged back. With the sword held in my hands but angled downward at the flesh fabric of the dragon’s left wing, I tore through the skin. I couldn’t stop, not even for a second, because if I did, it’d throw me off and eat me alive.  
 
    As my boots slammed up its inclined neck, my mind searched for any anatomical information that could help me win this battle. I didn’t know much about dragons since they were thought to be extinct, and all of the first-hand written pieces about them had been lost to time. If I were to follow general rules of evolution, then dragons were nothing more than abnormally large birds, and like birds, they were probably more likely to swallow their food whole, which meant to aid digestion, they would eat rocks to break up the hard bones. However, unlike in birds, this process could actually also be responsible for providing dragons with their fire-breathing powers. 
 
    I was nearing the head now and hastily sped up the thought process. I needed to figure out how to kill this thing. Though I’d injured it, it wasn’t enough to kill it and take its core. If dragons followed the same digestive process as birds, then dragons would have leftover food and acid remaining in their two stomachs after the digestive process was completed. Bacteria in the intestines fed on these undigested food particles and released intestinal gases composed of hydrogen and methane through the process of fermentation. So, this meant dragons could store hydrogen and methane in its body in sacs and call upon it for later use during fire production.  
 
    If I did what I planned, I would have seconds to lose, and if I didn’t time it correctly, I could die. Right as my boot slammed on the crown of the dragon’s skull, the beast breathed in deeply. Instantly, I grabbed onto the beast’s spiraled horns and used the downward momentum to swing myself underneath of it. My sword waved wildly through the air, but then I pulled it tightly to my chest as I slipped underneath the beast’s snapping jaws. Right as the dragon opened its mouth to let out a flurry of flames, I brought the sword over my head.  
 
    The tip of the blade sliced through the creature’s throat, caught, and then cut all the way down to its pointed clavicle. Oxygen rushed into the beast’s chest cavity, where I assumed the sacs that stored methane and hydrogen were, and without a moment’s hesitation, I slammed my feet against its meaty body. I flew backward through the air for a moment, flipped once, and landed crouched at the bottom of the cavern below. My feet rang painfully from the landing, but I ignored it and slammed my gaze back up to the roiling beast. Hot flames poured out of the window and licked at the soft flesh of it’s underbelly. The creature tried to roar and bellow at the ceiling, but nothing but pained grunts escaped its pointed maw.  
 
    The fire grew higher and higher until the shape of the dragon was entirely blotted out against the darkness of the hole it sat in. As the seconds ticked by, the dragon’s body slowed and stopped twitching until, finally, its body went limp. As the dead dragon smashed against the ledge and shards of rock rained down on us, the entire room shook from the impact. Silence filled the room for a long time until a sound echoed around the cavern. It was the sound of raucous applause, and I turned with confusion circling the confines of my mind. My soldiers and monster-women slammed their hands together and screamed toward the craggy ceiling above.  
 
    The applause didn’t stop for a second, and I turned to stare at each of my men. Their explosive voices bolstered the feeling growing in my chest, and slowly, I raised the flamberge overhead. This had finally proven to all of them we could do anything we set our minds to under my instruction.  
 
    “Charles! Charles! Charles!” my soldiers and monster-women chanted.  
 
    I was more than just their leader in this moment, I was already their king who’d slain a dragon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Cecelia had retrieved the dragon’s eggs, and shortly after, I’d gone up to carve out the core. The item was so much larger than any other I’d seen, and when I held it between both hands, I felt a rush of power so intense it nearly knocked me off my feet. We couldn’t use it yet, but once we’d taken Tulna and forced it to submit to us, the city’s aristocrats would be the first dragon-women the world had ever seen. We had no time to pause or to celebrate our unexpected win against the dragon, and Aschere and I once again climbed back into the digger. I felt like I was riding a high I’d never come down from, but that easily could’ve come from killing the dragon or the effects of the elemental core resting in the hull with us.  
 
    “Ready to start again, my lord?” Aschere chuckled and shook his head. “I’ll just say all of that certainly wasn’t expected.”  
 
    “I’m glad your senses picked up the danger,” I said and gripped the two levers in both hands. “Otherwise, we would’ve rolled right into the dragon’s range, and well, the two of us would’ve been baked sardines in here.”  
 
    “Now, what help would we be to the men of the world if we died like that?” the guard laughed heartily, and before the sound died out, the digger slithered forward toward the far wall.  
 
    Once we were within a few feet of it, I snapped down the buttons on top of the levers, and immediately, the front digger began to spin. As we moved closer and closer, the pointed spiral turned so fast it was a blur in front of us, and before long, we entered back into darkness. It wouldn’t be long until we resurfaced on the other side of the fortification, and I angled the digger upward through the rock and sand. I moved us upward until the sensor on Aschere’s side started to blip, and a soft alarm sounded to let us know we were definitely underneath something. I kept my eyes ahead of me, but every few seconds, I glanced over at the sensor in front of my guard to see if we’d finally moved out from underneath the wall.  
 
    “I can’t believe you slew a fucking dragon,” Aschere whispered and then let out a low chuckle. “I can’t believe I’m sitting next to the man who slew a dragon. This is absolutely insane.”  
 
    “Were you not this impressed with me before?” I laughed. “I’ve freed three cities so far, Aschere, was that not enough to make you respect me?”  
 
