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    Would you like to see chapters of my books before they come out? Do you want to see cover art sketches and vote on which poses should make it to final production? Would you like to see even sexier versions of my covers? Would you like to get my audiobooks at a deep discount? 
 
    Of course you would! Join my Patreon here to get all these awesome benefits (or search for my name on Patreon.com). 
 
      
 
    You can also join my Facebook group right here. Then you’ll know when my books come out before anyone else. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    The scientist we’d been waiting to meet for so long stood in front of me, and she squinted in my direction for a second, then she adjusted the thick glasses resting on the bridge of her nose. Her large, almond-shaped eyes were a strange purplish tanzanite hue, and her wildly curly hair was bright red with streaks of orange throughout. The petite woman stood at maybe five feet tall, barely even that, and as she leaned her head back to stare at me, I noticed the smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks.  
 
    Despite her petite frame, her chest was large, her waist tiny with the aid of an intricate corset, and her hips were wide. She wore a plain, white linen top with a ruffled neckline and bell-shaped sleeves that exposed her pale, freckled shoulders. The corset that enwrapped her waist was a dark brown with gold detailing in the metal rings and woven embroidery on the sides. The tiny woman wore a short, emerald-green skirt, and underneath that she had ripped tights layered with a pair of light-brown fishnets. The way she stood with her hips constantly wiggling, she reminded me of an excited puppy but suddenly, her plump, scarlet lips pursed.  
 
    “You are Charles Rayburn, aren’t you?” the scientist asked. “I’ve heard so much about you in my travels. Quite a man… quite a man indeed.”  
 
    Her voice had a strange accent that I wasn’t familiar with, and if I were to take a guess, I would’ve assumed that it was the accent from the capital. It sounded refined and elegant with a melodic rhythm to it.  
 
    “How do you know about him?” The green-haired desperado asked with furrowed eyebrows and sidled over. “You never mentioned him in the letters you sent us.”  
 
    “I’ve been to a lot of places lately,” the scientist uttered. “You know, trying to avoid the Queen’s guards and all. A few of the cities were completely empty except for a few stray soldiers and these really strange-looking women. At first, I thought they were hostiles, or maybe a new breed of soldiers the Queen cooked up in her lab, but they explained a little bit of what’s been happening. It didn’t make a lot of sense at the time, but the more places I’d been, the more I learned.” 
 
    “So, you already know everything about me?” I probed, and the petite redhead nodded with a grin.  
 
    “Well, not everything, but enough to know who you are and what you’ve done with some of the cities,” the scientist said. “Kind of amazing how you managed to link up with my old friend here. Life is filled with all sorts of strange coincidences.” 
 
    When I glanced over my shoulder, Matilda stepped closer and then clapped a hand down on my shoulder. Farther behind the desperado, the rest of my women waited impatiently with their hands pressed to their chests.  
 
    Matilda was a gorgeous statue of a woman. Her shoulder-length hair was the color of summer leaves, a deep forest-green, and her glittering eyes underneath the brim of the hat were a deep scarlet. Her clothes, which consisted of a tight-fitting man’s shirt, a ripped skirt, and a pair of torn trousers underneath, which were dusty and covered in splotches of mud. When she lifted her face toward the scientist, I scanned the enormous scar that started at her hairline and zigzagged down to her chin. Her nose was pointed, her cheeks were thin, and her chin came to a rounded point. 
 
    Her mechanical left arm glittered brightly in the sunlight, and the scientist’s light-purple eyes shifted to the tall woman beside me. Instantly, the redhead’s plump lips spread into a broad smile, and her tiny hands slammed down onto her wide hips.  
 
    “Well, if it isn’t my good friend, the wild and rambling desperado.” The scientist laughed and then opened her arms wide to Matilda. “I knew that my letters would reach you! I’m so glad that they did, but my dear, I can’t stay topside for long. There are guards out there searching for me, and if they find me, I’m a dead woman. No one escapes the Queen without receiving punishment. We all know that pretty well, don’t we?”  
 
    “There are no more guards here,” I began, and instantly the scientist’s eyes shifted back to me. “We took care of them for you.”  
 
    “Now, Ms. Scientist.” Matilda chuckled heartily. “As you know, this is Charles Rayburn, and our group met him completely by accident, but he gone and changed my life. He’s a master scientist, practiced doctor, and the future king of this country.”  
 
    “There’s no need for an introduction,” the redhead uttered, cocked her hip, and then squinted up at me. “I already know most of that but how in the hell are you going to become king? We’ve never had a king before, and I’m pretty sure according to society, you’re not supposed to be anything other than a servant or a consort.”  
 
    “Now, now,” Matilda soothed and reached out toward the tiny woman to calm her nerves. “You need to listen.”  
 
    “I’m listening,” the redhead urged and then nodded toward me. “Now, go on and tell me what all of this means.”  
 
    “You already know my name,” I explained. “But you probably don’t know I’m the leader of the New Order. I’m sure that my soldiers mentioned it, but they may not have explained. It doesn’t sound like much when you say it aloud, but I have a whole army on my side. I’ve collected them over the last few months. I built a machine a long time ago, specifically a machine for the Duchess of Edenhart. She wanted me to build her super-soldiers that would attack the Queen if their feud ever came to that point. I failed multiple times, and many lives were lost. You see, Edony kept sending me male patients to experiment on, and every time, the machine would malfunction.”  
 
    “Where is this going?” the scientist asked with furrowed eyebrows. “I don’t quite understand.”  
 
    “Give him a minute,” Matilda soothed. “Once he gets through all of it, you’ll understand, my dear.”  
 
    “Then the Duchess sent me a female patient by mistake,” I uttered, and finally, the redhead’s eyes widened. “I moved to place her in the machine, but she attacked, and I cut my hand. Somehow, my blood got intermixed into the machine, and then a stray cat that’d wandered in a few days prior climbed into one of the compartments. I was in a daze, and in my haste to escape any repercussions, I threw the switch to kill the patient who’d attacked m--” 
 
    “It’s illegal to kill a woman,” the scientist murmured in a low voice. “You must know that by now.”  
 
    “Will you let me finish?” I chuckled and then glanced toward the green-haired desperado. “I thought you said she was a Harlot and on our side?”  
 
    “Well, give her a minute, Charlie.” Matilda laughed. “It’s a lot to process all at once.” 
 
    “Anyway,” I breathed. “I threw the switch and expected my machine to nearly explode like it always did… but it didn’t. A strange light emanated from inside the second compartment, and I opened it up to find a new being. A monster-girl.”  
 
    “So,” the scientist muttered. “You created a new life inside of this machine?”  
 
    The tiny redhead tapped her chin with one small finger and stared up at me for a long moment. Her mauve-colored eyes shined brightly in the early afternoon sunlight, and her plump lips parted for half a second. She mulled over everything I’d just told her, and I immediately moved to explain more to the stunning, petite scientist.  
 
    “I created four more of them before I finally transformed the Duchess of Edenhart,” I grinned. “Edony became my fifth monster-woman and gave me the small army that she’d collected to attack the Queen. From there, we transformed all of the aristocrats in Edenhart and then moved on to Birskonn, then Valestia, Granhamn, and now, finally, Tulna. By now, we have a pretty large army and an even larger mass of monster-women on our side. By the time that every man in this city is rescued, I believe that we will have an army large enough to finally attack the capital and take the throne from the Queen. Not to mention all of the aristocrats who will be transformed into monster-women before we leave.”  
 
    “So, what do ya think?” Matilda laughed lightly, wrapped an arm around my shoulders, and leaned a little closer to the redheaded scientist. “Wanna join us and take over the world?”  
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t mind taking over the country and putting the haughty aristocrats in their place.” The petite woman shrugged. “But why do you want me to join specifically?”  
 
    “Because you’re an amazing scientist,” I blurted out, and instantly, Beatrix’s eyebrows raised. “I’ve seen your work, and I think that we could learn a lot from each other. The horses that you made for the desperados, they’re magnificent! Just look at Matilda’s arm! It’s one of the best creations I’ve ever seen, well, aside from my own work, of course. Beatrix, listen, I think we could learn a lot from each other, and I would love to have your brilliance and expertise on our side.”  
 
    “Don’t forget the other thing,” the desperado urged and nudged me forward.  
 
    “What other thing?” the redhead asked and shifted her purple eyes between the two of us.  
 
    “We heard about your robot,” I went on. “We also heard that it’s a reanimated brain.”  
 
    “Yes, and yes.” Beatrix nodded. “I do have a robot who’s a reanimated brain. Why do you ask?”  
 
    “Because I also have a reanimated brain,” I chuckled. “And I’d like to build him a body. Maybe yours can give me inspiration, and we can work with each other.”  
 
    Instantly, the scientist turned toward the darkened confines of the submersible and shouted inside.  
 
    “Celty,” the redhead called. “Why don’t you come here and meet our new friends?”  
 
    I heard the clanking of metal from inside of the hull and the soft express of air through pistons. Slowly, a shape came into view, and my eyes widened as I stared at the humanoid mechanical being in front of me. It looked like a piece of moving art as it stepped out into the light and settled its glowing blue eyes on me. Its chest was small and feminine, and I could barely make out the plated seams on each panel. If I’d seen it in a dark alley, I would’ve assumed it was human until I stepped closer. Its hands were entirely constructed of thick, shiny silver metal with tiny wires where each joint held them together, and as Beatrix moved closer, the robot made a low chirping sound.  
 
    “Yes?” a monotone voice erupted from the metal being. “What is it that you needed, Beatrix?”  
 
    The robot’s mouth didn’t move, but the voice came from around the head area, maybe from two small speakers affixed inside. Instinctively, I stepped closer to the fascinating work of art and took in all of the perfectly-crafted pieces. The being turned its articulated head toward me and stared directly into my eyes for a long moment.  
 
    “It’s female?” I asked in a low voice.  
 
    “Yes.” Beatrix nodded, crossed her arms over her chest, and leaned against the metal doorframe. “It took a lot of work to build this body for her, but I managed to finally complete it a few months before I met the desperados.”  
 
    “May I see the brain?” I whispered. “When Irene described the robot to us, I imagined this… tiny, crude thing that barely came to my waist, but this is magnificent.”  
 
    “Please, call me Celty,” the robot uttered in her monotone voice. “I am also not an ‘It’, I am a she. Please refer to me as that, and we will get along just fine.”  
 
    “I’m very sorry, Celty,” I corrected myself with a slight bow of my head. “Is it alright if I examine your brain?”  
 
    “Of course,” the robotic woman nodded and then bent forward so Beatrix could remove the curved panel at the crown of her head.  
 
    “Celty’s been with me a long time.” The scientist smiled and slowly began unscrewing the bolts at the base of the robot’s neck. “She’s been a great aid to me during the last few months… except when the Queen captured me. They took her away from me because they believed that she could help me in my escape, which she could certainly do.”  
 
    Beatrix pulled away the panel, and nearly half of Celty’s face came free with a metallic click. For a moment, I stared into the round, glass dome underneath the panel and a familiar-looking bumpy organ looked back. Just as Irene described, the brain had electrodes and wires connecting it to the robot’s inner workings, and I could tell from the size and shape, it certainly was a female brain. The organ floated in a greenish-blue liquid, and bubbles brushed against the organ’s uneven surface. It was beautiful and fascinating, just like A.B., and I had to wonder, how had she gotten it?  
 
    “I can tell what you want to ask me.” Beatrix giggled lightly. “But it’s actually quite a sad story, and it’s not mine to tell. Maybe one day Celty will be willing to share it with you. I don’t want you to look at her and think, ‘this is a cold and unfeeling being. It has no emotions. It’s a robot’. That’s not Celty. She was once human--” 
 
    “I am human,” the monotone voice broke in. “I just don’t appear to be human.”  
 
    “I can understand that.” I nodded and then gently dragged my finger across the glass dome. “I have a friend, Celty, he’s exactly like you, and I’m sure he’d die to meet you.”  
 
    “You said you have a reanimated brain,” Beatrix broke in and then replaced the panel over Celty’s glass dome. “How did you get it?”  
 
    “It’s a funny story.” I chuckled lightly. “I found him floating in the back of a curio shop. He was in a disgusting, moldy jar on top of a dusty shelf, and he called out to me. Well, I wouldn’t consider it ‘calling out’, he screamed at me. It seemed that he was shouting at anyone who came into the store, but I was the only one who heard him.”  
 
    “Really?” the scientist asked and tilted her head curiously. “That’s such a strange parallel because I was the only one who could hear Celty’s voice at first, too, well, until I built her a voice box that she could communicate through.”  
 
    “Eventually,” the robotic woman cut in as her creator screwed her head-plate back into place. “I’d like to have a body made of flesh and bone, but that is not feasible right now. There aren’t many resources, and as much as I love Beatrix, she is only a mere scientist and inventor. She has no skill in the medical or alchemic world.”  
 
    “Way to be harsh, Celty.” The redhead laughed and clapped the robot on the metal shoulder. “I’m working as hard as I can, okay?” 
 
    “Well, well, well.” I laughed and then grinned. “So, you’re looking for someone who’s practiced in the medical and alchemic field?”  
 
    “Preferably, yes.” Beatrix nodded. “I can invent, but there’s only so much that I can do. Apparently, Celty isn’t happy in that body even though I crafted it, especially for her.”  
 
    “A robot cannot feel,” the mechanical woman broke in. “And I don’t mean that in an emotional way. Yes, I have feelings, but even the sensors that you put into every inch of my metal panels cannot equate to the actual sensation of touch. I may not remember a lot of what it’s like to have a body, but I can certainly remember what it’s like to touch and feel. The sensation of my own skin… the feeling of goosebumps as they break out over the surface of your flesh. No, those are the sensations that I miss the most.”  
 
    “I am a brilliant doctor,” I explained. “I also worked for many years as an alchemist. I’m sure that together, we could find a solution for both of our reanimated brains. We can make them bodies. All I need from you is your allegiance to the New Order and me.”  
 
    “You’re going to kill the Queen, right?” the scientist asked and raised a single eyebrow.  
 
    “I haven’t decided on that yet,” I uttered. “But we’re certainly taking this country from her control and freeing every single man that lives in slavery. We’ve heard that you’re a Harlot, or at least, your views align with the Harlots’.”  
 
    “I mean, technically, you could call me a Harlot.” Beatrix nodded. “I haven’t signed any of the paperwork or anything, but sure, yeah, I believe in everything they do.”  
 
    “Then your beliefs align with ours.” I smiled. “It’s only natural for you to join our side and fight against the matriarchy.”  
 
    “Is this how he got you?” the redhead asked, pointed directly into the middle of my chest, and side-eyed Matilda.  
 
    “Yeaaah, well…” The green-haired desperado shrugged, laughed lightly, and then nodded. “It went somethin’ along those lines. We may or may not have tried to rob him and his caravan.” 
 
    “You didn’t!” Beatrix gasped. 
 
    “We did.” Matilda nodded. “Then I nearly had a heart attack because one of his women is Josephine, the daughter of the woman who started the Harlots.”  
 
    “So, you’re saying if I hadn’t had Josephine with us.” I snorted. “You wouldn’t have joined our cause?”  
 
    “It mighta been a little harder to get me to come along.” The green-haired woman laughed. “But I guess you could say I came along because you’re pretty easy on the eyes, Charles Rayburn.”  
 
    “Well, thank you.” I chuckled. “But I think the reason I’m doing all of this is a little more important than my looks.”  
 
    “I mean, you’re right,” Matilda breathed. “But it is nice having a handsome man like you around. Especially when you speak with all that authority, man, it gets my blood pumpin’ somethin’ fierce.”  
 
    “Beatrix,” I stated more seriously. “You can come back with me and see our soldiers. You can see what we’re like together, and then you can decide. It’s entirely up to you, and I won’t force you to join us, but it makes more sense if you do. We can help each other.”  
 
    “I would like to see these monster-women that you’ve talked so much about.” The scientist giggled. “They sound pretty amazing.”  
 
    From where we stood, the scientist couldn’t see my monster-women patiently waiting back on the dock and little did she know that within the next few minutes, she’d meet those very creatures I’d told her about.  
 
    “They’re better than amazing.” I smiled and offered the tiny redhead a hand. “Have you ever heard of the elemental cores of magical beasts?”  
 
    “I’ve heard rumors of them, yes.” The scientist nodded and finally took my extended hand. “Why?”  
 
    “We discovered that they’re very, very real.” I smiled. “And instead of using whole beasts, we use the cores to transform them. They’re so powerful. They’re almost unstoppable. Edony, for example, received the full power of a Raiju’s core, and she’s… well, she’s like a god. I’ve never witnessed an aristocrat so powerful in my life. I’m almost sure that half of the fires around the city were started because of her.”  
 
    I pulled Beatrix off of the submersible’s deck onto the dock, and then the four of us came around the side of the underwater vehicle. Celty followed after us, and right as we reached the stone walkway, the robotic woman slowed as she glanced around. Her metallic face showed no emotion or change, but her glowing blue eyes moved over each of the buildings in awe. I wondered for a moment if she’d been out in a city like this, but from the haunted expression in her glowing gaze, it was clear she hadn’t in a long time. I wanted to ask Beatrix how old Celty was, but even then, the scientist probably didn’t know. It was the same for my dear A.B.. I’d accepted the fact that I would never know how old A.B. was in total. Even he didn’t know how long he’d been in that jar, it could’ve been months, but it also could’ve been years before I’d found him.  
 
    The same could’ve been true for Celty. The world that she knew may have changed and morphed into something completely new. How strange it must’ve been for her… Not just her, but A.B., too. I couldn’t imagine being cooped up in a jar for years and then to be reintroduced to a place that you remembered but was now so unfamiliar. 
 
    “Charles!” Valerie shouted and skipped forward with all of her sisters waiting behind her.  
 
    The ash-blonde’s brilliant blue eyes glowed in the sunlight, and her long, wavy hair whipped out behind her. Kleeia raced after her sister, then came Daisy, Josephine, and Cecelia. Edony and Rian calmly strode toward us, and the red-skinned imp-woman rested a taloned hand against her rotund belly. They were all so beautiful, and they were entirely mine. I’d created them with my own two hands, given them brand-new lives, and they gave me their unconditional love in return. 
 
    The imp-woman was definitely the most terrifying of all of my women. Her skin was tinted a light red, her wide eyes were a sharp yellow, and spiraled horns sprouted from each side of her head. A devilish tail whipped out behind her, and the pointed tip dragged against the cobblestones with an eerie clicking sound. The imp-woman was heavily pregnant, and I guessed that she would give birth to my first child within the next few weeks.  
 
    I stepped forward with my arms outstretched to my gorgeous monster-women, and all of them wrapped their arms around me in a tight embrace. We stood like this for a long moment before I pulled away from them and turned back toward the scientist.  
 
    Olette rested her head against my chest and breathed a heavy sigh of relief. The elven-queen was one of the most beautiful women that I’d ever laid my eyes on. There was something otherworldly about her stunning features, and it was no question that it came from her elven blood. 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. Her dark-green hair was long and slightly curled, but as it shifted, I could make out wefts of vines and leaves. 
 
    “There’s two people I’d like to introduce everyone to.” I grinned and stroked Valerie’s soft, ash-blonde hair. “I hope that all of you can become close friends by the end of all of this.”  
 
    “Is that them?” Edony asked, and her violet eyes peeked over my shoulder toward Beatrix and Celty.  
 
    The she-wolf was one of the tallest of my women, and her colorless, white hair shifted down to the middle of her back. Her snowy-white wolf ears pointed straight toward the sky, and I admired the stunning stripe of blue that raced through the soft-looking fur.  
 
    “We finally get to meet the scientist!” Kleeia squealed. “This is so exciting!”  
 
    “Will they be our new sisters?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “You’ll have to ask them,” I murmured, turned back toward the scientist and the robot-woman, and gestured toward the crowd of monster-women. “What do you think, Beatrix? Is this enough proof for you?”  
 
    “They’re… They’re all monster-women?” the redheaded scientist gasped and covered her mouth with both hands.  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “Valerie was my first. She’s part cat. Then came Daisy, who is half bear. Rian, an imp we found in a mine. My nix-woman, Kleeia. Edony, my Raiju, and finally, Josephine and Cecelia. Both of them are part drake, but as you can see from their markings, they’re very different.”  
 
    “They’re so beautiful,” Beatrix whispered, and finally, Celty stepped forward.  
 
    The robotic woman’s glowing, icy-blue eyes flicked to each of my monster-women, and she studied them in a long moment of silence.  
 
    “Who is that?” Cecelia whispered into my ear.  
 
    “Oh, my…” Josephine gasped.  
 
    The honey-blonde's face was smooth, but there was a fire burning deep in her orange, cat-like eyes. Her four horns sprouted from her hair and then pointed jaggedly toward the blue sky overhead. Her long, thick-scaled tale scraped against the stones at our feet, and the heiress brushed at it with the tips of her fingers. 
 
    “She’s kind of scary,” Valerie muttered. “Charles, are you sure she’s on our side?”  
 
    “I think she’s beautiful.” Cecelia sighed. 
 
    The former guard’s long, wavy hair was brilliant red that was a deeper and more intense tone than Beatrix’s. Her large eyes were emerald-green, which complemented her hair color perfectly. Both Josephine and Cecelia came from the same drake’s core and though their appearances were similar, there were some notable differences between the two of them. The heiress had small patches of scales over her thighs and parts of her arms, while Cecelia had dark, tattoo-like markings across her whole body.  
 
    “Her name is Celty,” I explained in a firm tone. “She’s like A.B.. She’s the scientist’s reanimated brain, except Beatrix managed to build her a body.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t consider it a body,” the robotic woman corrected in her monotone. “It is a shell to hold my intelligence. A body is what you’ve created for each of your monster-women. Charles Rayburn, master scientist, brilliant doctor, and practiced alchemist, Beatrix and I will join your side.”  
 
    “Celty!” the scientist cried and then flushed bright red.  
 
    “You were going to do it anyway,” Celty replied and then attempted to mimic a laugh, but it came out a little too forced and harsh. “Yes, we will join you, but Charles Rayburn, I want what they have.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked and furrowed my eyebrows.  
 
    “Create me a body like theirs,” Celty prompted in a more desperate tone. “And I will fight fiercely at your side. I can do so in this body, but I could do it better in one like theirs.”  
 
    “That’s what you want?” I smirked and then shrugged before offering her a hand. “Alright, Celty, you’ve got a deal. Welcome to the New Order, Beatrix and Celty. It’s good to have the two of you on our side.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Two 
 
    With the petite scientist added to our army, we could begin the next steps in our attack. All of my women stood around me, and my eyes first went to Edony. Her violet eyes met mine, and it was clear to me that there was something on her mind. She, Rian, and Olette infiltrated the area where the men were being held, and from her expression, that place haunted her.  
 
    “What happened?” I asked, and the wolf-woman’s lips tightly clamped together. “Edony, I need to know.”  
 
    “They were exterminating them,” the Duchess hissed through her teeth. “In these brick chambers. I wouldn’t even call them chambers, maybe crude holes lined with brick.”  
 
    “It looked as if they were forcing them to work,” Rian cut in, and I shifted my eyes to the black-haired beauty. “They had these giant factories in there. Kind of like the ones in Valestia but in even worse shape.”  
 
    Rian looked exhausted while heavily pregnant and from the way her belly protruded down, she looked as if she were about to give birth at any second. I felt as if we weren’t fully-prepared for the child yet, not that we weren’t excited, but we were in the middle of a war and there were more pressing things to take care of first.  
 
    “We can only assume that they were working them to death,” Olette said. “Or at least, close to death, and then those who were no longer useful to the aristocrats were taken to the chambers and…” 
 
    When the Elven Queen spoke, her voice was deep and raspy as if she were unaccustomed to speaking aloud, but she spoke with an assured authority that told anyone near her that she was in charge.  
 
    “Euthanized,” Edony snarled. “If that’s what we want to call it, but there was nothing painless or humane about their deaths.”  
 
    “Did you manage to get all of them out?” Kleeia asked and bit her lip nervously.  
 
    The nix-woman held onto my sleeve anxiously, and her small hand reached out to grab Josephine’s.  
 
    “The ones that were living, yes,” Edony muttered. “But those who weren’t, I’ve taken the liberty of asking some of the soldiers to bury them in a nearby graveyard.” 
 
    “Aschere told us that they’ve managed to round up all of the aristocrats,” Cecelia explained. “They’ve left them by the caravan, so we can get to work on transforming them.” 
 
    “Did they find any Harlots?” I asked.  
 
    “No.” Josephine shook her head. “But once they’re finished collecting and placing all of the women in cages, I’ll do a walk through and see their reactions.”  
 
    “What would that do?” Beatrix asked and furrowed her eyebrows.  
 
    “Well, I’m the daughter of the woman who created the Harlots,” the heiress explained. “My mother and I are both renowned in the community. If they recognized my face or at least my real name or codename, we’ll have Harlots on our hands.”  
 
    “That’s why I joined.” Matilda nodded. “I told you that earlier.”  
 
    “Is there anything else that we need to know?” I asked the group of women. “Cecelia and I believe we found the library. It was a massive empty building with nothing but empty shelves pushed against the walls, so we didn’t find anything here.” 
 
    “Our best bet is to either go to Rezel,” Cecelia stated. “Or Magnta. Both of those cities have large libraries. As I said before, everything that was once held within Tulna was moved to Magnta.”  
 
    “Was there any specific reason for that?” I asked with furrowed eyebrows.  
 
    “I think I can answer that.” Edony hissed through clenched teeth. “It’s the same answer that we found while in Granhamn… If you keep the citizens dumb and oblivious, then they’re less likely to rise up and throw off their oppressors. History does nothing but repeat itself, doesn’t it?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “In the history books I read,” I explained. “When women started to take control and make men subservient, they disallowed them access to libraries and colleges… basically, anywhere they’d learn about how society should be. Over time, they restricted more and more of the males’ liberties until there was nothing left, and men were just mindless brutes.”  
 
    “Why wouldn’t they revolt?” the imp-woman snapped and curled her taloned hands into fists. “If they knew that something was happening and it was wrong, why didn’t they make a stand against the women who wanted to keep them down?”  
 
    “They tried,” the she-wolf uttered. “That’s why cities like Granhamn existed. Women weren’t powerful enough yet. Yes, they had abilities, but it was clear that the Queen hadn’t perfected the technique of conversion, and their powers weren’t as strong as they are now. They tried, Rian, they really did.”  
 
    “Which,” I interrupted and shifted my gaze toward the petite scientist beside me. “Brings me back to you. What were you doing for the Queen? What did she want? She already gave women abilities. What more could she want?”  
 
    “Well, basically the same thing that Edony wanted.” Beatrix shrugged. “You, too, Charles.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I prompted.  
 
    “You want to build A.B. a body,” the scientist went on. “So does the Queen.”  
 
    “Wait,” I stated and poignantly raised my right hand in the air. “Are you saying… that the Queen is using reanimated brains?”  
 
    “Well, she was,” the redhead tittered through a wide grin. “Until I trashed the laboratory, destroyed all of her specimens, and escaped through the underground canals. The Queen worked with a scientist before me from what I learned, and she perfected the reanimation procedure. Thankfully, she died a while back but… sadly, her legacy lives on. I was brought into the palace, taken down to the laboratory, and instructed to extract the cerebellum from male patients.”  
 
    “By Science...” I muttered.  
 
    “I mean, this is all probably very surprising.” The redhead laughed lightly and then glanced around. “It certainly was a shock for me. I walked into the laboratory, and it was just filled with these shelves of, what I can guess, were rotted brains in jars. Apparently, the old scientist had worked for the Queen for ages, and when she finally kicked the bucket, no one bothered to clean it all out.”  
 
    What she described sounded so familiar, and I thought back to all of the past conversations I’d had with A.B.. He’d told us about the single memory he had of the woman who created him and how the room was lined with shelves filled with brains. He’d even gone so far as to tell us that he’d tried to talk to them, call out and hear their voices, but all of them were pale and grey with death. Was this scientist who worked for the Queen before, the one who made A.B.? If she did, why did she discard him? Why was I the one who found him in the back of that curio shop? He was the only one who’d survived the experiment, and she threw him away like trash. If it were me, and A.B. was my only successful experiment, he’d be my most prized possession.  
 