    “Oh, I respected you way before that, my lord.” The soldier nodded. “But this, well, this is something truly unbelievable, but I can’t even say that because I witnessed it with my own two eyes. My lord, I don’t know how to explain it. It’s like watching history unfold. I know it’s happening right before me, but I almost can’t believe it.”  
 
    “We’ve lived in a world where men have been slaves for our entire lives,” I uttered, and my guard instantly fell silent. “And anything other than that reality seems like nothing more than a fairytale, but I’m living it. Someday, when all of this is passed, and Alliana and I have settled down, I’ll tell our children about how I served beside the king. I was the king’s right-hand man, and I watched as history was made right in front of me.”  
 
    “No, no, no.” I shook my head and laughed lightly. “You didn’t watch as history was made. Aschere, you’re part of history being made, and when they write stories about this in history books, you’ll be one of the main characters. After this battle, you will no longer be just a soldier, my friend.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” the guard asked, then chuckled lightly. “Are you firing me from my position? Letting me go?”  
 
    “No,” I muttered and then sat up a little straighter. “Because today, you will be known as General Aschere. You’ve proven yourself to me, time and time again. You’ve shown me you are astute when it comes to battles and wars, and even in moments of anxiety, you still know what your duties are. That is why I want you to stand by my side and lead our armies to victory. Then, once all of this is over, you’ll be named Duke, and you and your wife, along with your child, will receive a large sum of money and property inside of the capital. No, I can see it in your face you’re about to protest all of this, and I won’t have it. This isn’t the official announcement of your promotion, but I wanted to tell you before I said it in front of everyone, and you vehemently denied it.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t deny it in front of the other soldiers,” Aschere laughed. “I probably would’ve taken you aside at a later time and told you I couldn’t accept it.”  
 
    “See?” I chuckled. “Just as I suspected.”  
 
    “Fine,” Aschere sighed. “I’ll accept it, but only because I enjoy this time we spend together, my lord. In the beginning, I saw you as our new leader and only that, but as you took me under your wing and taught me more about the ways of war, I’d like to believe we developed a friendship.”  
 
    “I think we have, too.” I nodded. “I’m glad to have you by my side, General Aschere.”  
 
    “Now, don’t go calling me that,” the guard laughed and shook his head. “You’ll do nothing but inflate my ego.”  
 
    “You’re going to have to get used to it,” I stated, glanced over at the sensor, and noticed it moved in big, slow arcs. “Alright, it looks as if we’re past the wall. It’s time for us to surface and cause some carnage. Do you remember the plan, General Aschere?”  
 
    “Yes.” The older man nodded. “We’ll break through, and as soon as we’re out, I’ll exit the digger and join the men through the hatch up top. Then you and your women will carve the way through the city with the digger until you reach the marchioness’ manor.”  
 
    “Good,” I murmured. “Do you have your warhammers at the ready? You’re going to need them as soon as we reach the surface.”  
 
    “Yes.” The dark-haired soldier nodded, reached on either side of his seat, and grabbed the two heavy weapons.  
 
    “Now.” I grinned wickedly. “Here we go!”  
 
    I gripped the levers a little tighter in my hands and then angled them backward. Instantly, the digger responded to the direction and created a tunnel upward toward the surface. We’d break through it pretty soon, and then, the fighting would begin. We had no way of knowing if they’d spotted the abandoned caravan by now and prepared for the attack, but I assumed the sand had already partially covered the first hole we’d created. A soft automated blip started up from the left of me, and that told me we were quickly approaching the surface. We were minutes away from our first attack, and then, while my soldiers handled the aristocrats, my women and I would head toward the marchioness.  
 
    I glanced toward the sensors in front of Aschere one last time, pressed my lips into a hard line, and then prepared to break through. The first part of the digger to surface was the spiral tip, and clods of dirt rained down on the double-paned window. Bricks and broken pavement flew into the air all around the digger, but that wasn’t what caught my attention. There was another sound except for the loud crashes. It was so loud it even reached inside of the digger’s hull. People were screaming. Something smattered against the small window, Aschere and I looked out of it, and it took me a moment to realize it was blood. The first death in this war against the oppression of the male sex.  
 
    Buildings lined the busy street, and just as my machine exited the hole it created, my soldiers and monster-women rushed out with their weapons raised. My eyes shifted to Aschere, and his lips were pressed into a firm line as his hands tightened around the hafts of his warhammers. He rose from his seat, opened the hatch over our heads, and then glanced down at me.  
 
    “Give them hell, my lord,” the general uttered. “Show them the pain and suffering we’ve endured for all of these years.”  
 
    “You got it.” I grinned.  
 
    Without hesitation, Aschere pulled himself out of the hull, slammed the hatch down, and then jumped down to the broken street below. I glanced out of the small window for a moment as carnage broke out all around us. I finally settled my sights on a large manor in the distance, the biggest one out of them all, and then slammed the levers forward.  
 
    The digger slithered down the street, and my hands instinctively pushed down the buttons on top. The pointed spiral immediately began to spin, and I guided the digger toward the rows of aristocrat houses and public buildings. I promised I’d destroy Tulna and leave nothing but destruction in my wake, and I’d do just that.  
 
    I tore through houses as if I were ripping through flimsy paper, and though I couldn’t see the damage behind me, I knew I’d cleared a path for my monster-women to follow. My machine was built well enough to withstand the constant barrage of housing materials slamming against its sides, and every few seconds, I caught glances of the people inside the houses I destroyed. They obviously didn’t know an attack was happening outside until a massive, metal vehicle smashed through their livingroom wall. Finally, my machine rolled out onto the main brick-lined street, and I got the full frontal view of the marchioness’ grand manor.  
 
    It reminded me of Edony’s old home with its massive columns and enormous windows, but there were a few slight differences. A massive wrought iron fence surrounded the whole property, and soldiers raced around the lush lawn in preparation for the attack. They wouldn’t stand a chance against my women or soldiers. It was clear to me by their stances and prepared weapons the marchioness had no plans to come out and face us, but that was fine. We would bring the fight to her. As I slammed the levers back one notch and rocketed forward, the desperados appeared on either side of me.  
 
    Matilda glanced toward the small window, grinned at me, and then gave me an enthusiastic thumbs up. The five women created an arrow shape in front of the digger and rode out in front of me with their hands held on either side of them. I wasn’t sure how they could ride without holding the reins, but I assumed it had something to do with their mechanical horses. The green-haired desperado lifted her metal arm, took aim, and then blasted out the length of rope. The pointed end flew through the air, clanged around the iron gate, and then wrapped around it four times. Instantly, Matilda ripped back her metal arm, and the gate flew backward with an explosive clang.  
 
    Then another sound caught my attention. It almost reminded me of a rabid dog, snarling and barking at some threat in the distance, but the noise was deeper and guttural like a bear. When I glanced to the left, one of the desperados seemed to jerk and twitch uncontrollably as if she were having a seizure.  
 
    Suddenly, the woman threw back her head and screamed at the sky with her lips pulled down into a pained snarl. I recognized it was Mattie, but there was something horribly wrong with her.  
 
    Her body was twisted, and her loose arms jerked at her sides for a long moment until she threw herself forward. For a second, I thought she’d be trampled by the heavy, metal hooves of her mechanical horse, but then I realized she was running ahead of her horse on all fours. Her body had changed, shifted, and then enlarged to three times her average size. Her usually lithe arms bulged with muscle, and her taloned fingers cut rivulets through the brick as she tore forward toward the waiting guards. Her body rippled with rage, and I spied her spine through the thick fabric of her shirt. This was the power of feral mind, and it was my first time witnessing it.  
 
    Mattie tore through the broken gate and immediately launched herself into the air. She spun for a second with her hands held out stiffly on her sides and then landed right in front of the guards. I wasn’t sure what happened next because all I could see was an explosion of blood from the guards’ bodies. Gore and pieces of flesh flew through the air, and then Mattie moved on to her next victim. It seemed the wild desperado could take on all of the guards outside the manor by herself since Matilda and the other three had barely lifted a hand to help.  
 
    I settled my sights on the manor’s massive entrance and slammed the levers down one notch. My slithering digger rippled toward it without a moment’s hesitation, and when we reached it, my machine broke through the wood, metal, and granite as if it was crudely made out of sand. The inside of the marchioness’ home reminded me of any other we’d been to. It was elaborately decorated in golds, whites, and grays, and a stunning chandelier hung above the sweeping twin staircases. Without missing a beat, I slammed the levers back into position, grabbed my staff from down at my feet, and then headed straight for the hatch.  
 
    When I opened it, all of my women except Edony, Rian, and Olette hurried to my side, and we searched the room for any signs of the marchioness. She had to be in here somewhere, and from the commotion I’d just created, she’d probably appear soon. Just as I suspected, my eyes snapped to the staircase to the left as the sound of heels clicking against the marble reached our ears. A tall, lanky woman appeared around the corner and stared down at us with disinterest.  
 
    Her head was completely hairless except for a slight fuzz, her eyes were slightly tilted, and neon-green like that of a snake’s. In fact, her whole appearance and movements reminded me of a serpent’s. Her features were sharp and pointed at strange angles, and as she came down the stairs, she seemed to glide instead of walk.  
 
    “I certainly didn’t expect any visitors today,” the marchioness growled. “But you don’t seem to be here for tea or biscuits.”  
 
    My women already knew the plan. I needed to get as close to the marchioness as I could so I could use the staff to take away her abilities, but there was one problem. Unlike the other marchionesses we’d attacked, we knew nothing about this woman, not even her name, let alone what her ability was. So, we had no other choice than to draw her power out before we made a move.  
 
    The marchioness stepped down the stairs gracefully, and before she could even breathe another word, my women spread out around me. I didn’t breathe a word as Cecelia slipped behind her sisters and then disappeared through a portal. Seconds later, she appeared behind the marchioness and slammed her shoulder into the woman’s back. The noble stumbled forward with her hands held out in front of her, and then Kleeia jumped out. The nix-woman pushed both her hands in front of her, and a flurry of icicles flew through the air toward the marchioness. The aristocrat barely had time to dodge them but managed to escape all but one. 
 
    The frozen projectile buried itself into her shoulder just as I took my first step forward with the staff held tightly in both hands. The marchioness stared down at the icicle with a disdainful look as if it were more of an annoyance than an injury. The bald woman scoffed, gripped the frozen projectile in her hands, and ripped it out with an irritated tsk. Scarlet blood flowed down her front as Daisy and Valerie snuck in from the sides with their hands raised and ready to attack.  
 
    “You can’t hurt me like that, you stupid man,” the marchioness snarled and let the projectile drop to the marble floor. “Many have tried and failed.”  
 