    “What’s the point of doing that?” Edony asked. “Why would you extract the male brains only to transplant them into another body?”  
 
    “As I told Charles earlier,” Beatrix described. “I’m not a doctor. I’m a scientist and an inventor. I’m good with my hands and building things. That’s about it. I don’t know anything about medicine or doctor-y things. I even tried to explain that to the Queen, but she wouldn’t listen. She gave me a list of instructions on how to open up the skull, extract the brains, and then how to keep it alive until we could build the suit for it.”  
 
    “Suit?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah.” The petite redhead nodded. “That’s where all of this deviates from Edony’s prior plans and your current ones. The real reason I was there, well, besides to do essentially medical malpractice on patients I’m not qualified to operate on, was to build the suits that the brains would go in. The whole process is fairly easy to explain, but the actual science is more difficult to articulate. Charles would understand, but I don’t think anyone else would. She wanted me to sedate the patient until their heart almost stopped beating, then I was to cut open the skull. Then, I would have to remove the crown of the head, inject the brain with some sort of green-tinted serum, and then extract the cranium before putting it in a jar of liquid. After that, she wanted me to connect wires to it just like Celty, attach it inside of the mech suit, and place the brain inside.”  
 
    “What did the serum do?” I probed. “Was it like a steroid or something like that?”  
 
    “She called it ‘the blood of a nation,’” Beatrix repeated. “Whatever that means… Does that make any sense to you?”  
 
    A long silence fell over us, and when I glanced over at Olette, her golden eyes were wide. The Elven woman looked as if she were on the brink of losing her mind, and I hastily rested a hand on her smooth shoulder.  
 
    “So, it seems that you do understand what that means.” The scientist sighed. “Anyone want to be kind enough to explain what any of that means?”  
 
    “This is going to be a shock to you,” I uttered and brought the green-skinned woman closer to my side. “But abilities aren’t natural. Women are not supposed to be born with them at all. We believe them to be the product of the near destruction of the forest elves’ population. The reason women have powers is because of the forest elves’ blood, and it was stolen from them by the Queen.”  
 
    “That makes sense.” Beatrix nodded, crossed her arms over her chest, and tapped her right foot. “Actually, that makes more sense than women having abilities to begin with.”  
 
    “What?” Valerie squeaked.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Daisy asked.  
 
    “As I said before.” Beatrix chuckled. “I’m not a doctor, so medicine is a bit more interesting to me, especially when the scientific field crosses over. If you look at the makeup of humans, our bodies are made not to have powers. We’re basically just walking sacs of flesh filled with mostly water, some bone, and a few organs thrown in for good measure. We’re nothing like, you know, dragons, drakes, and Raiju’s. Hell, even the elves scattered across the world. We’re fragile, well, I wouldn’t even say that. I’ll rephrase. We’re just sacs of meat that can’t take a lot of force, pain, or endurance. The women who received the abilities initially, especially after the trial phases, probably died within ten months. Their bodies couldn’t take it. If they did survive, they were probably in constant states of agony. During those months, they probably forced themselves to get pregnant, so the fetuses were born with the abilities that they were given.”  
 
    “There is some proof of that,” I murmured. “Shortly after women started to ‘develop’ abilities, the population dipped quite a bit. During that time, there wasn’t anything specific happening around the country. No plagues or diseases that would cause perfectly healthy aristocrats to pass away at such young ages. Then during that period of time, there was a baby-boom. Hundreds of children were born to mothers who died shortly after.”  
 
    “We’re also talking about hundreds of years ago,” Beatrix scoffed. “So, the ‘healthy’ age at the time was… what? Fourteen? Fifteen? People died at the ‘old age’ of thirty to forty during those times.”  
 
    “So, if they’re injecting elven blood into the male patient’s brains,” Edony reiterated. “But what does that do? Wouldn’t it kill them or not work at all?”  
 
    “No,” I uttered sadly. “It would give them powers, wouldn’t it, Beatrix?”  
 
    “Yup.” the redheaded scientist inclined her head to me and then glanced over at Edony. “I can see the confusion on your face, and I’ll explain a little bit. I don’t know you, but now that I’m part of your party, I’m going to talk to you as if you were my mentor or my older sister.”  
 
    “She is your older sister!” Valerie sang, grinned, and then threw her hands into the air.  
 
    “Okay, good.” Beatrix chuckled. “The way you just said that as if it were a fact everyone knows means that even though you went through the transformation process, you still believe some of the things that you were told as an aristocrat. Nobles fully believe that men cannot have abilities. That their bodies and minds are too weak to handle the magnitude of power. Either they can’t develop them, or if they do, they will die. That’s not true. I never worked on any of the patients before I escaped, but the Queen did have two fully functional mech suits. The last scientist made both of them, and I looked over them quite a few times. I studied them, and their inner workings, before the Queen tried to force me to perform surgeries on the male patients. The serum they gave the brains worked. Inside of the mech suit, it had ultimate power. It was a super-human machine that could do anything. So, to say that it would kill the man it's given to is a lie. We all should know by now that everything the aristocratic class has told us has been nothing but blatant lies. Even now, after what Charles just told me, I’ve finally realized that our society is built off of nothing but thousands of lies. I wasn’t born with an ability. It was given to me through years of mutation, and before that, it was nothing more than a serum in a syringe.”  
 
    “If you think about it,” Cecelia broke in. “Technically, us monster-women are the first beings to be born with natural abilities. Well, except for the elves, of course.”  
 
    “But that also brings forward more questions,” I growled under my breath. “Olette, what type of abilities do forest elves usually have?”  
 
    “We’re connected to the forest spirit,” the Elven Queen explained. “So, that’s where we get our abilities. Generally, they’re earth and flora related.” 
 
    There was no way that Olette and her daughters were the only elves in existence, which meant… the Queen had done this to hundreds of other tribes.  
 
    “What is it?” the green-skinned woman asked.  
 
    “How many more elven tribes have they taken and wiped out?” I snapped and curled my hands into fists. “Think about it. They’ve been doing this for hundreds of years, and there are thousands of different abilities. They couldn’t have all come from you.”  
 
    Olette fell silent and breathed in deeply for a long moment. We had two more cities, and then we would move on to the capital, but at this moment, I wanted to leave them behind and head straight there. The Queen had done so many atrocious things in the past, but kidnapping the elves and killing them may have been one of the worst. In a way, the elven people were the first beings on earth to exist, and we owed everything to them and their society. 
 
    “Beatrix, were they holding any prisoners there that you saw?” I asked. 
 
    “Uhm, well,” the scientist muttered and tapped her chin. “There were a few areas of the laboratory I wasn’t allowed to go in. Mainly, the back areas, but I was also chained to my desk, so I couldn’t really explore the palace as much as I’d have liked.”  
 
    “Did you see where they got the serum?” I asked. “Or, at least, where they brought it out?”  
 
    “It was always through those back rooms,” the redhead told us. “And before you ask, the rooms were always too dark for me to see inside.”  
 
    “They must be holding them there,” I explained. “They’re probably keeping them for the experiments, and then once they’ve built all of the super-soldiers that they need, they’ll kill them.”  
 
    “Charles, if they’re holding them,” Olette interrupted. “Then they must have put them in some sort of sleep state. There’s no way that they’d be able to extract an elf’s blood willingly… The only thing I can think of is they’re using the cold to keep them sedated.”  
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    “Think of us forest elves as plants,” the Elven Queen went on. “Our bodies can survive in the winter, but all of our systems shut down in order to keep us alive. So, they must be keeping them in a near frigid room to keep them alive but certainly not awake.”  
 
    “Beatrix,” I barked, and the redhead immediately snapped to attention. “How far along do you think they are in completing their work?”  
 
    “Well…” The scientist laughed heartily. “After what I did to the place, I don’t think they’ll be able to finish projects any time soon. I nearly blew the damn place up. I think the Queen learned a hard lesson that day. You can’t force a scientist to do what you want without having a few explosions here and there. Except this explosion did a lot more damage than I thought it would, and I’m lucky I escaped with just Celty. All of my clothes were singed, and I’m surprised that my hair didn’t burn off. If you look at my left eyebrow, you can see that part of it is completely gone.”  
 
    “Good.” I nodded. “Well, not about your clothes or eyebrow. Even though they're using the elven women for their experiments, they’ll be alive by the time we reach the capital.”  
 
    “So, what do we do now, Charles?” Cecelia asked. “Should we move on to the next city? Rezel is to the west, and Magnta is to the east.”  
 
    “We have something essential that we need to do in the next city,” I breathed, and all of my women leaned closer with interest.  
 
    “Well, Rezel does have a large library,” Edony murmured. “They may have more information about where you were born and who gave birth to you.”  
 
    “There’d be more in Magnta, though,” Cecelia countered. “All of the archives there are a combination of theirs and Tulna’s.”  
 
    I shifted my gaze over all of my women, and finally, I settled my sights on Josephine. The drake-woman didn’t notice my attention for a few seconds until finally, she tilted her head and gave me a sweet smile.  
 
    “What is it, Charles?” the heiress asked in her high, feminine voice.  
 
    “There’s something in Magnta that’s very important to you.” I smiled. “Isn’t there?”  
 
    “Yes.” The drake-woman whispered with a nod. “My mother… That’s where the hospital she’s being treated at is located. Why?”  
 
    “Why don’t we go get her?” I asked. “I’m a doctor, my love, I’m sure that I could find a treatment or cure her disease. Matilda, are the canals connected to Rezel and Magnta?”  
 
    “Yes,” the desperado nodded. “Then they reach Tulna in the middle then branch off toward the capital. Rezel is a floating city located upon the main source of water for the canal, so it’s a bit hard to traverse unless, of course, you have a submarine at your disposal.”  
 
    “Very well.” I nodded and then turned back toward the group of women. “Tomorrow, Josephine, Valerie, and I will set off for Magnta in the submersible with Beatrix. We’ll retrieve Josephine’s mother and look for more information on my birth there.”  
 
    “What about the rest of us?” Kleeia asked.  
 
    “You and the army will head into the desert toward the capital,” I explained. “Then, once we’re finished, we’ll find our way back to you before splitting off again and heading to Rezel. After we kill the marchioness there, we will leave for the capital.”  
 
    “I can’t believe we’re almost there,” Edony whispered and clutched her hands to her chest. “We’re so close to killing the Queen.”  
 
    “I know.” I nodded. “It feels just like yesterday we were back in Edenhart, and life was so much simpler… but I wouldn’t change a thing. Alright, well, Josie, are you ready to get your mother back?” 
 
    “Yes,” the honey-blonde whispered with tears in her eyes.  
 
    “Good,” I chuckled darkly. “Then let’s go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    Before we left, we needed to make sure that we had cleared the entire city of aristocrats. Since Tulna was significantly larger than any other town we’d taken over, there were multiple places where the nobles could easily hide from our eyes. We split off into groups of four, and I decided to go with Kleeia, Valerie, and Cecelia, but at the last second, I asked Beatrix if we could bring Celty along with us. 
 
    “I don’t really mind.” The scientist replied with a shrug of her shoulders. “But it’s not up to me. Celty is her own person, and she can decide if she wants to go with you or not.”  
 
    My eyes immediately turned toward the mechanical woman, and her harsh blue gaze met mine for a long moment. Her features were strange to me, and the more I studied them, I could make out the beautiful woman that she could’ve been behind the molded faceplate. Her body was entirely made of metal, and when she moved, I could see the wires and gears in between the seams. It was clear that Beatrix was a master at her trade, and I wondered how long it’d taken her to build this stunning body for the brain.  
 
    “I am not a fighter.” The robotic woman chirped in her strangely feminine but electrical voice. “But I will aid you if that is what you wish, Charles Rayburn.”  
 
    “Not a fighter?” Beatrix laughed, threw her head back, and clutched at her stomach. “That’s a blatant lie, Celty, and you know it.”  
 
    “I am a pacifist at heart,” the robotic woman stated in her matter-of-fact tone. “Though, the programming that you have given me is certainly not.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, I knew that eventually with my type of skills,” Beatrix explained. “Someone was going to come after us. Look at me. I’m barely over five-feet tall. I mean, I’m pretty fast, and I have an ability, but I don’t like using it, so I may have made Celty a bit too overpowered in case something like that happened. Too bad it was the Queen who took us, and they tried to dismantle her security system.”  
 
    “Can you explain further?” I probed. “I’d love to know more, or if Celty is willing, could she show me?”  
 
    “Well… if that’s what you want…” Beatrix tittered nervously, cleared her throat, and then squared her shoulders as she turned to the mechanical woman. “Celty, execute operation yellow duckie.”  
 
    “Operation ‘yellow duckie’?” Valerie asked and scrunched up her nose. 
 
    “It’s a phrase that’s easy to remember,” Beatrix uttered with a wave of her hand and then pointed toward Celty. “Now watch.”  
 
    Instantly, the metallic woman’s body shifted, and the seams on every inch of her limbs widened. The cold blue light shining through her strange eyes shifted color and burned a deep scarlet. An eerie voice we’d heard before erupted from inside of her metallic body and sent shivers racing down my spine.  
 
    “Defense mode activated,” the loud, monotone voice rumbled. “Which setting would you like to use?”  
 
    “Hmmm,” the scientist hummed and tapped her chin. “Execute one through three, please, but only in test mode. We don’t want anyone getting hurt.”  
 
    “Setting one.” Celty boomed and lifted both hands into the air in front of her.  
 
    Without missing a beat, the seams along her knuckles opened up and sharp, metal prongs raised along them. Her fingertips shifted, too, and the rounded points sharpened into nasty-looking projectiles. Celty lifted her right hand toward her left forearm, and the metal opened up to reveal something like a small black baton. As she lifted it, she swung it out to her side, and it elongated with a crackle of electricity. I was familiar with the sensation flowing through the air, and it instantly reminded me of Edony. Celty took an assured step forward, and the baton was a blur through the air, but the crackle of electricity was unmistakable.  
 
    The robotic woman paused, lifted the arm with the baton, and then raised her other arm into the air with the palm facing out. The metallic panel opened up, and I spied a spherical shape buried within the gears and wires. An explosive sound echoed around the space, the orb whizzed through the air, and then it slammed into the brick of a building close by. Instantly, blue light fizzled across the surface, and before I could blink, the entire wall crumbled into dust. Celty slowly lowered her arms, crossed the baton over her chest, and stared off into the distance.  
 
    “Defense mode level one complete.” the robotic woman boomed. “Threat level: one through ten.”  
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. “Threat level?”  
 
    “Oh!” Beatrix jolted. “Defense mode and threat level one through ten are generally used for low-level aristocrats. The amount of damage done to them can be changed in Celty’s settings. So, when she’s fighting someone, she adjusts her damage to fit her opponent. Say, if she were fighting someone like Matilda, she’d have to adjust her level to defense mode two, but Matilda isn’t good at fighting from long distances. Sorry to say that, my dear, but you know it’s true. So, Celty would distance herself from Matilda and fire as many shots as she could to take her down.”  
 
    “So, she analyzes the situation first.” I pondered. “Then she figures out how to best fight her opponent?”  
 
    “Well, kind of,” Beatriz uttered. “Celty has to fight them at level one first, which is the base mode. She has to analyze their style of fighting first. It takes about… five to ten minutes for her to figure it out fully.”  
 
    “Two minutes and thirty seconds.” Celty corrected.  
 
    “Oh, sorry.” The scientist chuckled. “Two minutes and thirty seconds. After that, she can change her base mode into whatever level that she perceives her opponent to be.”  
 
    “But I never kill them.” The robotic woman broke in. “It is against my morals, and I will not stand to hurt another human being. I can calculate how many times I can injure them before they cease to exist, and then I adjust it to the point where they will collapse from exhaustion.”  
 
    “What about the other modes?” I probed. “I’d like to see those, too.”  
 
    “I can show you threat level two,” Beatrix murmured and then shook her head. “I absolutely cannot ask Celty to show you level three. That is reserved for the most dangerous situations. I’ve only used it once, and that was when Celty and I escaped from the Queen.”  
 
    “I understand.” I nodded. “But I have to ask… why won’t you show me?”  
 
    “Celty’s brain shuts off,” the scientist explained. “The mechanical part of her dismantles the wires connecting her to the controls and takes over. It is only used in the direst of situations, and once it’s over, it requires me to do a manual reset on all of her internal mechanisms. It’s an overdrive that I put in place if Celty or I are in situations where we will not make it out alive. The robotic part of her takes over to keep her brain safe and intact. If Celty’s container is attacked or damaged, it will force the entire system to shut down, so it drops down into the chest, and it is kept safe there until the danger is over, but even then, I still have to go in and manually reset her.”  
 
    “Is that what happened when she malfunctioned?” Irene spoke up from behind me.  
 
    “No.” Beatrix shook her head. “That was a bug in her hardware that I fixed a long time ago. I’m sorry, Charles, but I absolutely cannot ask Celty to show you level three. You might see it in the future, but I can’t do it at a time like this, especially when we’re expected to leave for Magnta tomorrow. If I do it here, Celty will be out of commission for days, even weeks.”  
 
    “That’s fine.” I nodded. “I won’t ask you to do that.”  
 
    “Good, thank you.” Beatrix exhaled and then settled her sights on the robotic woman again. “Celty, threat level two, please.”  
 
    The mechanical woman didn’t utter a word and simply leaned forward. As I stood to the side, the baton she held against her chest slowly melted into the robot’s chest plate. The glowing scarlet in her eyes deepened to almost a wine color, and to my surprise, the robotic woman’s entire body began to elongate before my very eyes. Her entire body shifted and completely changed shape as she threw herself down onto all fours. 
 
    The mechanical woman’s metallic face grew to a rounded point, and rows of shining teeth lined her massive maw. It took me a moment to realize what she’d changed into. The beast’s build was much stockier and meatier than any that I’d ever seen in my life, but its size was nothing in comparison to the Raiju we’d captured long ago.  
 
    “Is that…” I breathed in an awestruck tone.  
 
    “Her body is based off of archaeological finds in the north,” Beatrix confirmed with a single nod. 
 
    “Are they what I think they are?” I probed.  
 
    “The bones of dire wolves.” Beatrix smiled. “I studied the diagrams for hours and then built the parts based off of those.”  
 
    Celty’s head was large, almost box-shaped, and the teeth that protruded from the metal maw were larger than any regular wolves’ that I’d ever seen. From the tip of her silver tail to the end of her pointed snout, I guessed she was six to seven feet long. Her chest was large, bulky, and covered in thick, silver hair. I wanted to reach out and stroke it, but I pulled the hand away as I imagined the needle thin hairs pricking every inch of my skin.  
 
    “Smart.” Beatrix laughed.  
 
    “Why a dire wolf?” I asked. “Her first mode seemed so… logical and astute to her attackers’ moves and way of fighting.”  
 
    A solemn expression passed over Beatrix’s delicate features, and her mauve-colored eyes settled on mine with weighty seriousness.  
 
    “There are situations where the only form of defense is violence,” the scientist uttered coldly. “Wild, unstoppable animalistic brutality. Listen for a moment, Charles. I’ve seen the Queen for myself, and I lived in her palace for what seemed like years. That is not a woman who thinks logically when she fights. She’s wildly overpowered and uncontrollable. When she comes at you, there’s nothing calculated about it… It’s unadulterated rage. If I were to send Celty to fight in her mode one, she would be destroyed within seconds. The only way to fight fire is with fire. To fight the Queen, you have to think and act the same way that she does. Yes, it’s nice to have logic and other things to reference in a battle against her, but you will not win if you go that route.”  
 
    Celty’s deep red eyes shifted to mine, and her body curled protectively around Beatrix. The petite woman reached out a gloved hand and stroked the pointed, shining fur of the mechanical dire wolf for a moment, then she parted her lips to speak again.  
 
    “I would show you what Celty can do in this form.” Beatrix gestured toward the beautiful silver beast below her. “But Celty needs a living and moving target, and I don’t think you have anyone willing to be such a thing.”  
 
    The mechanical beast nearly blocked the redhead from view, and when it turned its massive, pointed head toward me, the scarlet in its beady red eyes flashed with malice and humanistic intelligence. No, I wouldn’t call it humanistic intelligence… the beast was human because of the brain hidden inside.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” I murmured. “She’s almost like a work of art. I’m amazed by your skill, Beatrix.”  
 
    “That’s what you took from all of that?” The redhead laughed lightly. “Alright, well, thank you. I worked pretty hard on Celty’s body, and it kind of makes me sad that she wants a human form. Celty, terminate defense mode and return to base settings.” 
 
    The dire wolf moved away from the tiny scientist, and immediately, its body began to shift and change. The legs shortened and returned to their standard feminine length. Within a few seconds, the mechanical dire wolf was gone, and Celty, the robotic woman, stood in front of us. The scarlet burning in her eyes shifted back to its base icy-blue I was familiar with.  
 
    “So, Celty,” I uttered. “Would you like to come with us on patrol? I’d love to have your aid.”  
 
    “I will go with you.” The mechanical woman nodded and stepped toward me and the women waiting behind me. “I will also allow you to use my security settings if a situation where they are needed arises.”  
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled then turned toward the waiting Kleeia, Valerie, and Cecelia. “Now, let’s head out. I want to finish this by evening, so we can prepare for the journey tomorrow.”  
 
    I was sure that my soldiers had captured all of the citizens, but we had to be one-hundred percent certain before we broke off and traveled toward our next destination. We didn’t want to leave prematurely, then have a handful of women crawl out from the cracks and immediately race to the capital to inform the Queen. If something like that were to happen, all of our hard work would be for nothing.  
 
    We would leave tomorrow morning for Magnta, but our work here was unfinished. The four of us set off down the street and headed toward the more impoverished area where the men had been held. While inside of my digger, I hadn’t gotten a good look at the city of Tulna, but out in the open, it was so much larger than I’d imagined.  
 
    The buildings in this area were rundown, and thick soot coated the brick walls of each. Like in Granhamn, the streets were slick with muck and littered with garbage, but it was strange to me. Most of the other areas in Tulna I’d been in were pristine and well taken care of. Why was this part so disgusting? The five of us walked down the middle of the cobblestone street and kept our eyes glued to the darkened alleyways in between each house. There didn’t seem to be anyone out and about in this area, and I assumed that my soldiers had already taken everyone into custody.  
 
    Up ahead, I could make out the massive structure that I could only assume was the area where they held the men. The hastily constructed sandstone wall was cracked in some places, and the place where a door should’ve been was blasted open. Streaks of soot and charred wood told me that Rian had been the culprit. I doubted that any aristocrats were hiding inside the prison-like structure. Even at a time like this, they wouldn’t stoop so low as to hide in a place that once held ‘disgusting’ brutes.  
 
    “I wonder what this place looked like before the marchioness took power,” Kleeia pondered, turned, and stared at the cornflower-blue sky above our heads. “The rest of Tulna is so beautiful and clean… Why was this area chosen?”  
 
    “It was most likely condemned,” I explained. “Think about it. This is around the same place where we surfaced in the digger. The ground started to sink because of the underground cavern we discovered, and along with that, the wall started to crack. No one with wealth and prestige wants to live in an area like that. So, the rich aristocrats moved out, and the poorer ones moved in. We can only assume that the same thing happening in Birskonn and Granhamn was happening here, too. So, those who’d lost everything they’d been born with were sent to this area, and then they built… this.”  
 
    I gestured toward the enormous structure in front of us, and my women stared at it with wide, glassy eyes for a long time.  
 
    “It’s just like any other matriarchal city,” I growled. “The poor get poorer, and the rich only get richer. It’s so strange to see it, though. I spent most of my life seeing women being the ones in power, but for some reason, all of that is changing. There used to be a single level of equality when it came to the aristocrats. Sure, some had more power because of the position they were born into, Edony, for example, but other than that, everyone was the same. It seems as if the Queen is attempting to create a new hierarchy within the cities she controls. I never encountered poor aristocrats until we infiltrated Birskonn, and now, it’s becoming more of a norm.”  
 
    “But why would she want to do something like that?” Valerie asked. “She’s the one who gave women abilities in the first place. Why would she do such a thing, only to punish those who develop less powerful abilities?”  
 
    “Unless…” I forced out and let the words apparently hang in the air for a moment. “She’s trying to build something like a master race.”  
 
    “It is entirely plausible,” Celty concurred. “If you suppress those who aren’t viable to you, eventually they and their bloodlines will die out. If you reward those with stronger abilities, then their families and legacies will grow exponentially.”  
 
    “Think about it,” I urged. “Every single marchioness we’ve come into contact with has been more powerful than the last, and those with weaker powers or less money are preyed upon.”  
 
    “So,” Kleeia uttered slowly. “She built the world that she wanted with women in power, and now, she’s improving it, or at least, improving it in her eyes.”  
 
    “Cecelia,” I broke in. “You were the one of us who was the closest to the Queen. Do you know anything about this plot?”  
 
    “I was just a guard in the sea of other guards,” the redhead explained. “But I’m sure that if you asked Rian, she might know.”  
 
    “Why would Rian know any of this?” Celty asked. “She is the wild red-skinned, black-haired woman, correct?”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “Before her transformation, Rian was the Chief Constable Ortensia Payne. She was sent to Edenhart to scope out Edony and slowly but surely take over the city. The Queen intended to send Ortensia to our city to become the next marchioness, but--” 
 
    “We got to her first!” Valerie giggled.  
 
    “But Rian hasn’t had any new memories resurface,” Kleeia objected. “I could try to remember anything from my past since I was far closer to the Queen than Ortensia was.” 
 
    “Well, have you remembered anything?” I asked.  
 
    “Not within the last few weeks,” the nix-woman admitted. “But this conversation brought forward something…”  
 
    “Tell us!” the feline-woman urged. Kleeia bit her lip nervously, and her mint-colored eyes dropped to the cobblestones as she slowed to a stop. Her delicate hands came together, and she knit them together nervously.  
 
    “It was just me and the Queen,” the turquoise-haired woman breathed. “We were in the royal chambers. I believe it was her personal library, where she wrote out all of her official business and decrees. I was in my usual place… the cushion beside her feet, and I leaned against the cold surface of her wooden desk to look at her stunning face. She repeated off names to me in this strange, singsong tune. The first was Samila, then Alliana… and Keemila.”  
 
    “And then?” I asked. 
 
    “Then Ortensia.” the nix-woman went on. “She named off two more, but that’s where the memory goes fuzzy. I believe they’re the names of the marchionesses in Magnta and Rezel, but what all of those have in common is the families that they came from. The Queen didn’t explain, but the more we learn from new sources, I believe that these women come from core families.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Cecelia furrowed her eyebrows.  
 
    “Well, I don’t exactly know if I’m telling you the truth.” Kleeia sighed. “But the Queen had this giant chart on the wall. I wouldn’t even call it a chart. It was like a bunch of family trees, but they weren’t hers. They were other families that she was keeping close track of, and each family ended with each marchioness she named off. There was something very, very off about the charts.”  
 
    I knew what was coming next, and though I didn’t want to hear it for a second time, Kleeia’s plump lips parted.  
 
    “The family trees were all messed up.” The turquoise-haired woman frowned. “Each mother’s name was there, but the father’s name was the same for every single limb of the tree. Charles, what does that mean?”  
 
    “Forced mutation,” I grunted.  
 
    “What is that?” Valerie asked with a tilt of her head.  
 
    “I only recently learned of it from Matilda,” I explained. “It seems that Irene is the product of forced mutation. It’s essentially incest. They find a trait within someone’s powers that they like, and they attempt to replicate it and make it stronger than any of the other abilities. Most times, the product of this type of breeding are riddled with disease or deformities. Matilda already told me that Irene is extremely fragile, and they have to take good care of her, or she could end up hurt or dead.”  
 
    “But we saw Ortensia before we transformed her.” Valerie shook her head, doubtfully. “She was completely healthy. A little deranged, but there certainly wasn’t anything wrong with her. Well, except for the loss of her eye, but we all know the story behind--”  
 
    “Unless they perfected the technique,” Celty broke in. “Think of the team of scientists and inventors that the Queen has on her side. Beatrix wasn’t the only one working for her while we were there. We were simply put on the super-soldier project. They easily could’ve streamlined it and made it possible to do without all of the repercussions. We witnessed them isolating the core material within the elven women’s blood to inject it into male brains. What makes you think that they couldn’t pull off something like that?”  
 
    “You’re absolutely right.” I nodded. “I wouldn’t put it past them. I’m pretty brilliant on my own, but I shiver to think what great minds that the Queen has on all of these projects.”  
 
    “We were never in close contact with them,” the robotic woman told us. “But I can assure you none of them looked as if they were there willingly. I’m not sure if Beatrix told you, but half of the time, she was chained to her desk, and I was kept in a containment pod after they attempted to deactivate my security system.”  
 
    “Attempted?” I laughed. “So, they weren’t successful?”  
 
    “How do you think we escaped?” the robotic woman asked. “Beatrix may have created the distraction with the explosion, but I’m the one who made sure that we got out of there. I may not remember it because of, you know, threat level three, but I managed to find the submersible and get us to the canal. After that, Beatrix navigated us out of the capital, and once we were in quick flowing waters, she turned on the autopilot and did a full system overhaul to make sure I got back to my normal state and levels.”  
 
    “But that still doesn’t explain how they couldn’t shut you down,” I said with a single raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Beatrix is the one who created this body for me,” the robotic woman started. “She and I are the only ones who know how it works. There is no way to force this body to fully ‘shut down.’ The only way this body will die is if I, the pilot of it, dies. I’m sure that they had no idea that I was inside, and if they tried to break open my panels, they would’ve received a nasty jolt of electricity. So, for most of the time we spent in the palace, I pretended to be shut down. I lowered the lights in my eyes and panels to make it seem as if I were asleep or dead, but I bided my time until Beatrix gave me the sign.”  
 
    “Sign?” I repeated.  
 
    “Yes.” The robotic woman nodded, walked along the street at a leisurely pace, and glanced around at the ruined city. “I don’t know how you are with your reanimated brain, but Beatrix and I have known each other for a long time. She found me merely by accident, and though I can’t recall a lot of my past, I know it was riddled with pain and despair or, at least, the end of it was... I fully believe that I was used in an experiment by the Queen, but my memories are so faded and jumbled that I can’t remember anything except snippets of voices. Beatrix and I, well, I would call us twin-flames. Do you understand the meaning of that phrase?” 
 
    “I think I’ve heard of it.” I nodded.  
 
    “It’s the belief that a single soul has been split in two,” Celty explained. “It’s an intense connection. Not soulmates or lovers, but two people that were meant to collide and coexist. They are a mirror to you. It may not seem it, especially since I’m confined to this body, but meeting Beatrix was like finding my long lost sister. We have a way of communicating with each other that no other human has.”  
 
    “Mind-speak?” I chuckled. “You’re able to talk directly into her consciousness, aren’t you?”  
 
    “Yes.” Celty nodded, and I could’ve sworn I heard the twinge of a smile in her monotone voice. “I assume that you have that very same connection with your brain. A.B., correct?”  
 
    “Mhmm.” I tittered. “That’s the reason that I brought him home with me, and now, because of the transformation, my monster-women can hear his voice, too.”  
 
    “Maybe it has something to do with your blood.” The robotic woman commented offhandedly, and I stared at her receding back for a moment.  
 
    “Why do you say that?” I asked, though I already came to the same conclusion myself.  
 
    “Because Beatrix also has a blood ability.” Celty shrugged. “You say the transformation only worked because of your blood… but have you thought that maybe your ability is more than just that?”  
 
    “What?” I grunted and furrowed my eyebrows even more. “I’m sorry. I’m not following.”  
 
    “There are abilities that people are born with.” The robotic woman told us. “Others are learned or taken from others, like the Soul Suckers who steal powers and offer them to the Queen as gifts, but there is another way. If we’re speaking in terms of alchemy or even magic, there is a sect called ‘blood magik.’ Have you heard of it?”  
 
    “Charles?” Valerie asked. “What is she talking about?”  
 
    “It's a type of dangerous and deadly sorcery,” I growled. “Celty, I demand to know what the meaning of this is.”  
 
    “Have you not realized that blood magik is not a craft?” the robotic woman asked coldly. “It’s an ability that some can wield. I should know… Beatrix is one of those who can use it, and I think you are, too.”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “There’s no way.”  
 
    “Think about it for a little longer, Charles Rayburn.” Celty urged as her icy-blue eyes bored into mine.  
 
    “Charles…” Cecelia gasped. “It… it kind of makes sense.”  
 
    “There’s no way.” I said.  
 
    “Only those of the purest bloodlines inherit the blood magik ability,” Celty said. “Is there anything that’s happened lately that’s made you question what your blood really holds?”  
 
    “The staff, Charles,” Kleeia whispered, and immediately, I turned to stare at her. “Your blood is the reason that the staff changed, and you can use it at will.”  
 
    Suddenly, I remembered the strange sensation that washed over me when I’d battled against Olette. I felt as if my blood were boiling in my veins, and it was trying to take control over me. I’d even marveled to myself that the sensation must’ve been how all aristocrats felt. Could all of this be true? 
 
    “Beatrix can summon weapons with her blood,” the robotic woman went on. “You may not be practiced enough to do it yourself, but I’m sure if she trained you, you’d get the hang of it.”  
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” I chuckled lightly and shook my head. “We don’t even know if it’s true--” 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak and turn simultaneously, but suddenly, the cobblestones rippled underneath my feet. It felt as if the whole city shook from the waves of an earthquake, and the rock below us cracked at the seams. I was lifted far above Kleeia, Celty, Valerie, and Cecelia as a massive, black chasm opened up in between us. Celty lowered herself closer to the ground, tucked her head, and pressed her right hand to the pavers to keep herself steady. Just as suddenly, the small piece of rock we stood on plunged, and the other monster-women rocketed skyward. 
 
    Their terrified faces flashed by me, and then seconds later were gone above my head. I searched in every direction as the broken street rose and fell like a massive tidal wave. Then I spotted them in the distance. There were maybe six or seven of them, black-cloaked aristocrats with a single woman at the front. Her pale hands moved languidly through the air as she forced the road to move at her will.  
 
    Matilda had told us about this woman, who could manipulate rock and stone, but I’d thought that the soldiers had already captured her. 
 
    Shit.  
 
    “Chaaaaarrrles!” Valerie screamed at the top of her lungs as the three of them plummeted down, and Celty and I were shot back up on the small ledge of rock and immediately began to sink again. “Heeeeeelp! Pleeeeeease!”  
 
    My mind raced for a moment, and I shifted my gaze over the continuously moving rock around us. With every second that passed, the stone around us rose even higher and slowly started to close in around us. Instantly, my eyes swiveled to Celty and her defensive stance beside me.  
 
    “Celty!” I roared. “Execute operation yellow duckie!”  
 
     “Activated.” The strange voice came from inside the robotic woman beside me, and instantly, she stood to her full height.  
 
    The blue light within her eyes shifted to scarlet, and she scanned the area around us for a long moment. I held on to the rolling cobblestones for dear life and hoped that in some way, the mechanical woman could help us in this situation. Her gaze moved in between the cracks of the walls closing in on us and finally settled on the lead woman. Suddenly, the seams of her arms and legs vibrated as she prepared to attack.  
 
    “Threat level fifteen.” The eerily calm voice echoed and then deepened to a guttural growl. “Human life directly threatened. Setting module shifted and selected. Mode two, activated. Attack sequence decoded. Ready to initiate and engage. Charles Rayburn, at the ready?”  
 
    “Yes,” I growled, gripped my staff tighter in my hands, and braced my legs against the constantly moving rock. “Ready to engage, Celty.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    Instantly, Celty’s metallic form began to change and shift into the mechanical dire wolf that I’d seen earlier. For some reason, the transformation process vaguely reminded me of the same one that happened inside of my machine. The robotic woman told me that she wanted a human body like my monster-women’s, but why would she want such a change? Sure, I knew that there were women who would give their lives to become one of my monster-women, but Celty’s custom-made mechanical body was a thing of wonders.  
 
    I braced my knees against the rolling rock underneath our feet and tightened my grip on my staff. Instantly, the glowing blues and purples inside of the swirling core shifted and beat a steady scarlet and orange. In one swift movement, I thrust the weapon out at my side, and its shape immediately began to change into the stunning flamberge. The silver wavy blade shone in the bright sunlight, and when I glanced to the left of me, Celty was already fully in her wolf-form. Her wine-colored eyes shifted between me and then the seven women ahead of us. The mechanical wolf pushed off of the rumbling cobblestones and kicked off on the rising and falling chunks of stone.  
 
    “Charles!” Cecelia screamed from far above me, but I didn’t have time to look.  
 
    “Get to safety!” I shouted. “Take your sisters somewhere safe if you can’t fight!”  
 
    “Can’t fight?” Kleeia’s voice echoed.  
 
    Seconds later, a wave of frigid air blasted past me, and a burst of blue caught my eye to the right. As I kicked off of the chunk of stone and slammed my heavy boot into another piece that slowly rose to the left at me, I swiveled my head in the direction of the ever-changing color. Just as before, the nix-woman used her ice ability to create a slope to slide down. The turquoise-haired beauty held out her hands on either side of her but kept her mint-colored eyes glued to the seven shadows ahead of us. I turned my attention back toward Celty and followed her every languid move across the broken surface that once was the street below.  
 
    I slammed my boots against another column of rock, used the blade of my sword to slow myself, and then twisted through the air toward the roiling cobblestones below. Celty had already reached the ground, but it seemed that the aristocrat causing all of this was throwing everything at the robotic wolf. None of it seemed to work as the mechanical creature dodged every rock and boulder that was sent her way. From the expression on the noble’s face, it was clear that close combat was not her strong suit, and the closer that Celty came, the more dangerous the situation became.  
 
    Kleeia flew past me once again in a giant arc of brilliant blues and white. As the nix-woman turned through the air in a graceful pirouette, she lifted both hands and blasted pointed icicles in the aristocrats’ direction. A massive boulder lifted into the air before any of the projectiles could do any real damage, but it was too late. Celty was almost to them, and I didn’t want to imagine what would come afterward. It seemed that the close encounter threw the noble into a fit of rage, and she scuttled backward with both of her gloved hands raised.  
 
    The rock my foot hit crumbled, but right as I was about to swivel away toward the ground below, the dirt solidified and trapped my whole shoe inside. My body jerked down from the momentum, and a choked off grunt escaped my tensed lips. I flailed, but I managed to curl my torso upward while I brought my sword above my head. I gripped the flamberge tighter in both hands, then I slammed the wavy blade down toward the solid rock that held me in place. In one swift movement, I smashed it against the solid rock. The stone crumbled slightly, and as I wriggled my leg, it finally came free.  
 
    My eyes widened in horror as I plummeted toward the darkened chasm below, but I managed to shift my body to the left and pushed both of my legs off of the same column of stone. I flew forward through the air, tucked my arms close to my body, and spun down toward the rolling cobblestones below. Right as I was about to land, I bent my knees, held out my sword to the side, and landed with an explosive crunch. My legs rang feebly from the landing, but it didn’t seem as if any of my bones were broken or cracked. I slowly lifted my head as an inky blue portal opened up to the right of me, and both Valerie and Cecelia stepped out.  
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, the feline-woman raced forward with her arms pumping at her sides and then faded from view. The black-drake-woman glanced at me out of the corner of her eye, grinned wickedly, and then summoned up another portal right before she disappeared inside of the swirling darkness.  
 
    I raised my head, and it looked as if Celty was about to reach the seven women, but what I hadn’t heard earlier were the strange snarling sounds that escaped her massive, silver maw. Her huge paws slammed against the broken street, and every time the aristocrat threw another piece of rock at her, the mechanical wolf-woman dodged with graceful ease.  
 
    I slammed my boots forward, and the same sensation washed over me again. Within my veins, I felt as if my blood were lava, and it caught each of my organs on fire as it moved throughout my circulatory system. Celty said that I could have a blood ability, but I had no idea what that meant, and if I did, I didn’t know how to unlock it. Something inside of me just told me to trust… trust myself and trust the guidance of the ancient staff in my possession. In every previous time of uncertainty, the staff had guided and showed me the way. Maybe if I handed over my trust once again, it would help me understand what was going on inside my body.  
 
    A bellowing roar rocketed down the street, and my eyes slammed back toward Celty and the seven aristocrats. The mechanical wolf flew through the air with its claws raised, and its enormous jaw opened wide. The robotic woman slammed into the noble, and instantly, the street stopped moving. Behind me, a loud creaking and groaning rose from the chasm and the craggy pieces suspended in the air. All of them began to fall back toward their rightful places in the road, and I scrambled out of the way with the sword held tightly to my side.  
 
    I was so close, and so were the rest of my monster-women. I wasn’t sure where Valerie was exactly, but I heard her cackling laughter in the distance. Instantly, two women to the left of the downed noble were knocked backward, and their anguished screams ripped the sky apart. I hadn’t given them the direct order to injure or kill them, but they knew that at some point in this journey, I would allow them to do so. I wasn’t sure what I was seeing as Celty’s bulky form went absolute berserk and a film of red shielded her from view. 
 
    Blood… Blood… Blood… My heart pounded in my chest, and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Goosebumps raced up and down my spine in prickled waves. I didn’t know why I had such a reaction to the fluid, but it must’ve had something to do with the ability ingrained within my body. I was feet away from the group of aristocrats when the form of the flamberge began to waver and change.  
 
    The silver blade of the weapon looked as if they were changing to liquid, but that didn’t quite make sense. As I lifted the sword over my head, something wet dripped across my shoulder and smattered against my cheek. All I saw were shades of red all around me as I brought the sword down and slashed through the air, but the weapon felt different. It was lighter in my hands, and the placement of my grip was farther apart than I remembered.  
 
    As terrified and pained screams of the aristocrats lifted in the air, all of my women, even Celty, drew back with gasps of surprise and shock. Through the haze of scarlet, I couldn’t make out their faces, but the robotic woman’s body shifted and changed back to the normal upright woman I’d met earlier. Suddenly, the women’s screams died out, but my arms kept moving in long, elegant arcs around the small space, and I only paused when something brushed against the toe of my boot. I brought my weapon up and away from the aristocrats’ bodies and rested its handle against the ruined cobblestones, but that wasn’t right… The weapon wasn’t long enough to rest against the ground.  
 
    I wasn’t sure where to look first as the haze of red slowly drifted out of my vision, and I was finally able to see properly. All seven of the aristocrats were dead, and their bodies were viciously torn apart. I half expected them to be ripped open by Celty’s sharp talons and massive maw, but the cuts across all of their bodies were clean as if they’d been sliced with a large knife.  
 
    “Charles…” Valerie whispered and came back into view beside me.  
 
    I glanced over at the ash-blonde, and her stunning face was smattered with speckles of blood. Had she killed them? No, there was no way that the cat-girl could do that much damage.  
 
    “What is that thing?” Kleeia asked.  
 
    I shook my head and drew back for a second as I held the weapon away from my body. It wasn’t the staff I was used to, and it certainly wasn’t the flamberge I’d summoned a few times before.  
 
    “Is that a scythe?” Celty asked in her usual monotone voice.  
 
    “But where is the blade?” Cecelia murmured. “Don’t scythes usually have those really long blades?”  
 
    “It had a blade,” the nix-woman stated. “I saw it.”  
 
    “You did?” I barked. “But it doesn’t have a blade now…”  
 
    “It was made of blood,” the robotic woman said. “I saw it for myself. You conjured a blood weapon, Charles Rayburn. I witnessed it for myself. I’m sure that I’m not the only one who saw it.”  
 
    “I-I...” Valerie spoke and then paused for a long moment before she shook her head. “I don’t know what I saw, and I don’t think I can begin to describe it if you asked me.”  
 
    “Look at yourself, Charles,” the mechanical woman ordered, grabbed me by the shoulder, and pointed me toward one of her shiny breastplates. “Look at your face. Not just your face, but your whole body. You’re covered in blood. I’m sure if we tested it, it wouldn’t just be the aristocrats’.”  
 
    “What does that mean?” I barked.  
 
    “Blood magik users summon their own blood,” Celty replied. “The blood on your face and shoulder, I’m sure that it is your own and not the nobles.”  
 
    “Celty,” I murmured. “I don’t believe in any of this… Yes, I’ve heard of blood magik, but I don’t think that I’m the type of person who could wield such a power.” 
 
    “Is this not proof?” The robotic woman gestured to the slaughtered corpses at our feet. “You may not be able to wield it as Beatrix does, but that weapon you hold has given you the ability to do so. You felt it, didn’t you? You felt the power move within you like a giant, curling snake?”  
 
    “It didn’t feel like a snake,” I sighed. “It felt like my insides were on fire.”  
 
    “Hey!” Valerie broke in. “Isn’t that how Rian described her power activating? She felt like her entire body was on fire, right? Maybe your ability is finally activating? It could’ve been dormant all of this time, and now, it’s finally starting to come alive.”  
 
    “That makes sense.” I nodded. “But I feel as if that’s not possible.”  
 
    “Think of what Beatrix said earlier to Edony,” Celty reminded. “You’re thinking in a way that the aristocrats taught you to. Abilities aren’t a birth-given gift, and they aren’t just for females. The Queen wanted Beatrix to inject powers into the brains of male patients. It’s possible, Charles. You already knew that you have an ability, so why is it so difficult for you to understand? Everything that the aristocrats have told you is a lie.”  
 
    “But I have so many questions,” I uttered, let my arm drop, and finally, the weapon in my hand shifted back into its usual form. “I don’t think I’ll ever find any answers.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Valerie asked, stepped forward, and rested a comforting hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “Why are male babies born without abilities?” I asked no one in particular. “Why am I the first? How is that possible? If the females develop them, then why don’t the boys, too?”  
 
    “Charles,” Celty broke in. “Think about the things they’ve been able to do so far. They isolated the core material in the elven women’s blood that gave aristocrats abilities in the beginning, don’t you think that they could somehow suppress the male counterparts?”  
 
    “That just seems so advanced,” I uttered with a shake of my head.  
 
    “They have the best minds on these projects,” the robotic woman assured. “Even if more than a third of them are forced to be there. Times are changing, Charles Rayburn, and the scientific world is becoming more advanced than we ever thought before. Every day, they’re making new discoveries that we could never imagine. Who knows what they could be cooking up in the Queen’s laboratories at this very minute? Well, probably not a lot since Beatrix and I practically blew the whole place up, but even before we did that. I wish that we could’ve gotten more information on what they were doing, but we were locked in a single room by ourselves, and they fully believed that they broke my security system, so I couldn’t really do anything to help Beatrix until the very end.” 
 
    “Wait,” I interrupted and slowly lifted my head. “There were more people trapped there against their will?”  
 
    “Yes.” Celty nodded. “We never met or spoke to them face to face, but there was large ductwork between our room and the next. Beatrix spoke to the woman in the room at lengths when I wasn’t able to. I believe she was a Harlot, but only in secret. I’m sure if the Queen knew, she would’ve had her killed despite the desperate need for her skills.” 
 
    “I can assume that the Queen had no idea that you and Beatrix are brute sympathizers?” I asked. 
 
    A strange noise exploded out of Celty’s voice box that sounded eerily like laughter. The sound was deep, gravely, and crackled with electricity. All of my women’s eyes widened at the sound, and even Valerie took a step backward with the hair on her ears raised.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” the robotic woman apologized. “Beatrix has tried giving me the ability to laugh, but the frequencies and synthesizers are off, and it sounds more maniacal and creepy than I think she intended. Unless that is what she intended… You never know with her. I just wish that I were in a human body, so I could speak and laugh like a normal human being.”  
 
    “It’s alright.” I chuckled lightly. “What were you saying before?”  
 
    “Ah, yes,” the robotic woman grunted. “You said that the Queen must not have known that we were brute sympathizers. I’m sure that if she knew, I’d be nothing more than spare parts by now, and Beatrix would probably be hanging from the gallows. It’s sad to say, but that is the grim reality. Beatrix didn’t breathe a word to the Queen about our affiliation.”  
 
    “Then why did she keep Beatrix under lock and key?” Valerie asked. “I mean, if she didn’t know that you’re Harlots, wouldn’t she allow you to come and go as you please? I’m sure that people who aren’t kept under duress work much better than those who are held prisoner.”  
 
    “You may not know this.” Celty began and then paused for a long moment. “But Beatrix is pretty well-known in the capital. She came from a very wealthy and brilliant family. She followed in her mother’s footsteps and became a scientist, but her beliefs strayed. I believe she saw one of Josephine’s mother’s lectures in a seedy, underground building and immediately changed her ways. After that, she dropped off the face of the earth. She hasn’t told me much, and I won’t pry, but I do know that during that time, she built her submersible and rarely came to the surface.”  
 
    “So, the Queen wanted Beatrix from the beginning?” I surmised.  
 
    “Yes.” The mechanical woman nodded. “Since she came from a family that is skilled in science and inventing, she was the best option. Beatrix’s mother had already passed by the time the Queen started looking for people to work on these projects, so they went with the next best. Beatrix, at this time, had already moved on to the canals in between Voltar and Florence. Those are the cities on the far side of the capital if you didn’t know. Once we heard of the search for her, we headed to Tulna, our usual home base, but it seemed that the Queen expected as much.” 
 
    “What happened?” I probed.  
 
    “It was peaceful,” Celty sighed. “We stayed for almost a month on the canal, and Beatrix sold some of her items to passersby. During that time, we met the desperados, and Beatrix made them their horses, then Matilda’s arm. They attacked Tulna, of course, and then fled into the desert. We thought that everything would go back to normal until one morning we woke up, and the entire submersible was surrounded by guards in their own ships. We had no way of escape, and they took us back to the capital. I believe you know the rest of the story after that.”  
 
    “I do.” I nodded. “But I am very glad that you and Beatrix managed to escape and made it out safely.”  
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” Celty uttered and bowed her head.  
 
    My gaze shifted down toward the discarded corpses at my feet and then swiveled toward the darkening sky above our heads. It was streaked with beautiful blues and purples but with hints of brilliant oranges and yellows. How could such a stunning sky stare down at an ugly sight like this? I had been the one to kill them, no one else. I’d thought for a few split seconds that it’d been my monster-women and Celty’s doing, but I’d been the one to tear their souls from their bodies. I’d taken many lives before, especially in the confines of my machine, but I’d never done it with my own two hands. Could I really have an ability, or was it just my imagination?  
 
    “Charles,” Valerie murmured. “Should we head back to the others? It’s starting to get dark. If there were any other aristocrats out here, I’m sure they would’ve come out to aid their sisters by now.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I muttered. “Let’s head back, and those of us who are leaving tomorrow can prepare for the journey.” 
 
    “I’m so excited!” the feline-woman squealed. “I know it’s like any other mission, but it feels different!”  
 
    Our party turned back the way we came and carefully climbed over the ruined cobblestones beneath our feet. My soldiers would probably come by later and clean up the bodies, but I had to wonder if they didn’t, how long would it take until they turned entirely to bone? It was hot in Tulna, so that meant that it would speed up the process. Maybe weeks, and then there would only be seven skeletons to remind us of what the city used to be.  
 
    The five of us cut through the streets back toward my soldiers and the rest of the monster-women, but I couldn’t tear my thoughts away from the journey ahead. I’d never traveled inside of a submersible, nor had I ever ventured out onto the canal. Hell, I’d only heard of the canal a few months ago, so all of this was new to me. From what Josephine told me, it would take us three days to get to Magnta on foot, so how long would it take us by submarine? Only a day?  
 
    I lifted my right hand, which held the staff tightly in its grip, and noticed the spattering of blood across my callused flesh. Would there be more bloodshed in Magnta, or would it be easier like Valestia was? I had no way of knowing, and when I asked the drake-woman, she hadn’t been able to tell me much. The honey-blonde had been barred access to the city and her mother shortly after the older woman developed the disease, but all of it seemed suspicious to me. As a doctor, I knew a little bit about the terrible disease, and generally, it took two full years to become active and infectious to others. Therefore, the doctors and nurses in Magnta had stopped Josephine from coming prematurely. She’d told me that she’d couldn’t visit after the first month of her mother being there, and all of that seemed very off to me.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what was going on in Magnta or what they were doing to Josephine’s mother, but we were going to find out one way or another. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    The next morning, I stepped out of the caravan for the last time in the coming days, then I lifted my eyes toward the massive wall. The fortification stretched so far up that as the sun rose, it still looked like night in the seemingly sleeping city. Dawn in Tulna was certainly the strangest thing I’d ever seen, and I doubted I’d ever witness something like it again. Everything was shadowed in hues of blue and purples right as the light shone down on the broken walls of the marchioness’ manor in the distance. I wondered for a moment in the silence of morning, what would it have been like to live in a city such as this? I’d grown up in Edenhart, which for the most part, was wide open spaces. Of course, the boarding school for boys I was raised in was farther away from the city, so the ‘brutelings’ wouldn’t disturb the aristocrats in their daily lives.  
 
    It was such a strange notion to me now… In the city I lived most of my life, there were three different finishing schools for girls, and each was sectioned off by age, but the boys were all lumped together in a hastily constructed room where all ages were taught. I barely remembered anything that the schoolmarms attempted to pound into my memory, but all of it had something to do with obeying your future mistresses. I wouldn’t even call it a school. At this point in my life, it was more like a prison where we were trained to be the best pets for our city’s women.  
 
    “My Lord!” a familiar voice boomed from the left of me, and I turned with a wide smile.  
 
    “Good morning, Aschere.” I smiled. “How are you? How did the rest of the battle go?”  
 
    “Very well, my lord!” The older man nodded with a bark of a laugh then offered me his meaty paw. “We managed to capture all of the aristocrats, and then one of the desperados, Mattie, I believe her name is, helped us track down any other ones that were hiding in the houses. Though, we did find quite a mess of bodies down a side street after you and your women returned yesterday. I hope that wasn’t you, my lord?”  
 
    My mind flashed back to yesterday and the sudden change in me and the staff. My eyes met Aschere’s for a long moment, and he seemed to be asking silent questions, but it was clear that I didn’t want to answer them. How could I? I didn’t even know what was going on inside of me. How could I give him an answer?  
 
    “They attacked us,” I uttered slowly. “And thankfully, we had the aid of Celty on our side.”  
 
    “Ah, I see.” The dark-haired man nodded. “So, now that we’ve taken Tulna, and you’re headed to Magnta, what should the rest of the army do? I can assume that you don’t want us to wait here, twiddling our thumbs.”  
 
    “You are correct,” I said. “The plan is to take out Magnta, and just the five of us will move out. I want you and the rest of the army to head toward the capital.”  
 
    “What?” Aschere gasped and drew back. “My lord? Why?”  
 
    “Because,” I started and then paused. “Once we’ve taken Magnta and retrieved Josephine’s mother, we will come back to you and split off once again. From what I’ve been told from Matilda, Cecelia, and Edony, Rezel is fairly small, so we won’t need the whole army to attack.”  
 
    “You’re planning to take two different cities alone?” the guard balked.  
 
    “Well, technically, I won’t be alone.” I laughed. “I’ll have my monster-women with me. Once we’ve got control over Rezel, we will return for a second time, and then… we will march to the capital.”  
 
    “My lord…” Aschere whispered and shook his head. “Don’t you think that it’s too soon? Are we prepared to take on a task like that?”  
 
    “No, I don’t think it’s too soon,” I stated. “We’ve prepared for this for a long time. Look at our masses, Aschere. We have plenty of men and almost thousands of monster-women. They’ve been prepped and trained for this. If anything, all of the smaller cities that we’ve taken over were just practice for the coming battle against the capital. Look around you, Aschere. Tulna is by far the largest city that we’ve ever infiltrated, and we managed to do it within a few hours. I may have never been to the capital, but I think we’ve built up our masses enough to take it over.”  
 
    “Maybe not yet.” A purring, feminine voice chuckled from behind me. “But I’m sure once Rezel and Magnta are under our control, we’ll have enough soldiers and monster-women to take them. I’d say we need… maybe need one or two-hundred men to make it a complete army.”  
 