    The icicle exploded into tiny shards before it started to melt and flowed back toward the nix-woman, but that’s not what caught my attention. One second, there was a jagged hole in the marchioness’ shoulder where the projectile had entered, and then, it was gone with a strange sucking sound. The blood stopped flowing instantly, and the flesh looked as if it hadn’t been damaged at all.  
 
    “Regeneration,” I barked. “Her power is regeneration.”  
 
    “Oh-ho-ho,” Daisy chuckled darkly. “This is going to be fun. I’m sure if Rian knew about this before we got here, she would’ve wanted to come along with us. Who doesn’t love a punching bag that heals itself?”  
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, Daisy and Valerie raced forward, and then the feline-woman used her ability to phase both of them from view. I could barely make out the shapes of them as Daisy dropped to a knee, knit her fingers together, and then launched the cat-girl into the air. Valerie flipped over the marchioness’ shoulders, gripped her by the arms, and held her in place. The bear-girl immediately came back into view in front of the noble and brought her arm back.  
 
    “You’re gonna want to move out of the way, Val,” the brunette shouted and then punched her curled fist forward.  
 
    The cat-girl dropped her arms and knees right as the blow hit the marchioness in the chest and blew her backward up the stairs. The aristocrat landed in a heap of limbs and then groaned feebly, but we weren’t finished with her yet. Right as the marchioness began to stand, a strange film appeared in front of her that I vaguely recognized from our last battle with the marchioness, Alliana. 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 it created something almost like a mirage, and the marchioness’ snake-like eyes glazed over for a second.  
 
    “Go! Go! Go!” Kleeia screamed and pushed me forward, but I didn’t need any prompting.  
 
    My boots slammed into the marble as Kleeia raced alongside me on a sheet of ice, and right as I began to climb the stairs, the wave of frozen water lifted, too. I wanted to watch her graceful turn around the staircase, but I had to keep my eyes on the marchioness as Valerie lulled her into a trance. Suddenly, the marchioness’ eyes sharpened, and before I could stop her, she curled in her legs and slammed them toward Valerie. Her heels connected with the feline-woman’s chest and threw her backward toward the bottom of the stairs. I stared down at the marchioness and lifted the staff as the core shifted colors. My arms moved instinctively as I brought the pointed tip of the core down toward the marchioness’ chest.  
 
    “I got you!” Daisy shouted over the ash-blonde’s screams, but the noble’s laughter drowned them out.  
 
    “You think that’s all I have?” the marchioness hissed as her neon-green eyes met mine and a strange sensation crept up my legs. “Do you really think I’d be in place as the marchioness if my only power were regeneration? You must think the Queen is stupid, don’t you? Well, I can tell you this, she planned for things such as this.”  
 
    I didn’t know what was happening, but I couldn’t move. The sensation crept up from my legs and spread through my entire body until it reached my hands. I tried my best to keep hold of my staff, but I couldn’t feel its weight in my hands anymore. It felt as if I were moving through thick molasses, almost like when we passed through one of Cecelia’s portals. When I glanced down at my staff, I watched it slip from my fingers and start to fall toward the floor. The core was inches away from the marchioness’ chest and about to touch her, but she’d gotten me seconds too early.  
 
    I tried to push through it and summon up the power of the staff but it seemed her ability worked on the weapon, too. The bright colors swirling inside of the stone slowly flickered and then died out. My eyes flicked down to the marchioness, and she grinned up at me. Large, pointed teeth lined her jaw, and for half a second, I imagined what it’d be like to be bitten by that mouth. 
 
    “Charles!” a voice screamed. “Shadow… It’s time.”  
 
    I didn’t hear the voice respond, nor could I see Irene, but I felt the power wash over me like a sour cloud filled with thunder. It crept up behind me, and I imagined all of the monsters from my nightmares as a child. It felt as if all of my fears were standing right behind me, and if I could turn around, I’d have to face them all. The marchioness’ snake-like eyes shifted from mine, stared down the stairs, and then widened in absolute horror. I couldn’t see what was happening, but the woman before me gasped and gurgled something I couldn’t quite understand.  
 
    “It’s alright if you are afraid,” Irene soothed from below, and I heard her take a step closer. “Shadow will heal you. Shadow will help you.”  
 
    A soft whisper whistled in my ear, and I managed to swivel my eyes toward the stair I stood on. Something blackish-purple slithered past my feet, and for a second, I thought it really was a snake until three more appeared right behind it. Suddenly, the hold over my body went limp, and I moved an inch forward to grasp the staff in my fist.  
 
    I moved without even looking down and aimed the core at the middle of the marchioness’ chest. 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. 
 
    A deep purple tendril wrapped around the marchioness’ ankle and then suddenly retracted as my weapon neared the noble. For a second, her face looked different the moment the shadow touched, a little older maybe, but I couldn’t be absolutely sure. Slowly, the bald woman lifted her head, and I half expected her expression to be heavy with defeat, but she glared up at me with even more determination.  
 
    Two things happened in quick succession, and I barely had time to move. Right before the core connected with the marchioness’ chest, the floor beneath me cracked. The tip of the staff slammed into the woman, but it was too late, and the stair I stood on crumbled into dust. Before I started to fall into the chasm below, my eyes slammed up to the marchioness and hateful laughter bubbled up her throat. She hadn’t realized I’d stolen her powers yet, but what did it matter? I was falling into an abyss she’d created.  
 