    Edony lazily ran one of her delicate hands through her thick, almost colorless hair. Her violet eyes pierced through the space between us, and a small smile curled over her luscious, plump lips. Her pale fingers left the thick wefts of her hair and reached up to scratch at the soft fur of her left ear.  
 
    “There is one concern that I have with you leaving so soon.” The she-wolf murmured, and instantly, I raised my eyebrows.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “Something to do with the army?”  
 
    “Oh, no.” The wolf-woman shook her head. “I’m only concerned about Rian.”  
 
    “Rian?” I asked. “What’s the matter with her?” 
 
    “Charles…” Edony tittered softly and hooded her stunning eyes for a second. “You’ve seen her. That baby inside of her is growing rapidly. There is no doubt in my mind that she’ll give birth within the next few weeks. My only hope is that you’re here to witness the birth of your first child.”  
 
    In the midst of planning our battles and which cities to take over next, I’d nearly forgotten that Rian was almost to full term. I hoped that by the time we returned from this errand, I would be the one to bring our first child into the world.  
 
    “I don’t want to alarm you,” the she-wolf soothed. “But she is fairly far along in terms of an imp, and she’s started to complain about pains in her womb. Of course, they’re not full contractions, but they generally start a few weeks before actual labor happens.”  
 
    “Okay,” I murmured, cupped my chin, and thought for a moment. “We’ll try to keep our stay in Magnta to the minimum. Less than a day. I know that Rian can’t exactly ‘hold it in’, but I’m sure if I told her to, she’d try.”  
 
    “You know how Rian is.” The Duchess laughed. “She can do anything as long as she puts her mind to it.”  
 
    “Charles!” Valerie shouted, and I immediately turned toward the sound of her voice. “Charles! Charles! Charles!”  
 
    The ash-blonde raced down the street toward us with a very winded and red-faced Josephine behind her. The feline-woman held two large satchels in her right hand as she dragged the heiress along with the other. The cat-girl’s blue eyes shined with excitement, and even as she raced toward us, there was a slight skip in her step.  
 
    “Valerie!” Josephine panted. “P-P-Please, slow down!” 
 
    “Nooooooo!” the ash-blonde cried and shook her head. “We’re going on an adventure!”  
 
    From beside me, Edony giggled softly under her breath, crossed her arms over her chest, and slowly shook her head at the feline-woman’s antics. We were used to the ash-blonde’s escapades by now, but it was always a sight to see when she was this visibly excited. When they finally reached us, the cat-girl threw down the satchels, raced forward with her arms held out, and leaped into my arms.  
 
    “This is going to be so much fuuuuuun!” Valerie howled at the brightening sky. “We’re going to take a trip in the submersible, get to know Beatrix and Celty better, and even get to meet Josephine’s mom finally!”  
 
    I hugged the ash-blonde tightly to my chest as she kicked out her legs behind her and wriggled uncontrollably. Once I set her back down, Josephine slowly sidled over, grabbed the discarded bags from the ground, and fanned her red face with her free hand.  
 
    “Are you ready to go, Josie?” I asked. “When I woke up this morning, I thought that surely you’d be the one who’d be running down the street toward us, not Valerie.”  
 
    “Well, yes.” The honey-blonde laughed nervously. “But I do try to keep my wits about me even when I’m excited. All of that training from my childhood has never left me.”  
 
    “My dear Josephine.” Edony tutted. “Always so prim and proper.”  
 
    “Where are the rest of your sisters?” I smiled. “I thought they’d be here to see all of us off.”  
 
    “We’re heeeeere!” Rian’s voice boomed from the doorway of the caravan. “You’re not leaving until you say goodbye and give each of us a big, wet kiss!”  
 
    The imp-woman held onto the doorframe of the caravan as she slowly lowered herself down to the ground. I guessed that I hadn’t noticed all of the sudden and apparent changes to my red-skinned beauty’s body over the last few weeks. Her stomach no longer looked like a tiny bump, instead, it bulged out in a perfect circle that dipped down a little bit. As a practiced doctor, I knew that could only mean one thing. Our child had already started to shift downward, and before long, it’d be in the perfect position to make its entrance into the world.  
 
    “Don’t leave yet!” Kleeia cried and then hurried out to help the black-haired beauty toward us.  
 
    “They won’t leave without telling us bye.” Daisy laughed. “Valerie will miss us too much if she doesn’t spend twenty minutes telling each of us she loves us.”  
 
    “That’s not true!” the feline-woman pouted. “I just… like you guys a little bit.”  
 
    “What’s happenin’ over here?” a familiar drawl uttered from around the corner, and before long, both Matilda and Olette came into view. “It’s far too early for any of this, Charlie. I’m tired. I need my beauty rest.”  
 
    Before I could open my mouth to reply, an inky blue portal opened up to the left of me, and Cecelia stepped out with two burlap bags criss-crossed over her shoulders. They looked fairly heavy from the way she held them, but as soon as her emerald eyes met mine, the black-drake-woman grinned happily.  
 
    “Yes!” Cecelia chuckled. “I got here right on time!”  
 
    “Where were you?” Daisy asked. “You got up pretty early this morning. I’m pretty sure you were out of bed before Charles was, and you have to get up super early to do that.”  
 
    “Well, I knew that they’d be leaving today,” Cecelia said, shrugged off the bags, and rested them at my feet. “So, I wanted to go around to the houses and collect things that you guys might need. You know, food, water, and a few other things, like a medical kit that I found stashed in a cupboard. Oh! I also found three bottles of wine.”  
 
    “What kind of wine?” a monotone voice asked from behind me, and I turned as both Celty and Beatrix trundled up the stairs from the canal’s boardwalk.  
 
    “Uhhhhhh,” Cecelia drawled out, rifled through the bags, and then grabbed one of the bottles. “It looks like one of them is strawberry, the other is a red wine, and the third is white. Why?”  
 
    “I’m allergic to cherries.” The scientist laughed. “So, if it were cherry wine, I would’ve had to have you throw it overboard for me, or else I’d have a severe allergic reaction. Now, is everyone ready to go? I had to prep a few things in the submarine, but it’s primed and ready to get out in the water.”  
 
    “I think we are.” I nodded, turned, and then opened up my arms to the women we were leaving here.  
 
    Immediately, they raced forward and slammed into me. Their warmth surrounded me from all directions, and I pressed tender kisses to each of their lips. I could tell from their faces that they wanted to come along, too, but they couldn’t because of the size of the submersible. Each of them whispered sweet words into my ear, and I reached out to stroke each of their heads tenderly. I wasn’t sure how long we stayed like this, but I didn’t want to let go. We’d been together for so long and being away from them, even for a few days, seemed like centuries.  
 
    “We have to go,” I whispered and pulled away slightly. 
 
    “Nooooo,” Rian whimpered, snuggled in closer, and grabbed my right hand before resting it against her rotund belly. “Not yet. Just wait a minute.”  
 
    The imp-woman’s stomach was warm against the fabric of her bodysuit, and I could’ve sworn I felt movement beneath my hand. I paused for a few seconds until it came again, but this time, it was much stronger than the first. A strange sound exploded from my throat, and an unfamiliar sensation swelled in my chest. My women pulled away from me instantly except for Rian, and the two of us stood frozen in this position for a few more minutes. The longer I waited, the more I felt the big kicks come from our child inside her womb.  
 
    “By science,” I whispered. “That’s our baby.”  
 
    “He’s more active now.” Rian giggled. “He knows that he’s coming into the world soon, and he won’t settle down.”  
 
    “It’s a boy?” I asked. “How do you know?”  
 
    “Well, I don’t.” The red-skinned imp shrugged. “I just feel it. Somehow, I know that it’s a boy.”  
 
    My vision blurred, and when I went to swipe at my eyes, my skin was wet with tears. I chuckled deprecatingly, but Rian shook her head, took my hand, and pressed it to her soft, warm cheek.  
 
    “It’s alright,” the black-haired beauty soothed. “It’s natural to cry. It’s your first child.”  
 
    “And just wait until she gives birth!” Valerie cried. “I’m sure that once you hold him for the first time, you’ll be blubbering, well, just like a baby.”  
 
    “I’m sure I will,” I murmured and slowly let my hand drop from Rian’s stomach. “Wait for us to get back, okay? I know you can’t control it, but I need to be here when it happens.”  
 
    “No promises,” Rian chided. “But I’ll certainly try, Charles. Now, get out there and give Magnta hell from all of us.”  
 
    “Will do.” I nodded, grabbed the bags that Cecelia had given us, turned, and then waved over my shoulder to my monster-women.  
 
    The five of us stepped down the moist stairs toward the dock where the submersible waited, and Valerie paused for a moment in the middle of the walkway to look back. The ash-blonde pursed her lips, and the color in her blue eyes darkened.  
 
    “It feels so strange leaving without them.” The cat-girl pouted. “Doesn’t it? I don’t think we’ve ever been apart like this before. Daisy and I were the first monster-girls, and it just doesn’t feel right not to have her by my side. What are we going to do if we encounter a mythical beast? None of us know anything about that stuff! I certainly don’t! Charles, please, Charles, can we bring Daisy along with us? It just doesn’t feel right without her.”  
 
    “Daisy has to stay here, Val,” I uttered, wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and steered her toward the submarine. “I know you’re nervous being without her, but weren’t you just excited to go on this adventure alone?”  
 
    “Yes…” the feline-woman murmured and then instantly perked back up. “You know what? We’ll be fine! It’ll just be me, Josie, Charlie, Beatrix, and Celty! We’ll have a grand ol’ time, and then once we reach Magnta, we’ll kick aristocrat ass!”  
 
    “Not only that.” I chuckled. “But remember how desperate you were to become friends with Josephine in the beginning? Like the time when I went to fix the elevator in her mines, and you wanted so badly to meet her, but you had to stay invisible the entire time? You’ve never gotten to spend time with Josephine alone like this, and I’m sure that the two of you will form an unbreakable bond.”  
 
    “We’ll form a bond with Beatrix and Celty, too!” the ash-blonde cried and grabbed the petite scientist by the arm. “There’s no use in resisting, Beatrix, you’re part of this family now, too!”  
 
    “What about Celty?” I asked through a grin.  
 
    “I am fine,” the robotic woman replied. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Aw!” Valerie shouted, reached out, and grabbed the mechanical being by the arm. “Come on! You are part of this whether you like it or not! I also brought a special suuuuurprise for everyone!”  
 
    “Surprise?” I asked. “What type of surprise?”  
 
    “You’ll just have to wait until we’re out in the canal before I show you.” The feline-woman giggled. “For some reason, I really think that Celty is going to like it.”  
 
    Once we crossed the small dock to the submersible, Beatrix paused, turned, and then placed her hands on her hips.  
 
    “Alright,” the petite redhead barked. “There are a few rules I have while inside the submersible. I’ve never had any guests except for Irene that one time, so this is a bit new for both of us. First thing, I don’t know if any of you are clean-freaks, but it is a mess down there, and I’d rather you not comment on it. There is a method to my madness, but only I know my way through the insanity, so please don’t touch anything. Jumping off the last thing I said, please don’t touch anything. I have a lot of equipment down there, and it… isn’t exactly safe. I’m not worried about you, Charles, but Val, you seem like a curious one. I mean that as no insult, I am, too, but I just don’t want you getting hurt.”  
 
    “You got it!” the ash-blonde nodded with a grin. “I can do that. Plus, I used to help Charles in his laboratory, so I kind of know my way around.”  
 
    “Good, good.” The petite redhead smiled, turned, and then headed straight for the door.  
 
    Her small hands went to the silver wheel centered in the middle of the rounded metal door and started to turn it. The tiny scientist struggled at first but waved a hand at me as I offered to help her. Right as she started to grunt underneath her breath, a loud thunk sounded from the other side of the door, and a wide grin spread over her features. The wheel moved faster now, and suddenly the door opened in on itself to reveal a darkened room beyond.  
 
    Beatrix wasted no time as she stepped inside and began tapping panels along the walls. Valerie, Josephine, and I followed after Celty as the robotic woman moved in after the scientist and began aiding her friend in turning on the modules. Soft, warm lights flickered on all around us, and I was able to take in everything around me. It seemed that Beatrix had extravagated the mess, but I understood where she was coming from as a fellow scientist. Nothing inside of the submersible looked messy to me, but to an outsider, maybe.  
 
    The left side of the tight space seemed as if it were the scientist’s laboratory and workspace. A large panel of the wall was cut out and looked as if it were shelving but built on a wheel. A large red button to the left glowed brightly in the dimness, and I assumed that if you pushed it, the wheel would turn and reveal another set of shelves with more supplies. It was an ingenious invention, and I wondered why I hadn’t thought of that while back at the manor. Some bins on the shelf were full of spare metal parts, while others held things like screws, nails, and various tools.  
 
    A large wood table was set directly into the middle of the space with a small aisle behind it for Beatrix to move around. The tabletop was worn with places where the stain had rubbed off and large gouges where she’d accidentally hit the table with a screwdriver or needle-nose pliers. Right as Beatrix brushed past me to close the door, I turned toward the right side of the submersible.  
 
    On the other side of the room, there was a small nook with a table large enough for two or three people along with a bench to sit on. A single lamp swung from the ceiling and gave off even more golden light. I stepped forward and then noticed the little pod close to the ceiling. There were a few rungs affixed to the wall to get up to the small space, and when I peeked up inside of it, I spied a nest of worn blankets, a single pillow, and a worn paperback hastily stuffed underneath. This must’ve been the place where Beatrix slept most nights, and as I dropped down to my usual height, I noticed the bulky metal object to the right of me.  
 
    “What is this?” I asked and jerked my head in the item’s direction.  
 
    “Oh,” Beatrix breathed, lifted her head from the panel she was working on, and then tittered. “That’s Celty’s ‘pod’.”  
 
    “Pod?” Valerie tilted her head curiously.  
 
    “Yeah, her pod.” The scientist laughed. “Since most of Celty is robotic, she doesn’t need sleep. She could simply go on autopilot while she rests, and the body can do the work for her if need be. I even put in a special mechanism inside her body, so she could complete tasks that I asked her to do without even having to lift a… uhm, I was going to say finger, but you know what I mean. She didn’t like the idea of that when I told her. She wants to be treated like a human, not a machine. So, I built her this. It’s essentially a sleep pod, kind of like mine, but it’s specifically made for her. When she steps inside, the top comes down and shuts out all of the light, so she can rest. The whole mechanism evaluates her body and fixes any problems that it finds. For example, if one of the couplers in her joints wears out, it’ll go in and repair or replace them. It’s mainly used for smaller things, like torn wires, but it can do bigger stuff, too, in cases when I’m too busy on another project.”  
 
    I glanced around the room one more time and could make out different pieces of equipment I recognized, but right in the middle of the space where the ceiling rose into the periscope, there was a large chair on a dais. I stepped closer and peeked at the five panels positioned in front of it. This had to be where Beatrix piloted the submarine, but how? The scientist thumped over before I asked, slapped me on the shoulder good-naturedly, and then slid into the worn leather seat.  
 
    “Are you ready to get this show on the road, Charles?” the redhead asked.  
 
    “Of course.” I nodded. “Is it alright if I stay next to you? I’d love to know how you pilot this thing.”  
 
    “Oh?” the scientist questioned. “Yeah, I can show you. It’s pretty easy if I say so myself. Alright, Ms. Valerie and Ms. Josephine, you may want to sit down for a little bit. The descent can get a little bumpy.”  
 
    Instantly, the two blondes glanced at each other and then hurried over to the small table in the cozy-looking nook. Beatrix grabbed a large lever to the right of her without a moment’s hesitation and peeked over her shoulder.  
 
    “Sorry.” Beatrix giggled. “Had to check if the door was closed. It happened one time, and now Celty won’t let me live it down.”  
 
    “You flooded the whole submarine!” The robotic woman barked. “My body was out of commission for two months. I know I may complain about it, but it’s very strange being plopped into a jar after spending months in a body you can move. You also ruined many of your machines, and then you either had to build new ones or buy them! You wasted so much of our money when you easily could’ve checked the door before we started descending.”  
 
    “I thought you were my assistant for a reason, Celty?” the scientist sang.  
 
    “I may be your assistant,” the mechanical woman uttered. “But I am not your maid or mother. You need to learn how to close a door when you come in or out of a place, especially if that ‘place’ is the submarine that you live in.” 
 
    “I said I was sorry!” The redhead laughed, turned toward me, and tapped a small leather strap attached to the headrest of her seat. “You may want to hold on to this.” 
 
    “Oh,” I muttered, wound my fingers into the leather, and then braced my legs against the metal, corrugated floor. “Thanks.”  
 
    The entire chair faced what seemed like a blank wall, but as Beatrix cranked the lever back, metal panels on the outside of the submersible opened up with a low groaning sound. The scientist’s tiny fingers were a flurry over the panels as the entire submarine began to vibrate and rumble. Suddenly, we jerked downward, and I held tightly to the leather strap to keep in place. Beatrix laughed lightly, muttered a quick apology, and then laid her hands on another lever on the other side of her seat.  
 
    “Heeeeere weeee gooooo!” the redhead cackled and threw them forward.  
 
    The submersible sunk slowly this time, and as I gazed out of the glass ahead of us, bubbles rushed past the dome-shaped window. It was dark underneath the canal’s crystal clear water, and Beatrix hastily reached forward to flip a metal switch. Instantly, six lamps on the front of the submersible kicked on, and light flooded into the canal. I stood next to her and stared out at the water in absolute wonder. The change in pressure made my ears pop a few times, but I barely even noticed the irritation as a school of medium-sized blue fish rushed past us.  
 
    “Alrighty, then,” the scientist muttered. “Now that we’re under, we can get the hell out of here.”  
 
    Beatrix laid her hands against the wheel and slowly guided us away from the algae-covered posts of the dock. We moved through the water slowly at first but picked up speed as we neared the entrance into Tulna’s canal. I’d never been in a vehicle like this before, and the sensation of being inside of it was the strangest that I’d ever experienced. I kept my eyes glued ahead of us and took in everything that the underwater world had to offer. Of course, it wasn’t as exciting as using the submersible in the ocean or something like that, but there was so much life down here that I hadn’t expected. Large orange and white spotted crabs crawled along the canal’s sides, and long wefts of seaweed grew in between tiny cracks of the floor.  
 
    “I didn’t think there’d be so many species down here,” I murmured. “I just thought it was, you know, a canal.”  
 
    “Well, it depends on the area,” Beatrix explained. “If we were in the poorer part of Tulna, yes, but that’s also because they don’t have plumbing and toss their sewage into the canal. Areas like this, where there’s money, have treatment centers to clean the water. Of course, the canals are connected to the mountains where the natural spring water comes from, but they also lead to the ocean. There have been a few times that I’ve dived down pretty deep and could’ve sworn I saw something that looked suspiciously like a large shark.”  
 
    “That’s amazing,” I muttered. “I’ve always been fascinated by ocean life, though I never had the time to study it.”  
 
    “Maybe after all of this war stuff is over,” Beatrix said. “The two of us can head out onto the southern sea and study together. I’ve always been too scared to go alone, and Celty can’t swim if we did decide to go up to the surface at some point.”  
 
    The two of us fell silent and kept our eyes glued forward. Beatrix concentrated on maneuvering us out of Tulna, but I stayed where I stood and couldn’t tear my eyes away from the wonders just outside the glass. I didn’t realize how long I stood there until I almost lost all sensation in my legs, and I chuckled softly under my breath. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” the scientist asked and raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Nothing.” I shook my head. “I was just so wrapped up in looking out the window that my legs went numb.”  
 
    “Oh!” Beatrix laughed. “You can probably go sit down at the table with your women. It’s safe to move around the cabin now. You just have to be careful when we’re going up or down. That’s when things start to get real wobbly and wonky around here.”  
 
    I nodded to her and then turned toward the table where both Josephine and Valerie still sat. The honey-blonde leaned forward in her seat and stared out the window, too, but the feline-woman held her bulky bag to her chest and kept her eyes firmly shut. I sat down beside her, wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and instantly, she relaxed.  
 
    “You okay?” I asked and stroked her ear softly.  
 
    “Yeah,” Valerie grumbled. “I’m a little seasick, though. I hope it passes soon. Not only that, but I’m a cat, and I don’t exactly like the idea of being surrounded by water on all sides.”  
 
    “Maybe we should try something to take your mind off of it?” Josephine offered. “Wasn’t there something that you wanted to show us?”  
 
    “Ohhhhhh.” Valerie breathed, peeked at me out of a single eye, and then grinned slyly. “Yeeeeaaaah.”  
 
    In one swift movement, the feline-woman lifted her bag onto the table with a loud thunk and then glanced around for the robotic woman. A broad smile swept over the ash-blonde’s lips, and she hurriedly waved the mechanical woman over.  
 
    “Yes?” Celty said. “What is it you need?”  
 
    “U-Uhm, i-i-if you could please,” the feline-woman stammered nervously. “Maybe take off your faceplate?”  
 
    “Why would I do such a thing?” the mechanical woman asked.  
 
    “Please?” Valerie begged. “Just for a little bit.”  
 
    Celty’s piercing blue eyes swiveled between me and the feline-woman beside me. I shrugged at Celty, and a strange whisper of air rushed out of her metal body as if she were sighing out of exasperation. Thankfully, that wasn’t it because seconds later, a soft click resounded around the room, and the robotic woman reached up toward her faceplate with both hands. Celty lifted it off and revealed the brain underneath all of the metal.  
 
    “Thank you.” Valerie grinned, pushed her pack across the table in one swift movement, and then opened it up.  
 
    “Well, ‘ello!” an awfully familiar voice echoed in the confines of my brain. “Oooooh-ho-ho, is this the surprise you were telling me about, Valerie? She’s a beaut! A vision!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    “You brought A.B. along,” I uttered flatly, swiveled my gaze to the feline-woman, and raised my eyebrows.  
 
    “Well, I figured that they should meet.” The ash-blonde giggled. “And what would be a better time? We’re going on a short journey, just the five of us, and Celty and A.B. could get to know each other better during it.”  
 
    “What, Charles?” the brain barked. “Are you disappointed that I made a surprise appearance? Oh, I see how it is. You wanted to keep me locked away in that stuffy makeshift laboratory. I knew it! I suspected it all along! I bet you never intended to craft me a body in the first place!”  
 
    “So,” Celty stated. “This is the reanimated brain that you told us about?”  
 
    “What?” Beatrix shrieked from the front of the submersible. “You brought your brain with you, and you didn’t tell me?”  
 
    Instantly, the submersible jerked to the side, and before Valerie and I could tumble off of the bench, I braced my legs. My arm instinctively moved to grab the organ’s jar as it skittered precariously close to the edge, but before I could reach it, Celty placed both hands around the container. Her metallic fingers clinked against the glass, and all of us fell silent as she lifted him entirely off the table. As the robotic woman brought A.B.’s jar closer to her own, the two brains seemed to size each other up.  
 
    “If I’m being honest.” I laughed under my breath. “I don’t think A.B.’s ever been this silent during the entire time I’ve known him.”  
 
    “Can you see?” Celty asked.  
 
    “Yes and no,” A.B. replied. “I like to call it a sensation of ‘unseeing.’ I know there are objects around me, and I can pick them out, though it’s kind of like needing glasses but not wearing them all the time, so you’ve grown accustomed to the blurriness.”  
 
    “I remember that sensation.” Celty nodded. “I can see now, but only through the aid of the body that Beatrix built for me. When I take off my faceplate, it’s all a blur, so I generally try to keep it on. I haven’t had much interaction with other humans, but I’ve learned they certainly don’t like seeing a human brain out in the open. There’s also something to be said for their dislike of robots, too, but that’s unrelated.”  
 
    “Humans don’t like things that appear human but aren’t quite,” I explained. “Something to do with the idea of appearing human, but not actually being human. There’s a whole theory about it, but most of them came about because of the skincrawlers of the northern territories.” 
 
    “Skincrawlers?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “They’re a type of mythical beast that can change its form to appear to be something else, but it slowly wears off, and they are forced to shed that skin.”  
 
    “These science types.” A.B. sighed in exasperation as he shook in his jar. “They think because we’re brains that we’re instantly interested in all things science-related.”  
 
    “That wasn’t even science-related…” I chuckled. “It was about a mythical beast.” 
 
    “I can relate,” The mechanical woman breathed. “This one thinks that because I’m now living in a robotic body that I should be instantly interested in all things mechanical and mechanized. I may not remember my past, but I must’ve had hobbies, and I highly doubt that any of them involved science or inventions.” 
 
    “Thank you!” my assistant cried. “Someone finally said it! Sure, I don’t mind taking notes every once in a while, but I’m not overly interested in hanging over your shoulder twenty-four seven--”  
 
    “Hey!” Beatrix shouted through a grimace. “If you hated it so much, why didn’t you tell me?”  
 
    “Also,” I broke in. “Science isn’t a hobby for me. It’s my profession if you hadn’t realized that by now.”  
 
    “You know that you are my dear friend, Charles.” My assistant laughed. “But a brain’s gotta get out every once in a while. Stretch its… brainstem and whatnot.”  
 
    “Yes.” I chuckled. “And here you are, out in the world, and stretching your brainstem.” 
 
    “I mean, it’s not all bad,” Celty assured, rested A.B.’s jar back on the table, and bent down closer to his level. “I get to travel and see different places… through the portholes in the submersible.”  
 
    “Ah, yes!” A.B. cackled. “I was allowed to leave the manor once, and that was it. The other time, they placed me in the caravan’s driver’s seat, and I nearly spilled out into the middle of the road. It’s a wonder I didn’t get trampled by the horses’ hooves or the wheels!”  
 
    “Hey!” I chuckled. “You asked to sit up front with us, so it was your fault.”  
 
    “Look at them,” Valerie cooed, tugged at my sleeve, and sat back against the bench. “They’re bonding.”  
 
    “Yeah.” I snorted. “In a bizarre and somewhat offensive way.”  
 
    “Don’t think of it as offensive,” the ash-blonde corrected. “We just don’t know what it’s like to be in a situation like A.B. or Celty’s. They can’t move or go anywhere on their own. They’re entirely reliant on the people who found them, except in Celty’s case now that she has a body.”  
 
    “Speaking of that body,” my assistant interrupted. “How can I get one of those things? Maybe not the exact one, but a manlier version?”  
 
    “I’m sure that Beatrix could build you one,” the mechanical woman assured. “But I will tell you, it’s not the same as being in a body. Sure, I can move around, pick things up, and do anything that others can, but it’s certainly not the same. As you’ve probably already suspected, I have no sensation of touch. I pick things up, and all I feel is the weight and a strange… coldness where there should be texture and sensation. I’ve been a reanimated brain for a long time, but for some reason, the memory of touch is the only thing that’s stuck with me for so long. I think that’s one of the senses that most humans take for granted…”  
 
    “I can understand that,” A.B. concurred. “I can’t remember what it’s like to touch anything, and I think if I were in your position, I would go mad. It’s like teasing a horse with a carrot, only to snatch it away seconds before it’s about to grab it. I-I don’t remember a lot of things from my life before I was extracted. I can recall the person who did this to me and how it happened, but other than that, my life is a wasteland of blackened echoes. Even if I do hear or see something, there’s no memory attached to it.”  
 
    “For as long as I’ve had A.B.,” I explained to both Celty and Beatrix. “He has only had one clear memory, and it was the moment before and after his mistress extracted him from his body. Celty, I won’t pry about your past and how you came to be like this, but I can’t deny that I’m incredibly curious. Another reanimated brain is uncommon, but a female one? It almost seems impossible. No one would dare to lay a hand on an aristocrat, but to kill the body and extract the living brain? To be honest, it seems a bit hypocritical. Maybe not now after witnessing how lower-class women are treated in places like Birskonn, Granhamn, and Tulna, but growing up in Edenhart, nothing bad ever happened to any woman.”  
 
    Celty’s robotic body turned, and the bulbous brain stared at me for a long time. Just like with A.B., I couldn’t tell if she was seeing me or not, but a long blast of air exhaled out of the mechanical body like a sigh.  
 