    I felt weightless as I plummeted down into the black hole and cracked marble fell alongside me. If I wasn’t careful, one of the jagged pieces could easily pierce into my chest and kill me, but even then… the fall would probably kill me before any of that happened.  
 
    “Charles!” Cecelia screamed, and I lifted my head toward the sound.  
 
    The floor above me where I’d just been standing was a giant craggy hole, and the stunning redhead peered down at me with the rest of her sisters. Without hesitation, the black-drake-woman launched herself into the air and then down into the chasm toward me.  
 
    “Cecelia!” Valerie cried and raced to grab for her.  
 
    “Cecelia!” I roared. “Don’t!”  
 
    It was too late now. Cecelia plummeted down toward me with her hands in front of her and reached for me, but I was too far from her. The black-drake-woman pressed her lips into a firm line, glared down at me, and forced herself forward through the air with her thick tail whipping out behind her. I raised my arms toward her, but there was nothing we could do even if we reached each other. The marchioness’ laughter rumbled above us, and I swiveled my eyes toward her blurry face in the distance.  
 
    “Charles!” the redhead screamed and reached out for me desperately.  
 
    “Cecelia!” I boomed.  
 
    The drake-woman’s face was pulled down into a pained grimace, and her usually bright, wide eyes were nearly squinted shut. Her fiery red hair whipped out behind her, and I swore I spied tears rippling from the corners of her eyes. Her finger grazed against mine, and I finally took hold of her. The drake-woman slammed into my chest and instantly, I wrapped my arms protectively around her. The air rushing past us was cold and damp, almost as if we were being sucked down into the pits of the earth. I slowly closed my eyes and pressed my lips to her smooth, soft forehead. If this was going to be the end, then I wanted to hold her close the last few seconds of our lives.  
 
    “Get the marchioness!” Valerie screamed from above. “Charles stole her powers!”  
 
    “What about Charles?” Kleeia sobbed.  
 
    “Cecelia has him…” Daisy urged. “They’ll figure something out, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Their voices were distant, and the farther the two of us dropped, they were nothing more than whispers underneath the howling of the wind. I’d worked so hard to create my army and transform the aristocrats. Why did it have to end like this? No… it wouldn’t. My women would continue my legacy, and even without me, they’d journey on to defeat the Queen. My three children in Valerie, Daisy, and Rian’s wombs would be the next leaders of the new world. I just wished I could’ve been there to witness it all.  
 
    Suddenly, the weightless feeling disappeared, the howling wind died, and I felt more in my body than I had in the last terrifying twenty seconds. My eyes were still tightly squeezed shut and my arms wrapped around Cecelia ached from the tension, but for some reason, I didn’t feel afraid anymore. I could tell through my eyelids that it was darker wherever we were, and I guessed the hole above us had closed up… but that wasn’t possible. I’d taken away the marchioness’ ability, so there was no way she could’ve done such a thing.  
 
    The air smelled different, too, like mold, mildew, and strange enough, wet paper. I slowly opened my eyes and realized we weren’t plummeting down into the chasm anymore. Our feet were firmly planted against worn, warped wood, and I slowly turned my head to examine where we’d somehow ended up. The building was extremely dark even though I could make out the shapes of windows here and there. We stood directly in the middle of the large hall and I let my arms drop from Cecelia’s waist before I took a step forward.  
 
    The room seemed eerily familiar, but it was so empty and desolate that I couldn’t quite figure out what it had once been. As I moved closer to the windows, I realized they were boarded up from the outside, even the front door was blocked, too.  
 
    “Where are we?” I asked, and my voice echoed around the empty hall. “How did we get here?”  
 
    When I glanced over at Cecelia, the black-drake-woman opened her eyes slowly as if she were afraid to look, but once she did, her eyes widened in surprise. The ex-guard hung her head back and stared up at the tall ceiling above our heads.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Cecelia whispered, hugged her arms to her chest, and breathed in deeply. “But… at least, we’re out of the hole?”  
 
    “How did you do that?” I asked. “Is it part of your portals? I didn’t feel the portal like I usually do, but it could be a new ability?”  
 
    “It wasn’t a portal.” The redhead shook her head. “When I summon one, I have to think of a specific place, and I didn’t do that. Look where we are, Charles. I’ve obviously never been here before, so how would I know how to portal us here?”  
 
    “True,” I said, cupped my chin, and glanced around the room once more. “What else could it be, then? A new ability? Sometimes, they can be developed randomly, but so soon after your first one came? Any other time, when you open up a portal, we have to move through it, but this was different. It happened right after I grabbed you, right?”  
 
    “Yes.” The black-drake-woman nodded. “What do you think it could be?”  
 
    “Teleportation,” I stated. “That has to be it, but how could you develop it so quickly? It generally takes a while for my monster-women to develop their second abilities.”  
 
    The two of us stood in silence for a long time, and I pondered how this could’ve happened until suddenly, Cecelia cleared her throat. I lifted my eyes toward her, and a light pink blush crossed her cheeks.  
 
    “I have an idea,” the redhead murmured. “But it might be wrong.”  
 
    “Go on,” I urged. “Tell me.”  
 
    “Do you think I could’ve developed another ability because I’m pregnant?” the black-drake-woman asked.  
 
    “Y-You’re p-pregnant?” I stammered, raised my ryebrows, and stared at her.  
 
    “I think so.” Cecelia nodded and then giggled. “I have all of the same symptoms Rian, Valerie, and Daisy described. I started getting sick in the morning yesterday.”  
 