    “We’ve never been to Edenhart.” Beatrix broke the silence in a low, melancholy tone. “But from what we’ve heard, it’s a small, quaint little town nestled in between the mountains. I don’t mean to sound rude, Charles, but there is a huge difference between growing up in the capital and living in Edenhart… Everything that’s been going on with the Queen has been occurring for a long time. It’s not new. I can tell that Celty isn’t comfortable enough with you yet to tell you what happened, but I can say that Celty isn’t the first, and she’s certainly not the last.”  
 
    “What?” I breathed and instantly swiveled my eyes back to the mechanical woman. “I won’t pry, but this… this is absolutely shocking.”  
 
    “Like A.B.,” Celty started and then paused for a moment. “I was one of the first experiments and the only one who survived through the trial period. Therefore, I am like your assistant. Entirely unique and irreplaceable. The Queen wants super-soldiers. We already know that, but it wasn’t the brutes she was testing on in the first few experiments. It was females. She wanted to perfect the method she already used on the elven women, but as more and more women died, her council grew concerned about how the public would react if they found out somehow. I can only guess at how many women she killed, but if I were to make an estimate, I’d say… seven-hundred or more.”  
 
    “Those numbers sound a lot like the woman who extracted me,” A.B. interrupted. “The only memory I have is right before the experiment and after when I was already in a jar on a shelf. There were hundreds of other jars around me, but none of them answered when I called out to them. They were dead.”  
 
    “Charles and I discussed the possibility that the scientist who did that to you might have been my predecessor at the palace.” Beatrix nodded. “All of the information sounds the same, and Charles even described your dream to us. It fits.” 
 
    “Predecessor…” My assistant repeated. “I can assume that means she’s dead?”  
 
    “Yes.” Beatrix nodded solemnly. “Long dead from what we learned. They had a replacement for a bit, but I don’t think she did very well, so they searched for me.”  
 
    “Why do you ask?” Celty probed.  
 
    “I think I was in love with her,” the brain admitted. “She was my mistress, and somehow, I can sense that I would’ve done anything for her. I feel as if I was her assistant, then, too, but I know that’s not possible as a brute. After the memory came back, I spent a lot of time dwelling on it, and I think I know what happened. This isn’t coming from my memory or anything like that. It’s strictly my own thoughts.”  
 
    “What do you think happened, A.B.?” I asked.  
 
    “Do you remember the night of Edony’s ball?” my assistant uttered, and I nodded along.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “It was the very same night that I created Valerie. I figured out what was the missing variable and rushed home from the Duchess’ manor. Why?”  
 
    “She had a moment like that, too,” the brain explained. “She rushed in, in a manic state. I can’t recall what she said, but she was so excited and couldn’t wait to try out the process one more time. I know for sure that I was her consort, and that’s why I was so close to her. The men used in the experiment were nothing more than patients, just like yours, Charles. She figured that it wouldn’t work unless it were someone close to her and… I was her loyal lapdog. I would do anything for her, and because of that loyalty, here I am. A reanimated brain in a jar. I have another theory, Charles, if you’d like to hear it.”  
 
    “Of course.” I nodded. “Go on.”  
 
    “I think she was the first person that I could talk to like this,” A.B. murmured. “She hadn’t expected it, of course, and when I suddenly started speaking directly into her brain, she tossed me out. She worked so hard to create me, and once she finally perfected the technique, I was no longer useful to her. Isn’t that funny? It’s horrible to admit, Charles, but when you heard my voice and brought me home to the manor, I thought the same thing would happen again. You would tire of me and then send me off to another lonesome curio shop where I’d rot in my juices for all eternity.”  
 
    “Has that happened yet?” I asked. “We’ve been together for almost a year and a half now, and I still haven’t done any of that. Do you really expect it to happen again?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” The brain shook in the liquid of his jar for a moment. “I know I can be demanding and overbearing, but it’s just my personality, and I thought that there’d come a day where it’d be too much for you. You’d get annoyed with me demanding tubes around the manor, and just… toss me into a lake or something.”  
 
    “Tubes?” Celty repeated. “What in the world can you mean by that?”  
 
    “They’re two genius inventions of my own design!” The brain laughed. “The hamster ball is based on, well, you know, a hamster ball, but entirely closed off. Charles could pop me in with a bit of my liquid, close up the hatch, and let me roll around along the floors of the manor. The other invention was to cut holes in each room’s floors and ceilings then fit thick, clear tubing through the house. After it’s built and filled with my special liquid, I can float through each room at my leisure.”  
 
    “Oh!” Beatrix gasped. “That is clever! Celty, why didn’t we ever think of that?”  
 
    “Because I would’ve refused to use either,” the robotic woman said. “And we can’t cut holes in the floors or ceiling of the submarine because, well, it’s a submarine.”  
 
    “I mean, if you think about it,” the scientist snickered. “We could’ve done something like that outside of the submarine with holes in the tubing so freshwater could flow through. I’m sure that I could’ve used the welder to get a good seal on the holes we cut--” 
 
    “Beatrix,” Celty interjected. “You built me a robotic body for a reason. I’m not going back to stationary brain status again.”  
 
    “Fiiiiine!” Beatrix groaned. “But I would just like it to be known that I think that all of A.B.’s ideas were great, and Charles should’ve done them when he had the chance.”  
 
    “Thank you!” My assistant cried.  
 
    “He did build this!” Valerie grinned, grabbed something else from inside her bag, and brought it out.  
 
    I stared at the apparatus I’d built months ago to hold and carry A.B. while we infiltrated Ortensia’s dorm. I couldn’t help but laugh and shake my head as the ash-blonde offered it to me over the tabletop.  
 
    “You know how he’s been begging to come along with us,” the feline-woman reminded me. “I felt like now would be the best time. We finally met Celty and Beatrix, then within the next month, or even weeks, we can figure out how to build him a body.”  
 
    “Yeah!” the redhead cried. “We’re even going to Magnta, which is one of the best medical cities in the country! I’m sure that if we snooped through a few of their books or ledgers, we could learn something that could help us.”  
 
    “I love how all of you are trying to convince me to bring him along.” I laughed lightly. “He’s already with us. It’s not like we can turn around and give him back to the others. We’re stuck with him on this journey until we return.”  
 
    “Well, I’d hope you wouldn’t do that.” Beatrix laughed and pointed ahead through the glass dome. “Because we’ve just made it out of Tulna and getting back through the entrance into the canal is pretty difficult. For some reason, the underwater archway is super small, so we’d have to go farther down the canal, turn around, and then slow down to make it through. At that point, I’d probably kick all of you out and make you walk to Magnta!”  
 
    “I hope you wouldn’t do that.” I smiled, and the redhead winked at me over her shoulder.  
 
    “So, now that we’ve got introductions out of the way,” A.B. broke in. “How long will it take us to get to Magnta? A few hours? Should we have brought along snacks or drinks? I’m sorry. I haven’t been on many road trips, so I don’t exactly know the etiquette.”  
 
    “Well, since we’re traveling along the canal,” Beatrix explained. “It should only take us a day and a half. Since we left pretty early, we should get there around noon tomorrow.”  
 
    “Okay, uhm, how many hours is that?” My assistant asked. “When I’m left alone, I generally count the hours, but when I’m bored, I count the hours, even the minutes.”  
 
    “Do you really do that?” I balked.  
 
    “Seems you’ve never been left alone in a room for five or six days, have ya, Mr. Charles Rayburn?” A.B. immediately shot back.  
 
    “I apologized!” I groaned. “I said I was sorry, and you accepted my apology, so can we please move on?”  
 
    “Are they always like this?” Beatrix asked, turned in her seat, and leveled her eyes at Josephine and Valerie. “Do they bicker like this all the time?”  
 
    “Generally, yes.” Josephine giggled and nodded once.  
 
    “I think it was worse when we lived at the manor,” Valerie explained. “Since then, the biggest complaint that A.B. has given us is that he wants a body, but when he asked Charles for that, he was genuine.”  
 
    “Most of the time when he asks for things, it’s kind of in a whiny, singsong tone.” The heiress added. “It’s like he’s pretending to be a little kid asking their parents for something, but at the same time, he’s joking? I don’t exactly know how to explain it. You’ll probably understand it better the more time you spend with him.”  
 
    “Oh, I think I can already understand.” Beatrix snickered and glanced at Celty out of the corner of her eye.  
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” the robotic woman barked. “When have I ever demanded something in such a way? I never have.”  
 
    “Celty, my dear.” The scientist winced. “You may not do it in a singsong, whiny way, but you can be pretty demanding about the things you want.”  
 
    “Like what?” Celty boomed. “When have I ever ‘demanded’ something?”  
 
    “Uhhhm, like the pod?” Beatrix offered. “You demanded me to build it for you because you said, and I quote, ‘it feels unnatural for my body to be awake and I, the pilot of the body, am asleep at the helm’.”  
 
    “I stand by what I said,” the mechanical woman assured, crossed her arms over her chest, and leaned against the far wall. “It is entirely unnatural, and that’s why I won’t allow it ever to happen again.”  
 
    I sat back against the wooden bench, and a small smile crept over my lips. I listened to the pleasant sounds of Beatrix and Celty’s good-natured bickering as if they were old friends or even sisters. The way that they spoke to each other reminded me of my women and how they got along while out on the road. I missed them with all of my heart even though our journey had just started, but here in the submarine, it felt as if we’d made another little family. By tomorrow, we’d reach the end of the canal and land in Magnta, but right now, I just wanted to enjoy this moment of peace with my two women, my assistant, and our new friends. 
 
    Soon darkness would be on the horizon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Once the night ended, and we were out into the open canal, Beatrix leaned forward toward the panel and tapped a few buttons. Her mauve-colored eyes were sharp and bright in the dim light as her almond-shaped fingernails tapped against each mechanical part. For a moment, it felt as if the submarine wasn’t moving at all, then suddenly, it surged forward.  
 
    Josephine, Valerie, and I sat at the scientist’s small table, but both of the monster-women had already started to doze off. The feline-woman leaned her head against my shoulder and snored softly into my ear while the honey-blonde rested her head in my lap.  
 
    I kept my eyes glued to the darkened water ahead of us, and from the change in the light from above, I knew it was late evening or even night. As Beatrix pressed another button, the lights shining ahead of us snapped off, and the metal doors in front of the glass dome started to close. With a loud sigh, the scientist’s chair swiveled, and she hopped down from the worn, leather seat with a metallic clang. A.B.’s jar rested on the table in front of me, but his voice had fallen silent a long time ago. Celty had already excused herself and entered into the pod next to Beatrix’s sleeping nook.  
 
    The scientist stepped forward, ran a tiny hand through her thick, curly hair, and then glanced in my direction.  
 
    “Is that safe?” I asked and pointed toward the closed viewing window. “I can only assume that you have something like an autopilot.” 
 
    Her eyes widened as she jumped and then pressed a hand to her heart. The redhead let out a long exhale, laughed softly, and then shook her head.  
 
    “Sorry,” She apologized. “I forgot the three of you were there for a moment. Yes, it’s safe. The canal is straight from this point on. There will be an area where the canal splits into two, but we won’t reach it until tomorrow morning.”  
 
    “Ah, I see,” I murmured. “It seems that my women were quite tuckered out from all of the excitement.”  
 
    “Did you plan to bring your brain with you?” Beatrix asked, crossed the room, and glanced through the bins attached to the wall’s revolving wheel. “I mean, I don’t mind that you did, and I wish that I could’ve gotten to speak to him but getting out of the canal is a bit tricky.”  
 
    The redhead seemed to find what she was looking for, grabbed a large, brown duffle bag, and hauled it up from the shelf. The scientist lugged it over to the table, dropped it to the floor, and then turned back to me. 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” I shook my head. “But I’m glad they did. I think this will be a nice way for A.B. and Celty to get to know each other. I mean, I don’t expect them to become friends, or lovers, or anything like that, but it’s nice to know someone who’s in a similar situation as you.”  
 
    “Shared experiences.” The redhead nodded. “Kind of like the two of us.”  
 
    “Yes.” I chuckled. “But I feel as if all scientists are connected in some way or another.”  
 
    “Maybe not shared experiences for us, though.” Beatrix pondered. “You’ve probably been treated a lot differently than I have.”  
 
    “I can assume so.” I chuckled lightly.  
 
    “Though, I don’t want to make an assumption,” the redhead uttered. “But I wouldn’t doubt if we weren’t treated similarly. It may have been different in Edenhart, and from what you’ve told me, it was the last place in our country where women were treated as a priority.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    Beatrix climbed the few rungs to the small pod, sat down on the lip of the space, and then kicked her legs out lazily underneath her. Her wild orange and red hair brushed against the curved, silver ceiling, and her purplish-colored eyes moved around the room slowly.  
 
    “I don’t want you to feel sorry for me.” Beatrix started. “I certainly don’t deserve it as a woman. I’m privileged just as any other female born is, and I will admit that I am privileged, but there’s a side to our matriarchy I don’t think you’ve seen. Yes, I’m a scientist, and my mother was a famous scientist before me. Before I left the capital, I was sought after and well-renowned, but that doesn’t mean that I was treated fairly or kindly by the other women. For the longest time, science and medicine were almost comparable to alchemy. Anyone who practiced it was considered a necromancer or a heretic. You’d think that in a world where abilities exist, society would widely accept science and medicine, but both fields were taboo for the longest time. People would send for me, throw me wads of money, and then lock me in rooms until I finished.”  
 
    “That sounds about right.” I snorted. “But did they viscerally berate you or even physically threaten you? Edony used to intimidate me with her cane, and I’d witnessed her bring quite a few men to their knees with that damn thing.”  
 
    “A cane?” the redhead asked. “Edony? Isn’t she the pretty wolf-woman? Why would she need a cane?”  
 
    “I honestly don’t know.” I shook my head. “It was a gnarled thing with a deadly-looking hook at the end. She’d simply grip it by the haft, slam it down on their shoulders, and force them to the ground. I don’t think she ever did it to me, but I saw her do it, and I tried to stay at least three cane’s length away from her just in case.”  
 
    “Sounds like a good plan.” Beatrix laughed. “But no, I was never threatened with physical violence, but there were quite a few times I was yelled at.”  
 
    “We have a few things in common,” I agreed. “But our experiences aren’t mirrors of each other. Kind of like Celty and A.B.. Sure, they’re in the same situation, but their lives before anything happened to them were different. I will say, Beatrix, I’m glad that we found you. It’s nice to finally meet someone who has shared interests. You see, my women may indulge me when I talk about science, medicine, and inventing, but they have their own interests, and that’s fine.” 
 
    “But you’ve felt all alone,” the redhead added. “I can understand that. You see, there was a time where I had my mother, and she and I worked together extensively. It was just… the two of us in our own little world. It’s so strange to think about those times now because I haven’t shared a bond like that with anyone else. You say that you can’t share your scientific or medical things with your women, and I can understand that. All I have is Celty, and yes, she is my companion, but she’s not interested in the things I do outside of our friendship. She may be a brain, but that doesn’t mean she wants to talk about everything that I do, and that’s fine. It just… gets a little lonely.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I soothed. “I’m here now, and we can share the things that we love.”  
 
    “Thank you,” the redhead breathed, and a light blush crossed her round, doll-like cheeks. “I appreciate that more than you know.”  
 
    “I also had a question.” I tittered, and instantly, Beatrix’s eyebrows raised.  
 
    “Yes?” The scientist prompted.  
 
    “Where are we going to sleep?” I smiled. “There doesn’t seem to be any room for us, and I doubt that all of us would fit into your pod.”  
 
    “These.” Beatrix laughed, jumped down from her position, and kicked the duffel bag with the toe of her boot. “It might not be the most comfortable sleeping arrangement, but it’s better than the bench or sleeping on the floor.”  
 
    The redhead bent at the waist, unzipped the bag, and pulled out what looked like fishing nets. She yanked out five of them, inspected each, and then discarded two that looked tattered. She held the remaining three in her hands and then stepped toward the middle of the room. By that time, I noticed the small hooks attached to the ceiling, and as she lifted a copper S-hook toward it, I realized what the fabric items were.  
 
    “Hammocks?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” Beatrix said. “I made them a while ago for some refugees that were staying with us for a short period. They were well-known Harlots hiding from the Queen, and they spotted me on the dock one day when I came to the surface. They begged me to let them come with us, and I did for a short while before we found them a place to stay permanently. It was nice to have company, even if it was for only a few weeks.”  
 
    “Well, now you have us.” I smiled and gestured toward the two sleeping women beside me. “As Valerie said back in Tulna, you may not have accepted it yet, but you’re part of our family now. You and Celty.”  
 
    “Isn’t that a strange notion?” Beatrix asked, hung up the first hammock, and then moved on to the next. “Maybe not for you, but I was born into a family. I had a mother and a grandmother who took care of me until my grandmother passed and then it was just the two of us. I can assume that you never had one of those, so you created your own family.”  
 
    “Edony fervently believes that I am the Queen’s son,” I uttered. “I still have my doubts, but I wonder… if I’d been born female, what would my life have been like?”  
 
    “You would’ve been another girl added to the long list of princesses in the royal court.” The redhead shrugged. “Other than that, you probably would’ve lived in luxury and been waited on hand and foot, but on the other hand, your life would’ve been utterly meaningless.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I murmured. “I didn’t even know that there were princesses…”  
 
    “Of course, there are.” Beatrix nodded. “I don’t know how many there are now, and they’re of varying ages since the Queen is practically immortal. What a strange thing… Can you imagine giving birth to a daughter, watching her grow, and then ultimately, witnessing her death because you cannot physically age past a certain time.”  
 
    “Is that really what happened?” I grunted. “It almost seems impossible.”  
 
    “I mean, it’s not,” The scientist stated. “There have to be hundreds of them by now, but I do know that about twenty-seven years ago, she stopped taking male consorts. She didn’t want to have any more children, and there wasn’t really a need for her to have any. She’s ageless, so she won’t ever need an heir to the throne. I think the youngest one currently is in her late forties.”  
 
    “How old do you think the Queen is?” I asked. “While you were there, were you ever in her presence?”  
 
    “I’d say… two or three-hundred years old?” the redhead answered. “But that’s my guess. She could be far older than that since no one knows her exact age. That’s a long time, Charles, an unbelievable lifespan for any human. Sure, I’ve read stories about shamans who lived to be one hundred, but their bodies were frail, and their minds had left long before. When they died, they were nothing but shells, wrinkly capsules for their once vibrant souls. When we were in the palace, we dealt with aids most of the time, but we were ‘graced’ by her presence two or three times.”  
 
    “What was it like?” I asked. “Or I mean, what was she like?”  
 
    “Have you ever been in the presence of a vicious animal?” the scientist asked. “And I don’t mean like a rabid dog, foaming at the mouth, and lunging at you. I worked for a particularly wealthy woman who had something like a private zoo at the back of her manor. She gave me a tour of the grounds and took me to her most prized possession. It was a Maldivian Tiger, an apex predator. The type of animal that looks at you and calculates twenty different ways to escape and eat you. The woman said she’d gotten out of her cage five times in the last month, and every instance, she either killed a handler or stalked through the manor to find the aristocrat. Being in the presence of the Queen was the same feeling as staring into the eyes of that tigress. She was calm, and her voice was even and collected, but I knew that if I misspoke or misstepped, I could be dead in seconds. I’m sure that by now you’ve heard of the Queen’s madness, but it’s not the ramblings or the pacing of a person who’s lost their mind. It’s a cold and calculated misfiring of a brilliant being. Charles, I’m not a woman who scares easily, but the Queen made me tremble in my boots with a single slash of her green eyes.”  
 
    “I’ve heard she’s stunning.” I chuckled. 
 
    “Like a goddess,” Beatrix quipped. “But not the goddesses you read about in books. Certainly not the ones who are kind, understanding, and benevolent. She’s hateful and cruel in all of her ways, but she says it… she says it in such a lilting, sweet tone that you almost don’t understand her demands for a second. Then just like a switch, she can turn it off, and her voice is cold, so very cold and harsh. The last time I saw her was right before Celty and I escaped. The Queen came in and demanded to know why I hadn’t started operating on the patients she gave me. I thought she would kill me, Charles, but she wouldn’t do that, at least, not yet. I had to be useful to her first, and only then, she would execute me.”  
 
    “I dread the day that I have to face her,” I admitted. “But at the same time, I wish it were sooner. We need to find out if I’m her son and then… I will be ready to finally face her.”  
 
    “Do you think it’ll make a difference?” Beatrix asked. “If you are her son? Do you think if you are, you’d be more willing to spare her life?”  
 
    “I think about that question a lot,” I said. “My women have asked me about it on multiple occasions, and I still don’t know how to answer them. If I am her son, I have to remember that she gave me up. Not even gave me up, but tossed me into the arms of abusive and manipulative schoolmarms who’d scar me for the rest of my life.”  
 
    “So,” the scientist stated. “It’s not a forgivable offense?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” I shook my head, cupped my chin, and stared down at the tabletop in front of me. “I could save her, you know? What makes her so different from the women I’ve transformed so far? At what point do her crimes become unforgivable?”  
 
    “After thousands of men have died?” Beatrix snarked. “Charles, you’re an intelligent man, and I know nothing I say can change your mind, but there is a line in the sand, a pretty big one. She’s crossed it, hell, she’s crossed it so many times that there’s not even a line anymore. It’s faded, and she will keep crossing until someone steps up and stops her.”  
 
    “I know that.” I nodded. “And what I’ve said is a complete contradiction of everything I’ve stated in the past, but when I finally settle on a way to fix all of this, I think of our other options. I always use Edony or Daisy as an example, and I hate to bring it up again, but before Daisy was transformed, she was Delphine Vallantine. You may not know who that is, but she was a woman who killed six or seven consorts a week. That’s roughly three-hundred and sixty-four men a year. At the time that she died, she was maybe… in her sixties or seventies? Let’s just say… sixty-five to keep it even. So, if she started taking consorts at the usual age of fourteen, that’s eighteen-thousand, five-hundred, and sixty-four men.”  
 
    Beatrix’s mauve colored eyes met mine for a long moment, and she gulped loudly. Suddenly, her gaze shifted away from mine, and her lips parted to speak, but she paused, so I went on.  
 
    “I understand that there’s a clear difference between the Queen and Delphine,” I uttered. “But if I went by that logic, then Daisy wouldn’t exist. Yes, Delphine deserved to die, and in a way, she did, but she gave life to one of my most intelligent and astute women. Of course, if I transformed the Queen, she wouldn’t be one of my monster-women, but at least, I’d have a mother for the first time in my life.”  
 
    “But how would you know?” the scientist asked, turned to face me, and cupped her elbows in the palms of her hands. “How would you know that she would come out ‘right’ like all of the others did? From what I understand, your women come out of the machine utterly in love with you, and if you did that to your own… I don’t even want to finish that sentence.”  
 
    “That’s not true,” I stated. “And I have proof of it. Marchioness Alliana. We captured her in Granhamn, and I learned that she used to be the mistress to General Aschere. She was in love with him, and he didn’t know it at the time, but she’d given birth to his child shortly after he was sold to another mistress. After her transformation, she was still in love with him. She came out, and they reunited. They’re a family now. So, you are wrong when you say that every woman who goes through my transformation is destined to love me. I wouldn’t want that anyway. Can you imagine it? An entire nation of women in love with their king? I wouldn’t have time for all of them.”  
 
    “That would be quite silly.” The redhead snorted. “You’d have to be fucking every second of the day, and you’d never get anything done. You certainly can’t run a country like that, but Charles, on a more serious note, there are a few issues with your plan. Yes, taking down Birskonn, Granhamn, Valestia, and Tulna were good ideas, but what about all of the other cities? Hm? There are far more than just those four. I understand that we’re on a mission to take Magnta and then Rezel, but there are more cities that you haven’t laid your eyes on yet.”  
 
    “The capital is the endgame,” I explained. “Once the capital falls, the rest will follow. If the Queen is eliminated, then the others won’t put up a fight, and they will willingly embrace the new world.”  
 
    “I want to believe, Charles, I really do.” Beatrix shook her head and grimaced. “But I don’t think it’s going to be that easy.”  
 
    Carefully, I untangled myself from Valerie and Josephine’s limbs, stood from the bench, and crossed the room toward the petite redhead. Beatrix turned toward me and pressed her fists to her hips. I’m sure that to anyone else, we were a pretty funny picture together. She was so tiny that she barely came up to the middle of my chest, and when I stared down at her, I could see every single hair on the crown of her wildly curly head. I towered over her, and as my shadow loomed closer, I thought it might frighten her, but the scientist only furrowed her eyebrows. Beatrix cocked out her hip, raised her shoulders so she looked taller, and pressed her plump lips into a firm line.  
 
    “I’m telling you this because I believe in you, Charles,” the scientist assured. “I’m not saying all of it because I think you’re going to fail. It’s going to be an arduous task, and I may not have seen your machine, but it’s going to need some upgrades before we reach the capital. If you want to transform every woman in the country, you’re going to have to make it a lot larger to fit everyone in.”  
 
    “I planned on doing that.” I chuckled, took the last hammock from her hands, and hung it easily from the last hook. “But I’m sure I’m going to need help if you know any skilled scientists or inventors.”  
 
    “I might know a few.” Beatrix cracked a smile, cupped her chin, and pretended to think for a minute. “But one in particular.”  
 
    “Good, good.” I nodded and finally grinned down at the tiny but adorable woman. “Now, it’s getting late, and we have an early morning tomorrow. Why don’t we get some sleep?”  
 
    “Alright,” the scientist sighed and then yawned. “But I’ll leave the two of them to you. I don’t think I can carry either of them or put them into the hammocks alone.”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assured. “I got it. Go on and head to bed.”  
 
    Beatrix nodded once and then headed toward the small pod but paused a few feet away from me. Suddenly, she turned and leveled her stunning eyes to mine. A small, sly smile spread over her plump lips, and she padded back to me. The scientist stopped a few inches away and then offered me one of her tiny hands. For a second, I wasn’t sure what she was doing until I glanced between her and the outstretched palm. Instantly, I scoffed, laughed lightly, and then took it before giving it a hearty shake. She didn’t comment on the scoff, only rolled her eyes, dropped my hand, and then scurried toward the rungs affixed to the wall. As I moved toward the table where both of my women still slept, Beatrix stuck her head out of the small pod and gave me a wider smile.  
 
    “I hope the hammocks are comfortable,” the redhead commented. “If you lift the seat of the bench, there’s storage underneath. There should be extra pillows and blankets in there if you need them.”  
 
    “I’m kind of grateful you only have separate hammocks.” I tittered.  
 
    “Why?” the redhead asked.  
 
    “Valerie tends to hog all the blankets.” I laughed, bent my knees, and lifted the sleeping Josephine from the bench. “If I sleep in the hammock alone, I won’t have to share with her.” 
 
    “It must be difficult,” the scientist said.  
 
    “What is?” I probed.  
 
    “Juggling all of those women at once,” the redhead explained. “How many do you have in total?”  
 
    “Well, there’s Valerie, Daisy, Rian, Kleeia, Edony, Cecelia, Matilda, Josephine, and now Olette,” I rambled off. “So, nine in total.”  
 
    “That’s a lot of wives.” Beatrix giggled. “I don’t know how you do it.”  
 
    “It’s not very hard,” I replied. “I wouldn’t call it ‘juggling’. You see, all of them fit together perfectly. It’s not like I create them, and then I have to constantly keep them occupied. We’re a family, and we work together to keep it a happy one. Pretty soon, our family will grow even more.”  
 
    “Yes.” The redhead nodded. “I saw that, uhm, Rian is heavily pregnant. She looks as if she’ll give birth within the next few days.” 
 
    “Daisy, Valerie, and Cecelia are also pregnant,” I said. “There could be others, but they haven’t found out yet or haven’t told me.”  
 
    “Do you think it upsets them if you go out of order?” Beatrix asked.  
 