    “Really?” I grunted and then shook my head in disbelief. “It could be a possibility, and we’d have to do some testing once we get back to the caravan, but this could mean…”  
 
    “What, Charles?” the redhead asked. 
 
    “Valerie, Daisy, and Rian all have abilities that haven’t awakened yet,” I murmured. “You’re just the first one to develop and show signs of them. Oh… Cecelia… come here.”  
 
    I opened my arms wide to the black-drake-woman, and she rushed forward. I enveloped the ex-guard in my arms, and she pressed her full body against mine. Her hair smelled sweet like honey-suckle, and her skin was so soft like velvet. Instinctively, my member flexed against the fabric of my trousers, and it pressed against the soft flesh of her shapely thigh. Her emerald-green eyes flicked up to mine, and I sensed the desire deep within their hues. The redhead gripped me by the front of my shirt and forced me down to her height. Our lips crashed together, and her soft, pink tongue wriggled its way into my mouth. My hands swept down her thin waist, over her rounded thighs, and then down to her perfectly-shaped ass.  
 
    The drake-woman’s thick tail curled around my right leg and tugged my trousers down to the floor. I chuckled lightly at her desperation, let go of her, and tucked my fingertips into the waistband of my underwear. My member created a taut tent against the fabric, and Cecelia’s eyes stayed glued to the moistened spot where I’d dribbled some pre-cum. When her gaze met mine, she licked her lips and dropped to the floor in front of me. The redhead’s deft hands tugged down the fabric of my underwear, and my erect penis sprung out.  
 
    “Hmmmm. I love your manhood.” Cecelia stared at my awakened shaft for a moment, and then she leaned forward with her waiting mouth agape.  
 
    She licked at the head slowly, and I groaned as my eyes rolled back in their sockets. The more she teased me, the more I needed to be inside of her warm, receiving mouth. When I couldn’t take it anymore, I plunged my hand into her fiery red hair and forced her down on my penis. The black-drake-woman gasped and tensed, but as soon as I was wholly inside her, she relaxed with a soft moan. Cecelia bobbed on my penis slowly at first but quickened the pace, and the sensation ripped through my entire body like tidal waves. I thrust into her mouth as I held her head in place and desperate moans escaped the drake-woman.  
 
    I was so close, but I couldn’t cum now. I hadn’t pleasured the redhead yet, and I prided myself on making my women reach orgasm before I did. In one swift movement, I pulled away from the redhead, pressed a hand to her shoulder, and forced her down to the warped wooden floor.  
 
    “Charles!” Cecelia gasped, wriggled free of her clothes, and then laid naked beneath me. “Please, I need it.”  
 
    “Of course, my darling,” I chuckled, held my erect member in my hand, and guided it toward her pulsing rosebud.  
 
    I pressed the head of my penis against her slick entrance, and immediately, the redhead’s emerald eyes bulged. Soft moans escaped from in between her tightly closed lips, and as I pressed harder, the black-drake-woman threw back her head and whined as I began to penetrate her eager body.  
 
    Egged on by her noises, I slammed into her and groaned at her tightness. My body moved on top of her, and with every thrust, the ex-guard’s moans heightened into screams of ecstasy. As I slammed in and out of her, Cecelia’s hands wrapped around my neck and pulled me down toward her. Our bare bodies moved in absolute tandem as I worked my hardest to push her closer to orgasm.  
 
    “Charles!’ the drake-woman cried. “Yes! Yes! You feel so good! Oh, science, yessss!”  
 
    “You feel so good and tight around me. Yessss…” I pounded into her faster than ever, and in one swift movement I flipped her legs over my shoulders. The empty room was filled with the sounds of our lovemaking, and it almost sounded like a symphony to me as it echoed back to me. Cecelia’s taloned fingernails dug into my forearms, and as her entire body tensed against me, she dragged them down on the sensitive flesh. Red marks streaked down my skin, but I barely noticed them as I stared down at the stunning monster-woman below me. Every time I slammed into her, her enormous breasts bounced, and I reached out with my right hand to pinch the hardened pink nipple of one.  
 
    “Yes!” Cecelia screamed. “Charles! Oh! Charles, yessss!”  
 
    The black-drake-woman’s tunnel tightened around me like a vise grip, and my eyes watered as the sensation forced me over the edge. This had never happened before  and it felt as if Cecelia’s womanhood was making me cum along with her. The more the monster-woman moved on my member, the more intense the sensation grew, and I couldn’t hold it back anymore. Right as Cecelia launched into a howling orgasm, my penis spasmed inside her walls, and then I blasted my frothy semen deep into the caverns of her pulsing womb.  
 
    “Yes, Charles!” Cecelia screamed. “Give me your seed! I need to feel it in me!”  
 
    “Fuck!” I roared, threw back my head, and gasped toward the dim ceiling. “Cecelia!”  
 
    The black-drake-woman’s hips pumped desperately as she forced the liquid into her body. Obscenities fell from my lips, and my hands slammed down onto her shapely hips as I guided her into the rhythm of my body.  
 
    My hips slowed as I poured all of my seed in her, and when I finally finished, I slumped forward. My hands slammed down on either side of her head, and the black-drake-woman stared up at me while she panted. Her face shined from the tiny droplets of sweat that beaded on her temples, and when her gaze met mine, the redhead grinned up at me.  
 
    “That was unexpected…” Cecelia murmured.  
 
    “Everything that just happened was unexpected.” I chuckled, pulled away, and then helped her to her feet.  
 
    “What do we do now?” the redhead asked. “We just left the others to deal with the marchioness. I hope they’re alright.” 
 
    “Well, I stole the marchioness’ powers right before I fell through the hole,” I uttered. “I’m sure they managed to capture her. They’re all pretty powerful on their own, so I’m sure they’ve already taken her down to the caravan by now.”  
 
    “I still want to know where we are,” Cecelia said, carefully redressed, and then glanced around the dim room. “It looks like it used to be like a dance hall or something, but those look like shelves over there, so it can’t be that.”  
 
    “It’s the library,” I grunted. “Matilda said it would be here, but Esmeralda told me it’d be empty. Those shelves used to be here out in the open.” 
 
    I opened to the wooden floor where darker spots showed where the shelves had rested and the lighter areas indicated where people’s shoes had worn the stain off.  
 
    “I knew we’d find this,” I breathed. “But I’m pretty disappointed to find out it’s true. I need to know more about my situation and why the Queen had Esmeralda follow me for so long.”  
 
    “We’ll find more information in Magnta,” the black-drake-woman said. “I know for a fact that’s where they sent all of the books and archives to.”  
 
    “We should probably head back to your sisters,” I chuckled, turned, and offered the redhead my hand. “They’re probably worried sick… or they think we’re dead.”  
 
    “You’re right.” The black-drake-woman nodded, took my hand, and then the two of us headed toward the front door.  
 
    Since it was boarded up from the outside, it took a lot of work and a few hard kicks to finally get it open. I would’ve asked the drake-woman to portal us out, but the two of us had no idea where we were. Once we were finally outside, I took in all of Tulna laid out before me. From inside of the digger, I hadn’t gotten to see a lot of the city, but out here in the open, it was beautiful. Just as Matilda said, the canal cut through the middle, and I could make out tiny little homes bordering the crystal clear water. When I turned, I spied the enormous manor in the distance, and the giant hole the digger had created in the front of it.  
 
    As I gazed down at the streets, I could make out the shapes of my soldiers as they patrolled and searched for more aristocrats. It seemed by now the battle was already over and Tulna was ours. This was the fourth city we’d taken, and within a few weeks, we’d have a few more before we moved on to the capital. Suddenly a familiar voice echoed through the confines of my brain, and I jolted forward surprised at its suddenness.  
 
    “Charles?” Josephine’s voice called. “Charles? Are you there? Please, for the love of science…”  
 
    “I’m here,” I answered. “Cecelia teleported us out of the hole, and we’re safe.”  
 
    “Thank the heavens!” the drake-woman cried. “They’re alright! Cecelia managed to save them!”  
 
    “Where are you, my love?” I asked. “We’ll come to you.”  
 
    “Well, we’re by the canal,” the heiress explained. “But that’s not what’s important… Matilda said the scientist is here, but I can’t see her? It makes absolutely no sense, but I guess we have to trust her.” 
 
    “We’re on our way,” I barked, grabbed Cecelia by the wrist, and then hauled her down the street.  
 
    I kept my eyes glued to the canal in the distance and raced toward it. We were so close to finally finding the scientist, and after so much waiting, I could finally meet her. Cecelia followed after me and panted for air  but we couldn’t stop now. As the canal neared us in the distance, my heart hammered in my chest. I couldn’t wait to finally meet her, but there was so much doubt in my head from what Josephine told us.  
 
    Suddenly, the whole street opened up into nothing but a massive expanse of crystal-blue water. The road dropped down a little bit, and a staircase led down to a small brick path along the water. I’d imagined large boats moving to and fro on the water, but there were none in sight except for a few tied off to a wooden pier below. I hadn’t realized from my short time in the streets, but Tulna was massive. The city seemed to stretch on for miles, and more smoke lifted into the air everywhere I looked. We had enough men and monster-women by now that it’d be easy to take over this city, but its sheer magnitude baffled me. I’d never thought we could take on a city this large, and yet, we had. How big would the capital be if Tulna was this large? 
 
    Finally, the two of us made it to the canal, and we hurried across the curved bridge toward the stairs I’d seen seconds before. All of my beautiful women waited at the bottom of the stairs for us and finally, I let my hand slip from Cecelia’s grip. I thumped down the stairs and grinned.  
 
    “Charles!” Valerie gasped.  
 
    “There you are!” Daisy sighed.  
 
    “There’s no time,” I forced out. “Matilda… Take me to her.”  
 
    “Alright, alright,” the green-haired woman laughed. “I’ll do it. Settle ya horses.”  
 
    The two of us hurried down the cobblestone path toward the pier, but there were no boats in sight. Not just boats, but there were no signs of the scientist anywhere.  
 
    “Where is she?” I asked.  
 
    “She’s a coming, stud,” Matilda soothed. “You’ll get to meet her, I promise. Ya won. Just relax now.” 
 
    “No.” I grinned. “I won’t settle myself down, Matilda. I’m not angry or upset, if it seems that way. I’m just… amazed we could do all of this. So much has happened over the last few hours, and I don’t think I’ve begun to process it. When I started, it was just me, Valerie, Daisy, Rian, and Kleeia along with Edony, but that was before I transformed her. Then Edony gave me her army, but there were only one hundred or so of them even there. We slowly worked our way up and collected more and more soldiers until we reached our size now. It almost feels like a dream or that I imagined it.”  
 