    “No.” I smiled. “They know that they’re sisters, and they also know that I love all of them equally, so there doesn’t have to be an order. Rian was the first, and I half expected Daisy or Valerie to be upset because she was the third created, but they were so excited. Everyone was, and eventually, the palace will be filled with my children when I’m king. Not just my own, but Aschere’s and my other soldiers’ children. You see, Beatrix, I want to build a world where everyone is happy and has a family. There was a time when Aschere came to me and voiced his concerns. He thought I intended to build a world where only the women loved me, and that’s not right. I want to change our society for everyone’s benefit, not just mine. I need an army of monster-women to do that, but that amount isn’t even a drop in the ocean of all the females alive in this world.”  
 
    “Good.” Beatrix smiled and nodded. “I was concerned for a little bit.”  
 
    “There’s no need,” I breathed, nestled Josephine down into the hammock, and then placed a heavy blanket over her. “I want every man to have the same happiness that I do.”  
 
    With that, Beatrix yawned, gave me a little wave, and then disappeared into the confines of her small pod. I heard her lay down from outside of the nook, rifled around in the blankets, and then finally, laid still in the darkness. When I glanced over at Celty’s pod, the robotic woman’s face looked almost the same as it did in life, but the usually bright, cold blue light that shined through her eyes wasn’t there. After Josephine was in place, I moved back toward the bench, grabbed Valerie, repeated the process, and then climbed into my own hammock.  
 
    It was dark inside the submarine, and the only sounds I heard were the strange rush of the water outside the vessel. All of the buttons and panels were dark, but every once in a while, the wheel at the helm would turn an inch or two to the left or right. Finally, I closed my eyes and leaned back into the pillow with my arms crossed over my chest. Valerie snored softly into the plush pillow to the right of me, and on the left, Josephine barely made a sound.  
 
    By late afternoon, we’d reach Magnta, and I felt grateful that we’d left so early in the morning. It felt so strange traveling this way since we’d spent the last few weeks traveling along in the massive caravan. Though I had to admit, I missed the idea of having my laboratory at the end of the cabins. I wondered what it would be like to permanently live in a space like this. If I were to do it with all of my women, it would have to be much larger with enough room for each woman and her hobbies. I felt terrible that we’d had to leave the manor where Rian had left all of her precious plants and horticulture. She’d brought a few along with us in the caravan, but I was sure that the imp-woman missed the massive greenhouse at the back of the manor, Daisy missed her books and cooking, and Valerie missed her favorite sunny places to nap and chat.  
 
    Cradled in the hammock, I fell asleep easily and stayed that way for a long time. I dreamt of nothing, a surreal blackness surrounded me from all sides, and though it should’ve evoked fear, somehow it comforted me. The darkness was warm and comforting in a way that I didn’t quite understand. Some of my past dreams had meaning or had come true, but I wasn’t sure if anything was prophetical about this one. When I opened my eyes, the hammocks on either side of me were gone, and soft voices spoke in the distance. When I sat up, the fishnet fabric underneath of me swung against the S-hooks, and I was nearly thrown to the hard, cold floor below.  
 
    “Whoa, there!” A thickly accented voice giggled in my ear. “Wouldn’t want you to fall. That’s the bad thing about these damn hammocks. They swing all over the place and threaten to toss whoever sleeps in them on the floor.”  
 
    “It’s alright.” I smiled and lifted my face to see Beatrix right behind me as she supported the S-hook. “Though, I’m sure a face-first fall to the floor wouldn’t be the best way to wake up.”  
 
    “Good morning, Charles!” Valerie sang through a mouthful of food as I managed to climb out of the hammock with the scientist’s help. “Beatrix made coffee, and Celty made us bacon and eggs! Come eat!”  
 
    The scent hit me immediately, and my stomach unintentionally gurgled loudly. A tiny hand slammed down on my shoulder and then thrust me forward toward the table.  
 
    “Did you already eat?” I asked over my shoulder toward the redhead.  
 
    “Yes.” Beatrix nodded and immediately headed toward the driver’s seat of the submarine. “Before any of you woke up, but you, Charles, slept longer than anyone else. I’m honestly surprised. I thought Daisy told me that you got up earlier than anyone in your party. Guess she was wrong.”  
 
    “I was just so comfortable.” I laughed, slid in beside the feline-woman, and grabbed the plate that was thrust in my direction.  
 
    “That’s surprising,” the scientist breathed, popped into her chair, and then tapped a few buttons on the panel. “The refugees who stayed with us said they weren’t perfect to sleep in, but they didn’t want to complain because, hell, it’s a bed in a safe place.”  
 
    “I think that’s why I slept so long,” I uttered. “I don’t understand why though.”  
 
    “Maybe it’s because you haven’t been listening to Edony.” Valerie giggled. “You know how she gets on you about not resting enough.”  
 
    “Yes, yes.” I chuckled. “I know.”  
 
    “Then it must be an inherited trait for scientists,” Celty broke in, swept across the room, and began tidying Beatrix’s workstation. “When I first met Beatrix, I’m pretty sure she only slept three hours a night. She went to bed at four a.m., then would wake up at seven, and then be right back at it.”  
 
    “Sounds familiar.” Josephine laughed behind her hand.  
 
    “And let me guess,” Beatrix shouted over her shoulder. “They never let you live it down, do they? Constantly nagging you to lay down and take a rest, right?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t exactly call it ‘nagging’,” I snickered. “But yes, I’ve been on the brunt end of a ‘go to sleep’ attack on more than one occasion.”  
 
    “But what they don’t understand is how could you not work when there’s so much to be done?” the scientist asked. “When you need to do something, and you know it has to be done, your mind won’t let you rest, or at least, my mind won’t let me. I don’t know about you, Charles.”  
 
    “I have never felt so understood in my life.” I laughed, grabbed my fork, and picked up some egg. “I’ve spent hours trying to explain that to my women, but none of them seemed to understand.”  
 
    “Yeah, well,” Beatrix grumbled. “Eventually, Charles, you’re going to have to accept that you have to rest, and there’s no getting out of it.”  
 
    “Not you, too!” I groaned. “I thought you were on my side!”  
 
    “Blame Celty.” The redhead laughed. “She’s the one who did this to me.”  
 
    “I will freely accept the blame,” Celty assured as she came back into view. “I lectured Beatrix on the importance of sleep daily until she finally gave in. Now, she gets six or seven hours of sleep, but I’ll keep hounding her until she gets at least eight, then I will finally rest because my job is done.”  
 
    Celty looked different to me this morning, and I squinted across the submarine to understand what was so different. Large fabric straps wrapped around her shoulders, and something looked like it was attached to her back.  
 
    “Celty…” I uttered. “What are you wearing?”  
 
    “Ah!” the robotic woman barked and then turned to show me. “Your woman, Valerie, suggested that this would be a good way for the two of us to get to know each other.”  
 
    Strapped to Celty’s back was the apparatus I’d built for A.B. months ago, and inside the liquid-filled backpack was the very brain that I made it for. He bobbed up and down in the clear liquid for a moment and then turned toward me.  
 
    “Good morning, Charles!” the brain cried happily. “Don’t the two of us look like two peas in a pod? I asked Celty if she’d like to climb in my jar with me but--” 
 
    “Your jar is far too small for the two of us,” the mechanical woman stated. “Not only that, but I wouldn’t want your spinal cord getting handsy with mine.”  
 
    “I understand that, milady,” A.B. tittered. “But I assure you, I would be a gentleman, and my spinal cord would stay very far away from yours.”  
 
    “We’ll just keep it this way for a while, Abraham.” Celty said.  
 
    “Abraham?” I chuckled.  
 
    “Yes?” the robotic woman asked. “That is his name, correct?”  
 
    “It is.” I grinned. “But no one ever calls him that. We only refer to him as ‘A.B.’ Also, I’m not even sure if his real name is Abraham Benjamin.”  
 
    “And why is that?” the mechanical woman probed. “Why would he go by a name if it wasn’t actually his?”  
 
    “Well, when I found him,” I explained. “His jar was labeled ‘A.B. Norman’.”  
 
    “I don’t understand.” Celty shook her head.  
 
    “A.B. Norman!” Beatrix cackled from the helm. “Hilarious! Man, I wish Celty had a more creative name, but I wasn’t the one who named her.”  
 
    “I said I don’t understand what is so funny.” Celty raised her voice. “Please explain.”  
 
    “Abnormal,” I uttered. “He’s an ‘abnormal brain’. That’s it. That’s the joke.”  
 
    “But my name is Abraham Benjamin Norman!” A.B. cried. “I told you that when I recalled my first memory!”  
 
    “I thought you were just joking,” I grunted. “It really is?”  
 
    “Of course, it is!” the brain shouted. “Why would I joke about my real name? If I were going to pick a fake name, I would’ve done something a bit more regal, like Beauregard or Jeeves.”  
 
    “That sounds more like a butler than an assistant.” Valerie chuckled. “I think Abraham is a good name. We could call you Abe for short.”  
 
    “I think I’ll just stick to A.B.,” the brain assured me. “I’ve been going with it for this long, and it’d be weird if I changed it now.”  
 
    “Do whatever feels right for you, Abe,” I snickered.  
 
    “Oh, science,” the brain gasped. “I didn’t like that! Don’t ever call me that again! My name is A.B., and I’m sticking to it.”  
 
    “No one was forcing you to change.” I grinned. “Unless you like Abe, or I could start calling you by the name you picked out. Alright, let’s try it out. Hello, Beauregard. Would you mind fetching me some tea and my slippers?”  
 
    “Well, I didn’t mind that-- hey!” the brain barked. “I’ll have you know, I can’t fetch anything for you because one, I don’t have hands, and two, I don’t have feet!”  
 
    “Oh, I know that.” I nodded. “I just thought if you were trying out your new preferred name, you should act like it. Plus, it’d be kind of funny to see you try to do those things.”  
 
    “Charles,” A.B. reasoned. “You know well enough, if I tried to do those things, I’d just be sitting in the middle of the floor in a puddle of my juices. I can barely move around in my liquid; what makes you think I could crawl across the floor to not only brew you tea but find this magic pair of slippers that aren’t currently here?”  
 
    “Stop teasing him.” Josephine smiled over the rim of her coffee. “Can’t you see that he’s perfectly happy the way that he is? He and Celty have been bonding all morning, and now you’re disturbing them.”  
 
    “Disturbing them?” I laughed through a mouthful of bacon. “In my opinion, A.B. has been bothering me since the moment I brought him home, and I’m just giving him a little payback.”  
 
    “Alright,” the brain huffed. “I see how it is. Now, what would you do if I happened to forget all of the notes that you’ve asked me to take? Huh, Charles? I think that’ll upset you quite a bit.”  
 
    “It would.” I nodded. “And we both know that I’m joking with you. How many times do I have to inflate your ego by telling you that you are important to me and my work?”  
 
    “Every day,” A.B. answered quickly. “At least two or three times.”  
 
    “Well, I’ll remember that.” I chuckled and went back to my breakfast.  
 
    Everyone fell silent as Celty and A.B. crossed the room and began to clean something else. From where I sat, I could see out of the massive dome at the front of the submersible, and I admired all of the beauty around us. It was brighter here out in the open part of the canal, and even more aquatic life bustled just outside of the glass window. I could only see half of Beatrix from this position, and suddenly, her body stiffened. My meal was nearly finished, so I wolfed the rest of it down and slowly stood before I crossed to her. Her tiny hands were white against the cold metal of the wheel, and I stared ahead of us as I opened my mouth to speak in a whisper.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked.  
 
    “We’re coming up on the fork soon,” the scientist replied in a tight voice. “If I surface, we should be able to see Magnta in the distance.”  
 
    “Why are you so tense?” I prodded her.  
 
    “I’ve heard a lot of rumors about Magnta, Charles,” the redhead muttered. “Not good things. Lots of strange whisperings about the happenings there. I agreed to come along with you, but if it’d only been Celty and I, well, we would’ve kept a good distance away.”  
 
    “What has happened in Magnta that caused your visceral reaction to it?” Josephine asked, sat up from her position, and stared toward the petite scientist. 
 
    “We’ve… heard rumors,” Celty uttered. 
 
    “What kind of rumors?” The heiress pressed.  
 
    “Just that the people there were… a little off,” Beatrix murmured. “We’ve never been there, so we wouldn’t know, and we’re just going off of what we’ve heard.”  
 
    “But what were the rumors, Beatrix?” the drake-woman nearly cried. “I need to know.”  
 
    “We never heard anything of sustenance,” the scientist explained. “But that the people who run it had gone a little loopy and whoever went inside… well, they never came out.”  
 
    “It’s a medical complex,” Josephine balked. “A medical complex for tuberculosis patients… Of course, they don’t come back out. They succumb to their illnesses…”  
 
    Beatrix fell eerily silent, but her mauve-colored eyes immediately went to Celty. The robotic woman didn’t breathe a word, but the uncomfortable way she held her arms led me to believe that there was something else they didn’t want to tell us, specifically Josephine.  
 
    “Can we surface?” I uttered.  
 
    “If that’s what you want,” Beatrix grumbled, grabbed the two levers in front of her, and pulled back on them.  
 
    Suddenly, bubbles flowed up all around the glass dome, and slowly, the pressure inside the cabin changed. My ears popped a few times, but I kept my eyes glued out of the window, so I would see the city as soon as we came above water. The sun was bright as we broke through, and for a moment, water dribbled down the glass in rivulets. Beatrix pushed the right lever forward, and the submarine began to move over the surface. In the distance, I saw the city through a haze of fog, but I wouldn’t consider it a city. There were four or five large block buildings on the top of a huge hill. Each of these structures had only a few windows, and their sides were painted a dull gray.  
 
    A long winding road led up to the buildings and then ran alongside the canal for a large distance until it veered off in a different direction. I was surprised to see that the hill was covered in long, lush grass, but that wasn’t what caught my attention. It looked as if the hill were covered in a sheet of stretched out cotton. The silken blanket of white dulled the grass’ vibrant color, and I stared at it for a long time as I tried to process what it was.  
 
    “What the hell is that?” I breathed.  
 
    “A sea of gossamer webs…” Beatrix muttered. “Spiderwebs, Charles.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    “Spiderwebs?” I asked. “Spiders did… all of that?”  
 
    “Yes.” Beatrix nodded. “Nephila imperialis, or more commonly known as the ‘golden orb spider.’”  
 
    “D-D-Did you say s-s-spider?” Valerie stammered from over my shoulder.  
 
    I’d almost completely forgotten about the feline-woman’s prevalent fear of all things creepy and crawly, but as I turned to face her, it was very apparent in her expression. The ash-blonde’s blue eyes were wide, and the pupils of each were nothing more than pinpricks.  
 
    “Valerie,” I soothed. “I know that you’re scared of bugs, and there’s no feasible way that we can cure you of that right now, but we’re going to have to go up there.”  
 
    “Noooo,” Valerie cried. “No way, Charles. There is no way in heck that you are getting me up that hill. I won’t do it. Nope. No, thank you. I choose life today.”  
 
    “Well, if it makes you feel any better,” Beatrix broke in. “They’re not venomous, and if they bite you, the most that would happen is a little irritation, maybe some swelling, but that’s it.” 
 
    “Wooooow,” Valerie shouted and threw her hands into the air. “That makes me feel so much better, Beatrix! It can bite me! I would’ve preferred if you hadn’t given me that little tidbit of information.”  
 
    “Valerie,” I uttered. “You need to calm down.”  
 
    “Calm down?” the feline-woman gasped. “Calm down? Charles, there are hundreds, probably thousands or millions of spiders out there, and we have to walk through a field of them! Grossssss! And also: Eeeekkkk!”  
 
    “Well, no one asked you to walk through the webs.” The scientist giggled. “You can walk on the path that cuts through the webs. Also, I highly doubt that we’ll see any of them on the actual road. They’ll be snuggled up in their webs, waiting for their next tasty meal.”  
 
    “Yeah!” The feline-woman shot back. “Me! I’m their next meal!”  
 
    “Val, listen.” I urged. “Beatrix already told you that even if they happened to bite you, it wouldn’t hurt. You’ve been through far more painful things than a little bite.”  
 
    “Okay, okay, okay.” The cat-girl whispered with her eyes half-closed. “Beatrix, tell me. How big are they?”  
 
    “I don’t think you want to know the answer to that,” the redhead muttered through clenched teeth.  
 
    “If I can visualize it in my head,” the feline-woman explained. “Then maybe it won’t be as scary, so go on. Hit me with it.”  
 
    “Well… they vary in size,” the redhead forced out in a low voice. “But they can grow to be as big as… the palm of your hand or larger.”  
 
    “Oh,” Valerie squeaked in a tone higher than her usual one. “That’s perfectly reasonable, I guess. Sounds like a beautiful species… one that I’d like to stay very far away from!”  
 
    “Listen,” I stated, swiveled, and grabbed the feline-woman by the shoulders. “We’re going up there whether you like it or not. I’m almost glad that you learned of this situation now, so we can deal with it before we get out onto the road. So, what is the one thing that I’ve always told you and your sisters?”  
 
    “Never to be afraid…” the ash-blonde repeated. “But Charles, I’m terrified.”  
 
    “Do you realize that those spiders are probably more afraid of you than you are of them?” I asked. “Sure, they could bite you, or they could crawl up your leg or something like that, but you’re a monster-woman. You have an unbelievable power that allows you to do anything you want. A spider is nothing more than a… bug. You could squash it with the heel of your boot, and it’d be over and done with right then. Doesn’t that make you feel a little bigger? A little stronger than you thought you were a few minutes ago?”  
 
    The feline-woman took a moment to ponder, then she lifted her chin and squared her shoulders decisively. Her blue eyes were clear and sharp in the bright morning sunlight that filtered in through the glass dome. Beatrix sat in the worn leather chair at the helm, and her eyes swiveled between the two of us as we stood in absolute silence. Even Celty and A.B. were quiet at the far side of the room, and I wasn’t sure if they were somehow communicating through their minds or had stopped talking altogether.  
 
    “So,” I said. “Are you going to choose fear today, Valerie? Or are you going to squash the imaginary bugs that stand between you and doing something that will aid one of your sisters?”  
 
    “Who?” Valerie asked with furrowed eyebrows. “Josephine?”  
 
    “Yes,” I stated. “We’re here to take down the marchioness in control, but more importantly, we’re here to save her mother.”  
 
    “Ohhhh, yeaaah!” the ash-blonde cried. “Sorry, I got so distracted by the mention of spiders that Josephine’s mom completely slipped my mind. Sorry, Josie. I shouldn’t let my fear stop us from seeing and saving your mom.”  
 
    “It’s quite alright.” The honey-blonde smiled sweetly. “I didn’t want to admit it, but I’m a little afraid of spiders, too, but I won’t let that stop me.”  
 
    “Josephine,” Beatrix broke in, turned in her chair, and faced the heiress. “How long has it been since you’ve seen your mother?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” the honey-blonde admitted. “Three or four years? They said that her tuberculosis had progressed faster than they expected, and I wasn’t allowed to see her anymore because she was highly contagious.”  
 
    “Can I ask you something?” I muttered, and Josephine inclined her head to me.  
 
    “Of course.” The heiress nodded. “I don’t mind, Charles.”  
 
    “When did your mother start showing symptoms?” I asked. “And when did she decide to get checked out?”  
 
    “It was around the time of the yearly consulate,” the heiress explained. “I remember it clearly because it was the busiest time of the year for her. If you don’t know what that is, it’s when delegates from each duchy go and meet together to discuss the betterment of the country as a whole. They generally discuss things like aquaculture, agriculture, city beautification, and various other things. Generally, topics that the Duchess or leader of the city wouldn’t have time for. Sometimes the Queen sits in on the meetings, but that’s rare, and now that marchionesses are in power, there’s no need for the consulate. I think the meeting she went to right before she fell ill was the last one they ever held.”  
 
    “Did anything of particular interest happen at this meeting?” I probed.  
 
    “No--” Josephine shook her head, then she furrowed her eyebrows and paused for a few seconds. “You know, now that you mention it, something strange did happen, but my mother thought nothing of it.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I uttered.  
 
    “She felt poorly after the meeting,” the honey-blonde recalled. “Usually, the consulate lasts for over five hours because each city has to go over their plans, and they serve food and drink about midway through the meeting. She thought she might have eaten something funny and laid down for a nap when she came home. My mother wasn’t the type who’d do that. Once she was up for the day, she didn’t go to bed until exactly ten-thirty. Even when she was sick, she’d stick to that schedule no matter how ill she was. The meeting ended at five-thirty, I believe, and she arrived home around seven. Usually, the two of us would eat dinner and discuss what happened that day or what occurred at the consulate, but she arrived home and immediately went straight upstairs. We barely spoke, and then… she didn’t leave her bed for five or six days. She slowly got better, but she never fully recovered. Then, a few months later, she started coughing up blood, and she went to the local doctor. That’s when we received her diagnosis, and a few months later, she went to Magnta for treatment… She never came back, and I was only allowed to visit three or four times before they said she was too contagious for me to keep coming.”  
 
    I turned toward the glass dome and thought for a long moment. All of it seemed too strange to be just a coincidence.  
 
    “What are you thinking, Charles?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “Someone could’ve poisoned her,” I said. “Put something in her food or drink… or they could’ve injected her with something.  
 
    “Without her knowing?” the feline-woman cried. “How? Is that even possible?”  
 
    “Oh, absolutely.” Beatrix nodded. “There are hundreds of ways to inject someone without them knowing. An injection isn’t always something you get at the doctor with a long needle and syringe. A small capsule can be hidden in clothing and used to jab into someone. For example, in a large crowd, how many people do you think you accidentally bump into? A hit with the shoulder could be an easy disguise. In seconds, the needle could penetrate through your skin and clothing, and the solution would enter your bloodstream without you even knowing.”  
 
    “That’s… that’s terrifying,” Josephine breathed and covered her mouth with a trembling hand. “Do you think that’s what could’ve happened to my mother?”  
 
    “Maybe.” I nodded. 
 
    “But how is that even possible?” the ash-blonde asked.  
 
    “Well, for one, tuberculosis is a very infectious disease,” I explained. “Usually, it spreads through the air, but it can be transferred to another person through bodily fluids like blood or saliva, but I don’t think that Josephine’s mother had the actual disease.”  
 
    “What?” the honey-blonde gasped. “Charles? What do you mean?”  
 
    “We’ve already known that the Queen’s scientists are capable of practically anything they set their minds to,” I stated. “They gave women abilities in the first place. What makes you think they couldn’t create a pseudo-illness? Something that would mimic the symptoms of tuberculosis, but stay for a while, so it would concern her enough to seek treatment and then eventually, put herself in a hospital.”  
 
    “Charles, that sounds like a conspiracy theory,” Beatrix snickered. “But I wouldn’t put it past the Queen and her minions to do a thing such as this. I have to ask… What is so interesting about Josephine’s mother that would make them want to keep her locked up?” 
 
    “Josephine’s mother is the creator and once the leader of the Harlots,” I replied.  
 
    “I know that.” The scientist nodded. “She’s been my role model since I was a teenager, but why would they keep her?”  
 
    “Yeah!” Valerie interrupted. “Wouldn’t they kill her as soon as they had her in custody? That makes more sense to me. You kill the leader, and the rest of the organization falls apart.”  
 
    “Very true,” I muttered. “But she also has important information that they need, and they can’t kill her if she refuses to tell them where the rest of the chapters are.”  
 
    “Do you think that’s what they’re doing?” Josephine asked, pressed her clasped hands to her chest, and stared into my eyes. “Do you really think that my mother wasn’t sick the entire time, and they’re only holding her for information?”  
 
    “It’s a hunch,” I assured the drake-woman. “And we won’t find out if it’s true until we get up there to investigate.”  
 
    “Well, the wait is almost over,” Beatrix said and pointed through the glass dome. “That’s the dock where we’ll leave the submarine. So, Charles, before we get there, what’s the plan? Anything we should keep in mind? Celty and I’ve never done anything like this, so we’re completely out of our comfort zone.”  
 
    “We’ll do what we always do in unfamiliar territory,” I told them. “I am nothing more than a consort or servant along for the journey. One of you will be the leader of our group… Josephine, will you take the lead?”  
 
    “What about our… ya know?” the honey-blonde gestured toward her horns and tail vaguely. “Won’t they notice that something is more than a bit off?”  
 
    “Well, from what I’ve heard,” Beatrix said. “Magnta has been separated from society for a while. Maybe a few years? So, they don’t really know what’s happening in the capital or other cities. You could easily say that it’s a new trend for aristocrats, and I’m sure that they’d accept it without more prodding.”  
 
    “But what’s our excuse for being there?” Josephine asked. “We can’t waltz up there and announce that I’m here to see my mother. They’ll immediately turn us away.”  
 
    “You said that the last time you visited was a long time ago, correct?” I asked, and Josephine nodded. “So, it’s doubtful that they’ll recognize you. You could easily say that you’ve heard of their work and you’d like to donate money to help them and their cause.”  
 
    “That’s a wonderful idea,” the honey-blonde gasped. “I’ve actually donated to their facility on multiple occasions, but it was never in person.”  
 
    “Alright, then,” I nodded and rested my hand against Beatrix’s shoulder. “That’s the plan. You all will pretend to be aristocrats interested in donating to the facility and only came by for a tour. There’s one thing I’m curious about.”  
 
    “What is it?” the scientist asked, guided the submarine closer to the dock, and glanced at me over her shoulder.  
 
    “Well, we already guessed that there’s a marchioness in charge of this area,” I muttered. “So, it must be populated by a lot of people, probably doctors, and nurses, but where are the guards? Where are the fortifications that we’re used to? The city is in a pretty vulnerable location. Why haven’t they protected themselves?” 
 
    “Hmmm, you’re right,” Beatrix murmured. “Celty and I’ve traveled to and passed a lot of cities, but this is the only one we’ve seen that didn’t have a wall or, at least, a handful of guards wandering around.”  
 
    “If you look at the slope of the hill.” Josephine pointed out and swept a hand along the natural incline of the knoll. “It looks as if they used to have one. See where there’s a large dip in the ground, and it looks as if it goes all the way around? Maybe they tore it down?”  
 
    “Why would they tear it down, though?” I asked. “There would be no reason to do so, especially if they wanted to keep their city protected.”  
 
    “As you said earlier.” Valerie chuckled. “I guess we’ll find out once we get there.”  
 
    “Which will be very soon.” Beatrix tittered. “We’re coming up alongside the dock now.”  
 
    “Is everyone ready?” I asked, turned, and glanced around the room.  
 
    “Are we coming, too, Charles?” Celty asked.  
 
    “Of course.” I nodded. “I’m sure that if they accept our explanation about my women’s appearances, they won’t really notice you.”  
 
    “What about me?” A.B. cried. “Am I not noticeable?”  
 
    “I mean, if they don’t look at Celty from behind.” I chuckled. “Then maybe they won’t see you at all.”  
 
    “What if I want to be seen?” the brain barked. “I’m a work of art! An installment, as Edony used to refer to me!”  
 
    “You thought that was an insult.” I snorted. “And for the longest time, I’d thought you’d let the past go and finally moved on.”  
 
    “I’m not insulted by it anymore!” A.B. assured. “I’ve gotten to know Edony better, and I think that now she meant it as the sincerest of compliments!”  
 
    “She didn’t.” I shook my head and grinned. “But I’m sure if you asked her now, she’d tell you that it was, but that’s only because she’s embarrassed by the person she used to be.”  
 
    As the five of us stood at the front of the submersible and gazed out of the glass dome, we moved slowly closer to the dock. It looked as if it hadn’t been used in years, and the worn, wooden planks were tinted green from the overgrown algae in the water. A few of the timbers were missing from the walkway and looked as if it would break as soon as you put any weight on it. Right as Beatrix turned the submersible and guided it toward the pier, I glanced over at Josephine. 
 
    The honey-blonde held her hands tightly to her chest and barely glanced at the dock. Her orange, cat-like eyes were glued to the strange, box-like buildings in the distance. Her mother was somewhere inside, and we had to find her before something happened, if it hadn’t already. There was fear deep in her eyes, and she nervously bit at the skin of her lips.  
 
    “Are you afraid?” I whispered.  
 