    “You’re certainly not imaginin’ it.” The green-haired beauty smiled and gave my hand a light squeeze. “I never thought a day like today would come. Hell, I thought I would be out in the desert, stealin’ from aristocrats for the rest of my life, but when I met you and your women, you gave my life meanin’. I promised I’d never repeat myself again, but it seems I can’t keep that type of promise around you, Charles. You are a wonderful man, and I’m glad you can call me one of your women.”  
 
    “I’m glad, too, Matilda.” I smiled tenderly and then shifted my gaze back down toward the crystal clear water below us. “You really are something else.”  
 
    “Well, I will admit that at first, I thought you were just nervous about meeting the scientist for the first time,” the desperado chuckled lightly. “I mean, it’s certainly excitin’. I may not be the most intelligent woman, but I can imagine your delight right now. You’re about to meet someone who’s just as smart as you are, and let me tell ya, the scientist is pretty darn smart if you ask me.”  
 
    “But it doesn’t look as if anyone is here,” I uttered and gestured toward the water below.  
 
    My eyes flicked back to the group of women who’d quietly followed behind us, and some of them gave me nervous but excited smiles. We were so close to meeting the scientist but there was no sign of her anywhere. Was Matilda pulling a joke on us, or was the scientist really here? 
 
    “Yeah.” The green-haired beauty nodded. “She is.”  
 
    My eyes widened, and I glanced between the desperado and the calm canal. There was no sign of the scientist, her submersible, or even the robot that the desperados had mentioned a few times before.  
 
    “How do you know she’s here?” I asked.  
 
    “Follow me,” Matilda chuckled lightly and pulled me down the stone stairs. “I’ll show you.”  
 
    The desperado glanced around before she strode toward the edge of the small pier. All of the boats out here were small and empty, except for stray nets, fishing gear, or oars. The green-haired woman knelt, dipped her hands into the water, and then laughed. I furrowed my eyebrows and tried to process what was so funny, but before I could ask, Matilda stood and knocked the heel of her boot against the dock’s thick posts three times. The green-haired desperado crossed her arms over her chest, leaned back, and then waited. 
 
    Suddenly, the water in front of us roiled and fizzed furiously as something rose from the deep. Big, white bubbles rose to the surface and then popped as they flowed away from the mass’ center. Slowly, something under the surface started to take shape, and I stepped closer with squinted eyes for a better look. For a second, I thought it was a whale coming to the surface because of the round, blue shape, but this was far too big to be a whale stuck in the canal. Out of nowhere, a cylindrical metal probe popped out of the water and swiveled around for a second before it landed on us. It took me a moment to realize it was a periscope, and when Matilda caught sight of it, she waved enthusiastically.  
 
    “Hooooly shit,” Rian shouted from behind us. “What is that thing?”  
 
    “Is that the submarine Matilda told us about?” Kleeia asked.  
 
    The whole submersible appeared out of the water, and I drank all of it in. The entire submersible vehicle was crafted out of thick, blue metal with rivulets every few feet. Portholes spanned the sides, and at the top, a small, round area protruded from the rest of the metal where the scientist could stand and use the periscope, but the part that surprised me the most was the back where the propeller was supposed to be. Instead of continuing the rounded shape of the usual submarine, it was shaped like a block, almost like that of a fishing boat, and small openings went along the edges of it to allow the water to flow out of it. A metal door led out onto the deck, and another porthole looked out of it.  
 
    Without warning, a long metal plank stretched out from the side of the deck, and I stared down at it for a long time. The metal was slick with water and the tiniest amount of algae. I lifted my eyes back toward all of the portholes that lined the sides of the submersible, and I could barely make out the shape of someone moving inside.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Matilda asked, bumped my shoulder with hers, and then gave me a little push. “I thought you were anxious to meet her.”  
 
    I took the first step tentatively, and then the second a little more confidently. My boots squelched against the wet metal, but the sound seemed far away and muffled. I kept my eyes glued to the small, round door at the side of the submersible and headed for it with my hands curled into fists. Once I reached it, I stood in front of it nervously and peered through the frosted glass. I couldn’t make out anything inside except for a shadow here and there.  
 
    “Go on!” the desperado urged. “Do it!”  
 
    I lifted my right hand and knocked decisively against the moist surface of the door, and the sound echoed metallically in the distance. The soft sound of shuffling feet reached my ears, and I felt my heart pounding in my chest. I wasn’t sure why I was reacting this way, maybe because I respected and admired the scientist from the things we’d heard about her, or perhaps because she could help me find a way to craft A.B. a body.  
 
    “Hello?” I called and then stepped back as the door thunked and whirred mysteriously.  
 
    It opened, and I blinked rapidly down at the petite redhead in front of me for a long moment. She rubbed at her eyes in the bright sunlight and then adjusted the glasses on her nose before grinning up at me.  
 
    “Sorry, the shop’s closed today,” a heavily-accented feminine voice told me. “Seems something exciting is happening in the city currently, but if you come back tomorrow, I might have something.  
 
    Then the woman blinked at me, and her mouth hung open.  
 
    “Wait… you aren’t just an average male. Are you Charles?” 
 
      
 
    End of book 8 
 
    

  

 
  
   End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Making Monster Girls 8! I hope you really liked it. I’ll start working on the next Making Monster Girls as soon as this book has 100 reviews, so leave a review right here! 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that next book is out. 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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