    “No.” Josephine shook her head. “I was afraid for the longest time. I used to spend so much time lying in bed and wondering if today would be the day that I heard the news that my mother had finally passed. Now, after everything I’ve been through… all of the worry and fear could be for nothing? I’m angry, Charles, I’m so unbelievably angry. It might not even be true, you know, she could be sick, but to think that I was forced to go through all of this for no other reason than to suffer. You would think if they went after her because she’s the creator and leader of the Harlots, why didn’t they take me, too?”  
 
    “Maybe they didn’t think you were a part of it?” I shrugged. “Or they only learned of your mother’s involvement and not yours.”  
 
    “My mother tried to keep my name out of it,” Josephine admitted. “I was there at the rallies, but they never used my actual name, and my mother insisted that I wear a mask. After she was taken away, I stopped wearing it to the rallies because it felt impersonal. I wanted them to see my face if they couldn’t know me or my name.”  
 
    “So,” I uttered. “None of those who looked for you knew what you look like.”  
 
    “No, probably not.” The honey-blonde shook her head. “The most they would know is that I’m closely involved with the leader of the Harlots. Even at the rallies, my mother never referred to me as her daughter, and only a few knew the truth until I came out and told them. So, many of the people who know that I’m her daughter are old members who came to the rallies. By the time the rallies started to slow down, we had required two forms of ID to make sure that no guards or officials were trying to sneak in.”  
 
    “Did that happen often?” I asked, and the honey-blonde’s orange eyes lowered to the ground.  
 
    “A few times, yes.” The heiress nodded. “But we had a specific protocol that we followed if we were ever in danger. Bodyguards and such. We also made sure that we had ways to escape in case someone attacked or snuck in after IDs were checked.”  
 
    A low beeping sound erupted from the panel in front of Beatrix, and the scientist immediately jumped into action. Her hands went to the wheel and slowly turned it to the left. The submersible shifted underneath of us, and the dock moved closer in the corner of the dome. Suddenly, the whole submarine shook from impact, and the tips of her ears flushed red.  
 
    “Sorry about that, guys,” the redhead apologized with a nervous smile. 
 
    “Beatrix isn’t practiced in ‘parking,’” Celty uttered.  
 
    “Way to call me out, Celty,” Beatrix grumbled. “I’m used to the docks at Tulna! This one is totally different! It’s much smaller, and hell, if I hit it too hard, it might collapse. If that happens, we’ll have to clamber up onto the mortar sides of the canal, so I hope that the three of you know how to climb.”  
 
    “If you end up doing that,” Celty interrupted. “Then I cannot come with you. If I were to fall in, well, you already know what would happen.”  
 
    “Yes, yes, Celty,” the scientist grumbled. “You would short-circuit, and then someone, meaning me, would have to dive down to the bottom to fish you out.”  
 
    “I think the last thing I would do before my systems shut down would be to take off my faceplate,” the robotic woman stated. “That way, you could see the disappointment on my surface as you rescue me.”  
 
    “Well, if you keep talking that way, I won’t rescue you at all.” Beatrix snorted. “You’ll just have to live at the bottom of the canal for the rest of your life. What do you think of that?”  
 
    “It sounds so peaceful.” The mechanical woman sighed. “I wouldn’t have to do chores or listen to you snore. You may not think I can hear it from my pod, but I can.”  
 
    “I don’t snore!” Beatrix balked. “I’ve never snored!”  
 
    “Well…” Josephine giggled. “I did hear something a little like snoring when I woke up around four a.m., but that easily could’ve been Valerie.”  
 
    “I snore.” Valerie nodded with a wide grin. “But it’s the cute type of snoring.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t say that.” The heiress laughed. “I mean, it can be, but there are times when it’s more like someone sawing wood in your ear.”  
 
    “Hey!” the feline-woman protested. “That’s not true!”  
 
    “Yeah!” Beatrix shouted. “Valerie, I didn’t hear you snoring, and you didn’t hear me, so I deduce that neither of us snores! There! Problem solved!”  
 
    In one swift movement, Beatrix lifted both hands from the wheel, grabbed the levers on either side of her seat, and slammed them back into place. Then, she swiveled in her chair and hopped down before brushing off her hands decisively.  
 
    “So, everyone ready to go?” the redhead asked. “Anything we need to pack up or take with us? Or are we going exactly how we are?”  
 
    “Exactly how we are.” I laughed, and the petite scientist nodded in response.  
 
    The two of us walked together shoulder to shoulder, and as we passed her workstation, the redhead gestured toward Celty. Instantly, the robotic woman fell into line with the other two women, and the small scientist reached for the wheel in the middle of the door. Just like before, she struggled for a moment, and when I offered to help, she waved my hand away with a low grunt. A few seconds later, a loud clunk sounded from inside of the heavy metal. The door swung open, and I instantly lifted my hand to shield my eyes from the bright sunlight.  
 
    From this distance away, I could count how many buildings there were in total. Five brick buildings lined the single street in a strange cul-de-sac. There seemed to be a large fountain or statue right in the middle, but I couldn’t see what it was even after I squinted. Valerie pressed herself against my side as the six of us made our way off of the dock and headed for the hard-packed dirt road. I glanced on either side of me and marveled at the horrifying but beautiful blanket of silken threads over all of the fields. The webs were intricately woven together, and when I looked harder, I could make out the dark black spots inside that were the massive spiders. Just as Beatrix told us earlier, some of them were as large as the palm of my hand, but there were a few that looked even bigger than that.  
 
    I didn’t say anything in case Valerie noticed and immediately lost her mind. In fact, when I glanced over at the ash-blonde, her light-blue eyes were glued to the ground in front of her and never strayed. I wanted to chuckle at the determined look in her gaze but stifled it. As we moved closer to the city of Magnta, I noticed how barren and dilapidated it looked. The walls weren’t a dull gray as I’d thought earlier, but were streaked with soot and dirt. As the statue in the middle of the town grew clearer, I finally saw it for what it was.  
 
    “Is that who I think it is?” I asked Beatrix over my shoulder.  
 
    The petite woman lifted her right hand, shielded her eyes, and stared at the statue for a very long time. Her lips pressed into a firm, worried line, and when her mauve-colored eyes met mine, I already knew my answer.  
 
    “Yes,” the scientist whispered. “That’s the Queen.”  
 
    The statue was more than just that. A wooden structure had been hastily built around it, almost like the shrines to the old gods I’d seen depicted in books. Flowers, candles, and baskets of food rested at her stone feet. The Queen’s carved hands were lifted on either side of her, and two half-burned candles dripped molten wax onto the dirt. It was one of the strangest things I’d ever seen in my entire life, and my eyes immediately met Beatrix’s for a long moment. Earlier, the scientist told me that there was something off about Magnta, and seeing for myself, I started to believe it, too.  
 
    We hadn’t even reached the city yet, but an eerie sensation crept up my back then spread down my arms and legs. I wasn’t sure why this place was so off-putting, and as I glanced around the sloping hill, I tried to understand what made me feel this way. There seemed to be something off about the location, especially since it was in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by a blanket of webs. Then there was the odd shrine that was clearly displayed in the center of town.  
 
    “Look,” Josephine whispered. “Someone’s been sent out to greet us.”  
 
    My eyes instantly found the woman entirely clothed in white, and I focused on her odd way of walking. The woman’s hands were held in front of her, tightly clasped into a single fist with her bony shoulders thrown back. She held her head high, and each step looked like a determined stomp. By that time, I noticed the other people wandering around the grounds, but my attention was immediately drawn back to the person quickly approaching us.  
 
    As she came closer, I noticed that the front of her white robes were slightly undone, and a long, beaded necklace hung from her neck. At the end of it, an intricately molded metal pendant thumped against her thin chest. Her skin was pale, and her oval-shaped face was gaunt. Her blonde hair was almost white like Edony’s, but it looked brittle and coarse like hay. This woman looked so unhealthy, and for a moment, I thought she’d collapse in the dirt in front of us. When she was finally a few feet away, I realized that she wasn’t wearing white robes but a doctor’s lab coat.  
 
    “Hello.” The woman breathed in an airy tone. “My name is Genevese. How may I help you?”  
 
    Immediately, Josephine stepped forward and leveled her orange, cat-like eyes at the woman. The honey-blonde slipped back into her aristocratic persona so easily and cleared her throat in such a condescending way that it sent shivers up and down my spine.  
 
    “I’m here to assess your facility,” Josephine snapped. “And deem whether it is worthy of receiving a donation from my renowned family of Tulna.”  
 
    “Oh, I see,” the woman in white murmured through a wide smile. “We don’t receive donations anymore. This place is Harmony now, and we are self-sufficient. The Goddess has blessed us, and we no longer need the help of outsiders.”  
 
    “The Goddess?” the heiress asked, furrowed her brow, and then pointed to the statue in the distance. “Is that the Goddess?”  
 
    “Oh, yes.” The doctor nodded excitedly. “The Queen is our Goddess, our only Goddess. She is the only thing we need in our lives to survive. She is our medicine and way of healing. We wouldn’t want it any other way.”  
 
    From the back of the group, my eyes lifted from their place on the ground and moved toward the people wandering around behind the doctor. Each of them moved in pained ways while others wore large, fabric bandages over their heads, almost like hoods. Then I noticed the people stumbling across the yard in long, awkward steps. To me, it looked as if their legs had been broken and then reset at odd angles to make them taller.  
 
    “But if you are set on donating to our cause.” The doctor giggled. “We are more than willing to let you join Harmony. Come, I could give you a tour of the facilities, and you can see what wonders we’re doing for our patients. People come here to be healed, and we do just that at the request of our Goddess. We bring them in, make them better, and then when we do well enough with our progress, the Queen brings them home, but that’s not very often. So, even with our failed attempts to make these monstrosities better, we’re taking steps to make the world a better place.”  
 
    Should she even be telling us all of this? Could it be that Magnta had strayed so far from reality and current society that they’d lost touch entirely? Not only that but what type of work was she talking about? From what we’d heard from Josephine and Edony, this place was a medical center and supposedly healed those with tuberculosis and other deadly diseases. 
 
    When I glanced to the left, I spied another person with what looked like a burlap hood over their entire face, but their body looked misshapen and deformed. It took me a few seconds to realize that the discoloration along their arms wasn’t bruises, but swatches of darker and lighter skin stitched together. Was it from other patients at the facility? For a second, I thought someone was singing, but when my eyes landed on a silhouette collapsed under a tree near the shrine, I realized it was low, agonized groans.  
 
    “A tour of the facility, you say?” The honey-blonde snickered coldly. “I don’t need to join Harmony, but as I said before, I’m only interested in donating, though maybe one of my companions would be interested in becoming part of your affiliation.” 
 
    Josephine’s voice was cold and unfeeling, but I knew the drake-woman well. From the state of this place and the patients held inside, it was clear that something nefarious was going on. The heiress needed to keep a level head for the time being, but I knew that the worry was running wild deep inside her brain. 
 
    “Oh, that’s wonderful!” The white-haired woman cried. “I’m sure that the Queen will be delighted to hear that we’ve received new patients! You see, we haven’t heard from her in almost nine months, and we’re worried that she’s forgotten about her favorite project! We’ve dedicated ourselves to not only the cause, but her entirely. When the letters and visits stopped coming, we knew that all we had to do was keep applying ourselves, and we’d finally make the discovery that she wanted! Oh! I know, let me take you to Yaba! I’ll show you the facility, take you to Yaba, and then everything will be alright… yes… everything will be alright…” 
 
    The woman whispered that last part under her breath as her eyes opened wider, and I saw the brilliant blue in their color. From the tone of her voice, she seemed to be trying to convince herself, and I wondered who this Yaba was. Was it another person or a hallucination?  
 
    “Yaba?” Josephine snarked.  
 
    “Oh, yes.” The doctor nodded. “She’s our lead surgeon! She’s been in charge for months! I appointed her myself! You see, I used to be in control of this facility, but I couldn’t handle it as well as her, so I gave her all of the power. Come, come. Let us tour the facility, and maybe you could even meet a few of my patients. The ones left here are the rejects, but we are working on them, so hopefully soon, we can send them to the capital, and the Queen will sign off on them! Oh, we’ve worked so hard, and I cannot wait for her to see them!”  
 
    This couldn’t be true… We couldn’t simply walk into Magnta and then be escorted around by one of the lead doctors. There was no way possible that this was actually happening. Was I dreaming? Not only that, but this woman was so delusional and out of it, she didn’t even question my women’s appearances. Well, from the state of the people in the distance, I guessed that the way people looked didn’t really matter to her anymore.  
 
    Something strange was going on for sure.  
 
    “Fine,” the drake-woman barked. “We will tour the facility with you as long as we meet this Yaba person, but we cannot guarantee that any of us will join.”  
 
    Instantly, the woman’s hands unclasped, then she pressed them together and wriggled her fingers excitedly for a second. Her icy-blue eyes glittered in the bright sunlight, and a sadistic smile spread over her papery-thin lips.  
 
    “Fiiiine.” The doctor giggled, moved her eyes over each of us, and snickered even louder. “That’s just fiiiiine. Don’t worry. Yaba will be very pleased to see you, and I’m sure that by the time you meet her, you’ll be dying to become part of Harmony. Everyone who visits does. It’s the most beautiful place, but that’s not the important part. We’re doing our duty to our country and our Goddess.”  
 
    When Josephine’s head turned, her orange eyes met mine, and real fear burned in their intense color.  
 
    We had to find Josephine’s mother before anything else happened… unless something already had. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
    As the strangely-dressed doctor led us into the middle of the complex, I didn’t know where to look first. The woman leading us moved jerkily as if she were a puppet or a marionette, and she tried to cover it by holding her clasped hands in front of her. It looked as if she were attempting to steady herself while being held up by an invisible force. I glanced over at Valerie, and the feline-woman’s blue eyes met mine with the same intensity. So, it was clear that I wasn’t the only one who noticed it. Something shimmered on either side of the doctor’s shoulders, almost like a thin thread, but as soon as I took a step closer through the crowd of my women, the glinting stopped, and whatever it was disappeared.  
 
    My eyes swiveled around the circular courtyard, and I examined each of the ‘patients.’ All of them seemed to be women, but from their misshapen forms, it was hard to tell. Some of them were so bloated that their faces were nothing more than blobs with vague features. Others were so thin and frail-looking, it seemed as if the doctors hadn’t fed them in weeks, but that wasn’t the horrifying part of all of it. Each person who wandered around the courtyard looked as if their limbs had been severed, elongated with spare bits of flesh and fat, and then sewn back together. The woman I’d seen earlier with the horrible sutures adjusted the hood over her face, and I saw the dead, cold emptiness in the eyes behind the holes cut in the fabric.  
 
    I had an idea of what was going on here, but I needed more information before coming to a full conclusion. When I glanced at the field of white gossamer behind me, it looked so far away as if it’d take me hours to reach the edge of the complex. I turned my attention back toward the doctor leading us through the medical complex, who spoke animatedly to Josephine in a high-pitched tone. Everything here was off-putting, but her voice almost sent me over the edge. When she talked to us the first time at the edge of Magnta, it’d been somewhat normal. Maybe a little too excited, but it was lilting and feminine, but now it sounded as if her tonsils were swollen, and her throat was stuffed full of cotton. The deeper we moved into the city, the more prominent the change became.  
 
    “This is our facility for cholera,” the doctor explained as we passed one of the more run-down buildings. “We don’t use it for much anymore because most of our patients were either healed or died before we could move on to the next step of Harmony.”  
 
    “So, Doctor.” Josephine clicked her tongue. “What is Harmony and what is the next step in it?”  
 
    “Oh, I can’t tell you that.” The thin woman giggled. “But I’m sure that once we find Yaba, she can tell you. She knows everything about Harmony and the ceaseless universe that surrounds it. It’s such a beautiful plan, and the way she told me in the beginning, it was as if she were painting a picture on the walls of my mind. At first, I didn’t agree with what she wanted to do, but then she showed me what Harmony could bring for all of us. Harmony is more than just this compound. It’s a way of living, and our patients freely accept it once they sign their intake papers.”  
 
    “So, is Yaba your marchioness?” the heiress asked.  
 
    “Oh, Yaba doesn’t like it when we use that word.” The thin woman smiled, turned, and leveled her squinted eyes at each of us. “It’s outdated. We don’t like to think of ourselves as aristocrats or marchionesses or any other word that comes to mind. Here, we are all humans united under the Goddess and Harmony. Society lets other things get in the way of truly being happy. You have to give up everything, submit your body to the Goddess, and then you will become one with the beautiful tapestry that is Harmony. Harmony… Harmony…”  
 
    “Uhhh… yeah.” I cleared my throat and raised my eyebrows to my women.  
 
    It felt as if time had slowed the moment we stepped inside of Magnta, and everything outside of the city was rushing past us into the future. Was this the reason that they had fallen out of touch with reality, or was there something else much darker that we hadn’t seen yet?  
 
    “I don’t care for marchionesses much, either,” Josephine admitted, but the thin woman barely seemed to hear her. “Excuse me? We never quite caught your name.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m Doctor Lida.” the thin woman grinned. “Genevese Lida, but that’s not what’s important here. My name is nothing more than a whisper on the wind when it comes to the crucial work that we do here for the Goddess and Harmony.”  
 
    “Of course.” The drake-woman nodded. “But it felt strange just calling you doctor.”  
 
    “I understand perfectly, my dear,” Genevese said. “Now, this is our surgery center, and it’s where all of our magic happens. Would you like to see inside? I’m sure that there are a few operations taking place that we could step in on and watch.”  
 
    I wanted to speak up and tell her that as a doctor, that was entirely inappropriate. Not only was it unsafe and unsanitary for the patient and doctor, but it was altogether unethical. I was appalled and disgusted, but I couldn’t breathe a word in front of this flimsy illusion of a ‘doctor.’ How could she even call herself that? Had she strayed that far from the medical community?  
 
    Right as we were about to step through the open door of the surgery center, a low, grumbling voice called out to the left of us. I turned and spied another patient leaning against the grimy wall of the building. She was covered in thick white bandages, but scarlet blood soaked through the dressings and seeped down her willowy arms.  
 
    “Doctor Lida,” the woman groaned, slumped farther down the wall, and reached out an arm toward Genevese. “Please, I need my medicine… The pain is too much… I can’t… I can’t stand it for much longer.”  
 
    “Oh.” The thin woman’s voice dropped an octave lower, and her expression immediately hardened into a mask of stone. “We told you that we’re weaning you off of the medication. I cannot in good conscience give you any more.”  
 
    “But my stitches,” the patient pleaded and gestured to her bleeding arms and legs. “They’ve come undone, and the pain is like a wall. I can’t… I can’t, Doctor Lida. Please… Just for today, and then we can start again tomorrow. I need them.”  
 
    Doctor Lida sighed heavily, reached up, and pinched the bridge of her nose. She seemed to be processing her options, and when she finally dropped her hand, her icy-blue eyes were even colder than before. Her thin lips pressed into a firm line, and she glared down at the injured woman.  
 
    “Fine,” Doctor Lida barked. “I will escort you to my office and treat you there.”  
 
    As she turned back to us, her expression and mannerisms immediately changed. A wide grin spread over her lips, and I couldn’t help but notice the wrinkles that formed around it. To me, it looked as if she was forced to smile by an unseen force instead of doing it naturally. For a second, I could’ve sworn that the skin around her forehead, cheeks, and chin quivered, but as I squinted my eyes, the illusion stopped.  
 
    “You will have to excuse me,” Genevese tittered. “It seems I’m needed elsewhere at the moment. I hope you don’t mind, but you can continue the tour on your own if you like. If you follow the main hall inside, you can look into some of the operating rooms where surgeries are currently taking place. At the end of the hallway, there will be a door, and it leads to our main building where most of Harmony’s important work takes place. I will wait for you there, and then I will introduce you to Yaba. I’m sure she will be incredibly pleased that you’re here. Now, I must go.”  
 
    Genevese turned jerkily on her heels, strode forward, and then gripped the injured woman by the arm. The woman didn’t cry out, but her face crumpled as pain ripped through her whole body. I wanted to be grateful that we’d been allowed these moments alone, but I worried about the patient Genevese escorted to another building. From what we’d seen, the city was bizarre, but this was no way to treat your patients, especially one that wasn’t taking the operation or medications well. It was clear that the patient hadn’t been taken care of the way she should have been, and her wounds weren’t healing. I wish I could’ve stepped in and examined her for myself, but if I even breathed a word in front of the doctor, our whole plan would’ve crumbled.  
 
    Sure, the doctor said that status didn’t matter, and the people of Harmony didn’t believe in the classist aristocratic rule, but I was very familiar with the way she looked at me. It was the way that women had looked at me my entire life. I wasn’t equal to her, and she made it clear by giving me steely, backward glances. She never voiced her concerns, but it was apparent that she wasn’t comfortable with me being here. From the way she looked at me, I knew that if she had the chance to get me alone, I’d be the next patient to go underneath the knife, but I probably wouldn’t have survived like the others.  
 
    “Shall we go in?” I asked as soon as Genevese disappeared.  
 
    “I guess,” Josephine whispered.  
 
    “I don’t want to,” the feline-woman whimpered. “I-I don’t want to see anyone getting operated on.”  
 
    “It’s alright, Val,” I soothed, wrapped an arm around her, and brought the ash-blonde closer. “You can stay close to me, and I’ll warn you if anything gory is happening. You can press your face into my chest until it’s all over.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Valerie whispered, snuggled closer, and wrapped her arms tightly around my own.  
 
    I was the first to step into the building and glanced around the small, dimly lit hallway. Large windows lined the room, and every few paces, there was a flimsy-looking door. I assumed that each of these rooms was where the surgeries were taking place, and if we simply walked past them, we’d see what was happening inside. Harsh lamps hung from the ceiling, casting the entire hall in a grimy, greenish-blue light, and as I neared the first window, an explosive scream beat at my ears. Instantly, Valerie slammed her face into my chest, and I guided the feline-woman forward toward the window.  
 
    I peered in as Beatrix, Josephine, and Celty fell in beside me, and my stomach instantly dropped. My intestines seemed to come alive within my body and twist into complicated knots. I’d performed a few surgeries in my time, and I’d mended plenty of wounds, but this was like nothing I’d ever witnessed. 
 
    The patient laid strapped to the examination table by the arms and legs. She wriggled in a panic and threw back her head to let out another animalistic scream. The sound vibrated against my ears, and shivers rocketed up my back. The doctor came up from behind her in full garb, and the only thing remotely human about them were the beady, black eyes peeking out from above the fabric mask. They didn’t seem to see us outside the window and leaned over the table to whisper something in the woman’s ears. The patient recoiled away, and her face contorted in revulsion. Tears streamed down the woman’s face, and she whispered something. Though I couldn’t hear the words she spoke, I knew what she said as soon as her lips clamped together for the last time.  
 
    “Kill me. Just kill me instead.”  
 
    From the way the doctor’s fabric mask sucked in and out, I knew that they were laughing at this patient’s fear and pain. The white-clothed person crossed the room and stared down at a side table that was heavy with medical instruments I was familiar with. Scissors, scalpels, and tweezers, but along the bottom of the tray laid four different syringes. Each of them was filled with a different colored liquid, and the doctor grabbed the one farthest to the left. They lifted the item into the air, tapped the capsule, and depressed the plunger. Liquid shot out of the needle, and the doctor nodded decisively before moving back to the table.  
 
    The patient squirmed even harder this time, and I heard the repeated word spilling from her broken, chapped lips.  
 
    “No!” the woman roared. “No! No! Nononononoooo! Please, no!”  
 
    Even though her voice was excruciatingly loud from outside the operating room, the doctor didn’t seem to hear her. The person lifted the needle over the woman’s chest, opened up the patient’s robe, and then plunged the syringe down. In a manner of seconds, the doctor injected her with the strange liquid. The operating room fell eerily silent, and for a second, I thought that the doctor had killed her, but I was very wrong. The woman’s pale and oddly serene expression pinched, and her entire face crunched into a mask of agony. The sounds that roared up her throat and spilled out of her cracked lips didn’t even sound human.  
 
    The patient braced against the leather bindings on her arms and legs, and even from this distance away, I spied the bulging veins in her arms. The cold, almost dead look in her eyes disappeared, and what replaced it was even more frightening. She didn’t look human anymore, and as foam formed at the corners of her mouth, I watched her body begin to swell unnaturally. Her body bloated to three times its normal size, and for a moment, I thought her bones underneath the flesh would break through with loud squelches.  
 
    The doctor retreated to the wall, grabbed a pad of paper and pen from their pocket, and scribbled some notes down before they headed back to the table. They grabbed the next syringe in line and hurried back to the patient. This time, the doctor injected the woman in the neck, and again, there was a moment of peculiar peace. The hostile fire burning in the patient’s eyes died, and she stared up at the ceiling as seconds ticked by.  
 
    A gurgle exploded up from the woman’s mouth, and her forehead pinched. A low groan erupted from between her tensed lips, and she slowly rocked back and forth on the metal examination table. I wasn’t sure what this syringe held, but the reaction wasn’t as intense as the other. Above the doctor’s mask, their eyebrows furrowed, and they nodded once before going back to their notes. The doctor placed the notebook back in their pocket and then grabbed a third needle from the table. This time, they caught the subdued patient by the wrist, found a vein, and injected them.  
 
    I blinked rapidly as the patient violently shook against her bindings. Low gurgles rumbled out of her throat, but her eyes were completely blank. She’d asked for death before any of this started, and she’d gotten it, but not the way she expected. The doctor leaned forward over the table, lowered the mask for a second, and then nodded before pressing a single finger to the woman’s vibrating arm. As the person pulled it away, something stuck to it, and I felt my breakfast rise from the pit of my belly then up my throat.  
 
    As we stood in absolute silence outside the window, the patient’s body shook even more ferociously and seemed to sink onto the table. She deflated by the second until I spied the major bones in her nearly flat body, then something snapped. The patient’s body was solid one second and then… nothing more than a pool of ooze on the floor around the examination table, bone and all. The liquid spattered against the doctor’s white trousers and black leather boots. The person’s sigh was loud enough for all of us to hear outside the room, and they begrudgingly pulled the notepad out of their pocket before scribbling down even more notes.  
 
    “What in the hell are they doing here?” Beatrix hissed. “That was… oh, my… fuck.”  
 
    The redhead turned away from the window, pressed a tiny hand over her mouth, and stared down at the stone floor. Her mauve-colored eyes were wide, and I spied the brimming tears in the corners of each. I couldn’t explain because I, too, had no idea what was going on here or what the point of all of this was. I had an idea of why this was happening, but it seemed that Magnta hadn’t gotten the clue that they’d been abandoned by the very Goddess they worshipped.  
 
    “Let’s move on,” I urged in a low voice. “If you can’t stand to look anymore, you’re free to head on out and wait for Genevese.”  
 
    “And spend a few moments alone with that creep?” the redhead gasped. “There’s no way in hell that I’m going out there alone.”  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder as we started to move on, and Josephine stood frozen in front of the window. Her hands hung limply on either side of her, and her face showed no emotion. When she turned slowly toward me, her lips trembled, and her right hand pointed into the room. She asked the question silently, but I already knew what she meant. Had this been done to her mother? Had we come here to save a woman who was already long dead from an experiment like this?  
 
    I had none of the answers she needed, but I hoped that we would find some soon. Once Genevese took us to Yaba, we’d take both of them out and search the complex for the drake-woman’s mother. I hoped beyond anything that we would find her or some information that had to do with her, but… that hope was slim.  
 
    The next two operating rooms were empty except for the examination table and a few empty side tables. The first was scrubbed clean, and every piece of equipment was put perfectly back into place, but the one after that looked as if a failed surgery had just happened. Blood spattered the walls, glass window, and ceiling. It was dried and cracked along every surface, and as I looked closer, I could make out the slivers of decaying flesh mixed in. The examination table was slightly ajar, and both of the side tables were overturned. The medical instruments were strewn across the room as if someone had left in an awful hurry.  
 
    We had two more rooms to walk by, and as we approached the next one, a stench that I knew all too well hit me like a ton of bricks. Beatrix threw herself forward, covered her mouth for a second time, and retched. Thankfully, nothing came up, but the mere sound of it made my stomach turn sour. I’d smelled this particular scent so many times in the confines of compartment B that it barely phased me at this point. As we neared the window, I thought for a moment that someone had hastily painted it black, but that was before I realized that all of it was moving.  
 
    “Oh…” Beatrix groaned, stuffed her face into her elbow, and stared toward the window with squinted eyes. “What the fuck is that? Charles? What is that?”  
 
    “Flies,” I uttered. “Millions of them.”  
 
    Through the haze of buzzing insects, I spied the examination table a few feet away. It was covered in a white sheet, but the fabric was stained three different shades of brown and green. I didn’t have to guess what was underneath that sheet. I already knew from experience that this smell and the flies all came from a decomposing body. I had no idea what they’d done to it, but it was clear that their patient had died during the operation, and they’d left it there to rot as if it were nothing more than garbage.  
 
    “Can we get out of here?” Valerie asked with her face firmly pressed into my chest. “I don’t want to be in here anymore. It sounds and smells horrible.”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded, pushed her forward, and headed toward the last remaining window in the hall. “Then we can find this Yaba… and kill her and Genevese together.”  
 
    “Good,” Josephine whispered. “I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep tonight because of the things we’ve seen.”  
 
    “I thought you were a pacifist, my love?” I asked.  
 
    “Not now.” The drake-woman growled. “Not after I’ve seen what these ‘doctors’ have been doing to my fellow humans.”  
 
    “I want to know why they’re experimenting on women,” I said and kept my eyes glued to the last window at the end of the hall. “Sure, Birskonn, Granhamn, and Tulna mistreated lower aristocrats, but they never experimented on them like they were lab rats. Why are they doing it now?”  
 
    Beatrix’s mauve-colored eyes shifted to Celty behind me, and the robotic woman, who’d been silent almost this entire time, spoke up.  
 
    “This isn’t the first time they’ve experimented on women,” the mechanical woman explained. “They tried to build super-soldiers before they set their sights on the reanimated brains of men. I thought we told you that.”  
 
    “You did.” I nodded. “But that doesn’t give us a reason. I’ve witnessed a lot of cruelty in my lifetime, and this certainly fits the bill.”  
 
    “But, Charles,” Valerie whispered. “Aren’t they aristocrats? We don’t know, but the patients could’ve done something horrible in their lifetimes.”  
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” I grunted. “I don’t care that these women may or may not have been high-power aristocrats… They’re in pain at the hands of another, and that isn’t what we stand for. Yes, we’re here to free men and make sure that the world our children grow up in is a good one, but that doesn’t mean we should turn a blind eye when people, even women, are being tortured.”  
 
    “Do you think this could be one of the stages of the Queen’s old plan?” Celty asked.  
 
    “Yes,” I growled. “I think that Magnta was the first step in creating female super-soldiers, and then as she realized that plan wouldn’t work, she left them to their own devices. We witnessed almost the same thing in Valestia. She started work there, changed her mind, and then left them to toil and die in the desert. I guess she decided to move on to the reanimated male brains but kept this place as a backup plan. I doubt she thought it’d fall into a state such as this.”  
 
    “It could’ve happened over the last few years,” Beatrix added. “The marchioness wasn’t sent out until… maybe three or four years ago? That’s when I started to hear strange stories about this place.”  
 
    “And that’s around the time that I was barred from access.” Josephine nodded. “It easily could’ve been a normal medical complex during that time, and then a deranged marchioness came in.”  
 
    “Do you think it’s this Yaba person?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “But she isn’t a doctor.” Beatrix shook her head. “Genevese said that Yaba came in and she appointed her to the position.”  
 
    “She doesn’t have to be,” I stated. “Does any of this look as if a sane doctor did it?”  
 
    “Well, no.” the feline-woman grumbled into my chest. “But she could’ve gone mad?”  
 
    “I guess we’ll find out soon,” I said.  
 
    As we approached the last window, I prepared myself for anything. Genevese said a couple of surgeries were happening today, so I assumed that this was the last one we’d see. There were three people in this room, one of them laid on the examination table, and the two others were doctors. This patient wasn’t awake, and a clear mask was pressed over her nose and open mouth. I guess they were giving her some sort of vapor to keep her unconscious while performing the surgery. My eyes moved over the nude, female patient and then landed on the dotted lines drawn on her waist and knees. I’d seen these before, generally on patients that needed a limb amputated, but as both surgeons moved in with their scalpels raised, I realized that wasn’t what they were doing here.  
 
    At the far side of the room, there was a table covered by thick fabric, but there were smatters of a scarlet liquid across it. I had an idea of what they were doing because Edony and I had discussed doing something like this a long time ago.  
 
    “If you feel weak or sick,” I murmured. “You may want to look away now.”  
 
    “Why?” Josephine whispered.  
 
    The surgeons sliced into the woman’s sides just below her ribcage and started poking around inside for the tendons and ligaments. Both doctors raised their heads simultaneously as they cut through thick nerves, tugged them out of the open wound, and rested their knives on the table beside them. The female doctor closest to the fabric-covered table whipped it off and revealed the bloodied meat underneath. Two severed arms and legs laid on the cold, shiny metal, and I stared at them silently for a long time.  
 
    “Because I knew they were going to do that…” I murmured, and for a second time, Beatrix turned away with a loud retching sound.  
 
    The doctor handed over an arm to the other across the room, grabbed her own, and then crossed back to the table. The lab coat clad women bent down and stared at the severed end for a moment, then they guided it toward the cord of nerves they’d left hanging. The two surgeons worked together as they affixed the bloody bundle of nerves to another attached to the pale arm, then both of them reached into their coat pockets. They pulled out big spools of black thread and long, curved needles. It took them a moment to get the sharp barbs threaded, but when they finished, they leaned closer for a second time.  
 
    The sound of the needles entering the patient’s flesh was unmistakable. I’d mended plenty of wounds this way before, but this… this was just horrific. The two surgeons sewed the extra arms onto the woman’s waist with steady hands, and their eyes never left their work for a second. It was so strange to see Edony and I’s old plan happening right in front of my eyes. I knew it wouldn’t work, and once the arms were sewn to the patient, they’d putrefy and then rot just like the body in the last room. That’s why I didn’t think of building A.B. a fleshy body out of extra limbs. I already had looked into it, read hundreds of books about the process, and still came up with the same conclusion. The flesh would never live again, especially not attached to another person.  
 
    “What are they going to do with the legs?” Josephine asked. “Are they going to sew them somewhere else?”  
 
    Right as the two surgeons finished and reached for the handsaws on either side of them, I’d had enough. I didn’t need to see anymore. I already knew what they planned to do with those other limbs, and I certainly didn’t want to subject my women to any more than what they’d already seen. In one motion, I grabbed Beatrix by the shoulder, shifted my hand around Valerie, and I used it to grab Josephine’s wrist. Celty hurried out behind us as we stepped out into the bright sunlight. We didn’t know the reasoning behind what we’d seen, but everything confirmed all of my theories about Magnta.  
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” Beatrix grumbled and jerked out of my reach.  
 
    My hand retracted, and I immediately thought the petite woman was reacting to my touch, but her hands went to the collar of her shirt. She seemed to be searching for something or scratching an itch, but the more she struggled, the angrier the redhead became.  
 
    “What is the matter, Beatrix?” Celty asked.  
 
    “Don’t you guys feel like something’s crawling all over you?” the scientist asked, raised her head, and then went back to brushing off her shoulders. “I feel like there’s spiders or their webs all over me.”  
 
    “Oh, science, Beatrix,” Valerie groaned and hopped away from the redhead. “Please don’t say anything like that ever again!”  
 
    “I’m sorry!” The redhead grunted, patted her back, and then brushed off the front of her corset. “It’s been bothering me since we went inside that damn building.”  
 
    Something glinted on the front of Beatrix’s clothing, and I dropped my arm from around Valerie as I stepped closer. As the redhead lifted both hands over her head to look at her front, I snatched the small item off of her. The tiny thing crumbled under my fingers, and as I opened my palm to examine it, I saw that it was a tiny transparent spider. Right as I brought the translucent creature closer, it disintegrated. A low howl echoed in the wind, and I raised my head curiously before dropping my cupped hand to my side.  
 
    “There you are!” Genevese’s voice rang out around the complex, and I hastily brushed off my hand on the fabric of my trousers. “So, what did you think? Isn’t our work here beautiful? There nothing more mesmerizing than the work our surgeons do to make our patients better.”  
 
    “What diseases did those patients have?” Josephine snapped.  
 
    “Oh!” The doctor gasped. “I believe one of them contracted yellow fever while visiting a small country in the east. So, we took her in and treated her. I’m sure that by now, she’s been cured, and we can send her off to the Goddess for appraisal.”  
 
    “I want to meet this Yaba person,” Beatrix spoke up for the first time and demanded. “All of this is lovely, but we’re here for a reason.”  
 
    “No, no, no.” Genevese shook her head and lifted both of her hands. “I understand your excitement and impatience. Meeting Yaba is a special treat that not many get to savor, and you should be delighted because I’ve just learned that Yaba is working on our special project right now. That means that all of you will get to see our greatest surgeon and doctor at work.”  
 
    “Great,” the redhead barked, slammed her fists onto her hips, and then nodded in the thin woman’s direction. “Can we get going now? We don’t have all day.”  
 
    “Of course, of course.” Genevese grinned even wider, turned, and then shakily moved toward one of the complex’s largest buildings. “I know that you’re anxious to get there and see what she’s working on.”  
 
    “What building is this?” the drake-woman asked.  
 
    “Oh, this used to be our tuberculosis ward,” the doctor explained. “But over the years, we stopped receiving patients with that sort of disease. I think we currently have two at the moment, and Doctor Yaba has been working extensively with them for months. They seem to be taking the treatment quite well, and we hope that within the next few months, we can release them to the Goddess.”  
 
    “What are the names of these patients?” Josephine persuaded.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Genevese whispered. “I can’t release that information. Doctor-patient confidentiality and all.”  
 
    Of course, they wouldn’t give us their names. Out of all of the utterly insane things we’d seen so far, this was the one line that Genevese wouldn’t cross? There were two patients here currently being treated for tuberculosis, and one of them easily could be Josephine’s mother, but I wouldn’t allow myself to hope just yet. If the project included both of them as it seemed, we would find out very soon who they were.  
 
    “What about the other buildings?” Josephine said and pointed to the other remaining two.  
 
    “Those were where most of the nurses and doctors used to stay,” Genevese told us. “But we don’t have a lot of staff anymore, so one of them sits empty.”  
 
    “How many workers do you have?” Beatrix probed.  
 
    “Currently?” the doctor murmured. “I think we have five doctors on hand and about ten nurses.”  
 
    “And how many patients?” the drake-woman urged.  
 
    “Hmmm, in total?” the thin woman muttered. “I think we have about twenty-five.”  
 
    The number was probably twenty-three now because we’d witnessed two deaths inside the surgery center moments ago. Sure, the second woman wasn’t dead yet, but sepsis would set in and surely end her life if they gave it a few days.  
 
    “I love how all of you are so interested in our work here at Harmony,” the doctor gushed. “We’ve struggled for a long time, but now we’ve finally managed to make some progress. You should be glad that you came today, though.”  
 
    “And why is that?” the drake-woman asked.  
 
    “Well,” Genevese started, but then she paused to grin uncomfortably at us again. “We’re shutting down the surgery center tomorrow. It’s no longer needed. We’ve conducted all of the surgeries that we can, and Yaba would like to move on to the next phase of our work together. You see… our patients in the past have struggled to get better. We figured that something was wrong inside their bodies. That’s one of the reasons their surgeries were so extensive and extreme, but Yaba has found a solution to all of that. Before long, all of us will be one, and we will join our Goddess in the true Harmony.”  
 
    “I thought this was Harmony?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “Oh, it is.” The doctor nodded. “But it’s the first stage of Harmony. Come in here, and I will show you.”  
 
    As soon as we stepped through the doorway, I instantly knew something was wrong. There was no light inside the long hall, and at the end, there was nothing but a darkened archway. Beyond that, an eerie blue light glowed and fluctuated with the sound of someone talking excitedly. The walls were coated in spiderwebs, not just a few hung here and there, but everything was covered in the thick, white threads. Valerie slammed into my side with a soft yelp, and I wrapped my arm protectively around her. We were moments away from seeing this Yaba person, and we’d soon find out if Josephine’s mother was alive or not, but I couldn’t stop my heart from nearly pounding out of my chest.  
 
    We could’ve attacked as soon as we arrived in Magnta, but none of us knew what to expect inside. It was safer to get the lay of the land and see the people inside before we took action. Not only that, but Genevese had willingly brought us in and seemed to be friendly, but we didn’t know who this Yaba person was or what to expect from her. Perhaps, she was exactly like Genevese and would willingly accept us into her sanctum.  
 
    “Genevese!” a loud, gravelly voice screamed. “It’s finished! I’ve finished it! My greatest invention! The medical world won’t know what hit them when I reveal it for the first time! There will be no more disease! No more illness or injuries! There will be only Harmony!”  
 
    “Oh!” the doctor gasped, rushed forward, and left us in her wake. “This is so exciting! I’m coming, Doctor Yaba! I’m coming!”  
 
    The five of us rushed toward the archway that Genevese disappeared into and then paused just outside of it. I’d suspected from the wording she’d used that Doctor Yaba had built a machine that could cure all diseases, but I was very wrong when I looked into the room.  
 
    At first, I thought thick ropes covered everything inside, but I realized that it was a woven cord of spiderwebs. The threads were everywhere, no matter where I looked around the room, and instinctively, my body took a step backward out of the archway.  
 
    I spied the tall, lanky woman directly in front of the largest bundle of webs, and I assumed that this was the Doctor Yaba we’d heard so much about. Her whole body shook with excitement, and as Genevese rushed forward, the lead surgeon turned so we could finally see her. Eight black eyes stared back at me from her deformed face, and I felt all of the air leave my lungs. Her face’s skin wrinkled around each of the organs and made them bulge out of her misshapen skull. As she grinned and stepped forward toward us with her arms outstretched, her jagged, pointed teeth shined in the sinister blue haze.  
 
    “You’ve brought us new patients!” Doctor Yaba gasped. “How wonderful, Genevese! You’ve done well!”  
 
    “Yes!” the thin woman gasped in a high-pitched tone dripping with madness. “Yes! Yes! I knew you would want them! As soon as I saw them coming up the hill, I knew they’d be perfect for our experiments! They didn’t suspect a thing, Doctor Yaba!”  
 
    “Come, little lambs,” the arachnid woman urged with a wave of her taloned hands. “Come see my masterpiece! You must be gifts from the Goddess! Oh, Genevese! The Goddess finally sent us new patients for my masterpiece! Don’t worry, little lambs. We will cure you of all of your illnesses! You will never be sick again!”  
 
    I’d heard enough and reached for the staff strapped to my back, but Josephine’s voice rang out in the vast room. 
 
    “Charles!” the honey-blonde gasped. “My… My mother!”  
 
    My eyes shifted to where she pointed and finally saw what Doctor Yaba had been referring to this entire time. A massive web was strung across the middle of the room, and a woman hung directly from the center of it. Her honey-blonde hair hung in her face, but from what I could see of it, the resemblance to my drake-woman was striking. The unconscious woman blended in so well with the webs that if the heiress hadn’t pointed her out to me, I probably wouldn’t have noticed her. At first, I’d thought the blue light came from the covered windows behind her, but I slowly realized it emanated from the webs that suspended her.  
 
    “My battery!” Yaba gasped and gestured toward Josephine’s mother.  
 
    I didn’t understand what the madwoman meant at first, but as a low groaning sounded from the end of the hall, all of it clicked into place. When I slowly glanced over my shoulder, I saw the patients from earlier hobbling toward us. The webs connected to their limbs glinted in the air, and I instantly understood everything around us. The threads moved them like puppets, and all of the strings were attached to Josephine’s mother. This explained almost everything we’d seen in Magnta today. The sheets of webs across the hill that led to the city and the jerky, unnatural way that Genevese moved. Just as Yaba said, Josephine’s mother was the puppeteer that kept the entire city of Magnta under the marchioness’ control.  
 
    “Josephine,” I growled. “Cut your mother down, and all of this will end.” 
 
      
 
     

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
    I held my staff tightly in my grip and felt the activation change its shape. The glowing blue light inside the core flashed, grew stronger, and shifted to the familiar scarlet. My weapon was primed and ready for battle against the two hideous women. My women fanned out around me, and Valerie and I settled our sights on Doctor Yaba and Genevese. Valerie and I would take the two of them out, Josephine would rescue her mother, and Beatrix and Celty would attack the patients coming up from the back.  
 
    To my horror, the thin, spider-woman’s body shivered and shook with tremors. Just as I suspected, the flesh of her face squirmed, and slowly, six more eyes opened up then glared in my direction. Both of them grinned wickedly and saliva dripped from their teeth. As I slammed my boots against the stone floor and raced toward them, the smiles grew even wider. 
 
    “Celty,” Beatrix hissed under her breath. “Execute operation yellow duckie.”  
 
    “Activated,” the low monotone voice echoed from inside of the mechanical woman. “Processing… Threat level: one. Defensive mode: on. Manual user, are you ready to engage.”  
 
    “Yep,” the redhead shouted, braced her legs against the web-covered floor, and then threw out her hands on either side of her. “Let’s get ’em.”  
 
    As the petite scientist lifted her right hand, a blaze of red shot out like a whip, and it took me a moment to realize that it wasn’t a physical weapon… but a thick rope made entirely out of blood. Celty told me before that Beatrix’s ability was called ‘blood magik,’ and though I hadn’t believed her, I had to now. The bloody-whip snapped out with a resounding crack, wrapped around one of the patients’ arms, and in one swift movement, Beatrix slammed the same arm backward. The scientist lifted her right leg, smashed her boot down on the length of crimson rope, and forced the creature to the ground with a moist thud. Right as she downed the patient, she retracted the whip, settled her sights on another, and repeated the process.  
 
    Without missing a beat, the seams along the robotic woman’s knuckles opened up and sharp, metal prongs raised along each of the digits. Her fingertips shifted, too, and the rounded points sharpened into nasty-looking projectiles. Celty lifted her right hand toward her left forearm and grabbed the black baton I’d seen before. As she swung it out to her side, it elongated with a crackle of electricity. The robotic woman stepped forward and then raised her other arm into the air with the palm facing out. The metallic panel opened up, and I spied the same spherical shape buried within the gears and wires. An explosive sound echoed around the vast room as the orb whizzed through the air. It hit the floor with a muffled thunk and then rolled into the crowd of patients.  
 
    Right as I turned my head back toward Yaba and Genevese, I heard the unmistakable crackle of electricity that I knew would come next. The patients screamed, and from the muffled thumps, I assumed that it’d taken down quite a few.  
 
    “Processing over.” Celty’s monotone voice sounded. “Threat level lowered. Objective: neutralize and protect.”  
 
    Valerie had already faded from view, but I heard her running feet beside me. As I formulated a plan in my head, the feline-woman veered off to the left, and I already knew what she intended to do. Valerie’s combat ability was heavily based on sneak attacks, and the only way we could pull this off was if we caught Yaba and Genevese by surprise. As most of our plans went, she would take them from behind while I created a distraction from the front, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t fight. These two women had orchestrated so many patients’ suffering, and I felt sorry that Celty and Beatrix had to fight against those who were already in so much pain.  
 
    I hoped that we’d end their suffering by neutralizing them, but what could we do for them after? Yaba and Genevese had already operated on them, and even if I examined them later, I couldn’t undo the damage that had been done. They would die slow and painful deaths that I couldn’t prevent, so that left us with only one option.  
 
    Kill both Yaba and Genevese.  
 
    They were two bitches who’d caused unnecessary pain in the lives of other women, and who knows, they could’ve experimented on men before we’d arrived. I had to address the fact that not only was this the doctor’s doing but a direct order from the Queen. It was yet another reason for me not to spare her life once we reached the capital.  
 
    Right as the form of my weapon started to change in my hands, Yaba and Genevese were thrown toward each other. They collided with a meaty smack, and their collective eighteen eyes winced closed. I assumed the blow was from my feline-woman, and I positioned my flamberge at my side. When I was feet from them, they were pulled apart for a split second, and then their heads smashed together with an echoing rap. I would spare neither of them, but before I did that, I would get the information that I needed, preferably from Yaba. 
 
    I brought the sword up from beside me, and for a second, it felt as if it were cutting through thick molasses. A surge of power washed over me, and I closed my eyes as I relished the strength it gave me. When I opened them back up, my weapon had changed again but remained in the same wavy shape. I was accustomed to the glinting, silver sword and for a moment, I didn’t quite understand what happened. The blade looked as if it were alive, a continuous fluid motion of scarlet flames.  
 
    When I lifted my gaze toward Yaba and Genevese, the two women stared at me with wide, horrified expressions. Yes… Yes… These were the first women to see me like this, and their faces made it even more satisfying. I was the one thing that they feared the most but never thought was possible. I was the first man to develop abilities since the beginning of time. Somehow, during all of these years of sexist innovation for the female gender, my blood had proved their scientific advancements wrong. I was what they were afraid of and believed could never happen, but here, I stood in full view.  
 
    The power rushing through me was so immense that I almost stumbled forward in a haze, but I managed to keep my wits. Genevese was of no use to us, and as I settled my hateful gaze on her, the frail, white-haired woman was thrown backward by an unseen kick to the chest. The doctor flew through the air, spun once, and then slammed into the spider web covered wall. Genevese’s head rocked back and hit against the stone behind her. The endless black in her unsettling eight eyes shone in the eerie blue light for a moment, and bright red blood spurted from her nose then dribbled down to her chin.  
 
    Genevese’s body rocked with invisible attacks from my feline-woman, and low guttural noises exploded up her throat. Immediately, I turned my attention back to Yaba, and the marchioness’ back straightened.  
 
    “You think it’s this easy?” Yaba hissed through her pointed teeth. “You think you can waltz in here and destroy Harmony?”  
 
    I glanced around and held my summoned blood-sword loosely in one hand, then I shrugged.  
 
    “I guess it is.” I snorted. “You thought you built a masterpiece, but look how easy it was for me, a conniving brute, to come in and destroy it.”  
 
    I couldn’t kill her yet, but I had to hurt her enough that she wouldn’t fight back. Just like any other battle, I knew that my staff would guide and show me the way, but now I’d learned that assumption was wrong. My staff was only an aide, and the real reason I was able to summon these weapons was because of the ability ingrained in my blood.  
 
    I wrapped both hands around the sword’s hilt, stepped forward, and swung the mighty weapon through the air in a graceful arc. Just like the time in Tulna, the weight of the weapon grew lighter, and an aura of red filled my eyes. The weapon changed again, and I saw the shades of red all around me as I slashed upward through the air. The weapon felt different than the flamberge but familiar… It was much lighter in my hands, and the placement of my grip was farther apart than I remembered. Unlike the last time the sword changed, I saw what it’d morphed into, and just as I’d suspected, it was a wicked-looking scythe.  
 
    The scythe’s blade connected with Yaba’s stomach and sliced upward almost to her neck, but as I pulled away, I noticed that it’d left no visible wound. The marchioness’ head slammed backward, and an echoing scream vibrated all around the room. The first time I’d used the scythe, it’d sliced the aristocrats to pieces, but I had no time to ask myself why it hadn’t left a mark on Yaba. I spun once on my feet, held the scythe out in front of me as I stepped around Yaba’s squirming form, and then swung the weapon out. It hit her in the back this time, and instantly, her spine curled forward with another earsplitting scream.  
 
    In one swift movement, I lifted my boot, slammed it down into the middle of her back, and forced her to her knees. As I slowly circled her, Yaba wavered on her knees and then fell forward with her head lowered. From what I could see, there were no physical wounds on her body, but from the way she shook and sobbed, my blood magik weapon had done some sort of damage.  
 
    Her eight, wholly black eyes were squinted against the pain, and tears ran down her cheeks in rivulets. The wrinkles all across her face were deep and intense as she grimaced and sobbed pitifully.  
 
    “Do it,” a voice urged me. “Do it, Charles.”  
 
    I swiveled my head and spied Josephine right in front of the tangled mess of webs. The heiress held her right hand out in Yaba’s direction and the other toward her mother. As I stared at her, the honey-blonde gripped something invisible in the air, ripped her arm back, and then brought it back up. The sound of the thick, woven threads breaking resounded around the whole room, but it looked like an arduous task as she held Yaba in place, too.  
 
    “Do it now, Charles!” Josephine roared.  
 
    I bent my knees, leaned closer to Yaba, and lifted her tear-soaked chin with my gloved hand. Her black eyes stared at me, and when I gazed into them, I could almost tangibly feel her madness in their depths.  
 
    “What were you doing here?” I asked.  
 
    “I won’t tell you.” Yaba spat and then groaned as I brought the blade of my scythe closer.  
 
    The marchioness threw her head back and roared toward the ceiling as Josephine’s hand closed into a tight fist. The lead doctor moaned, wriggled against her invisible bindings, and then looked me straight in the eye for the final time.  
 
    “I don’t want any bullshit ‘Harmony’ explanation, either,” I growled. “I want to know what you were doing here for the Queen, what you were tasked with in the beginning. Do it now, Yaba, and I can make your death a painless one.”  
 
    “Or what?” the marchioness screamed in agony. “You’ll kill me in an excruciating way? Is that it, brute scum?” 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded, and instantly, her expression fell. “We could string you up just like your webs, except it won’t be threads holding you to the ceilings and walls. It’ll be your entrails. You see, I have the means to do it, and I am a man with minimal hesitation. If I want to do something, I do it. If I want something, I take it, so I’m here to claim Magnta for my own, but I need a little information from you first. We can get it from you the easy way or the hard way. It’s entirely up to you. Even if you don’t give me anything to go off of, I’ll still viscerally enjoy killing you. You know, I’ve had a fascination with death for a long time. I personally think it stems from the fact that I spent most of my life watching as people of my sex were killed by those in power for no reason other than pleasure.” 
 
    “You’re a sick fuck.” Yaba barked, and spittle flew through the air.  
 
    “Am I?” I asked. “After seeing everything happening in this city, I don’t think you have a right to say that. So, Yaba, I’ll ask again… What did the Queen want from you initially before she left you and the whole of Magnta to sink into madness? I have a hunch. Want to hear it?”  
 
    “No,” Yaba growled through the pain.  
 
    “It’s alright.” I nodded. “I’ll tell you anyway, and you can correct me if I’m wrong. You’re not a doctor, are you? You’re not. I can see it in your eyes. So, the Queen sent you here to be the marchioness in control of the whole medical facility. Isn’t that right?”  
 
    The marchioness gritted her teeth against the pain and glared up at me through her eight pairs of eyes. She nodded once and breathed heavily as another wave of agony washed over her.  
 
    “Good,” I breathed. “And once you got here, everything was normal. You were in control of the whole facility without being entirely involved with the medical side of it, then you received the decree, didn’t you? The Queen ordered you and Doctor Lida to create super-soldiers for her through any means necessary. The patients were sick anyway, right? What would it matter if you tested on them a little bit? That’s when you barred access into the community, didn’t you? You stopped the patients’ families from seeing them, and you started testing on them… performing surgeries, and eventually, moved on to amputating and testing compounds in their bodies. Sure, at the time, you justified it, didn’t you? You were helping the capital, but by the time you finished your first project, you thought it was beautiful. The best thing you’ve ever made, and you sent it off to the Queen.”  
 
    Yaba glared up at me through the intense waves of pain. Her whole body shook and trembled, but Josephine held her firmly in place. From the expressions she made as I spoke, I knew that everything I said was the truth.  
 
    “She responded maybe once or twice after that, and you thought you’d made a breakthrough.” I snorted. “You thought she was pleased with the progress you were making, so you continued, but the more often you sent your work to the capital, the less you heard from her. Do you know why? Because your ‘Goddess’ abandoned you. Your work had failed her, and each time you sent her another, it was more grotesque and disturbing than the last. You threw yourself into your work with Doctor Genevese, and when she started to resist, somehow you managed to get her to agree, but that’s the part I’m confused about. How did you manage to convince Doctor Lida? I can assume as a doctor myself, she was an intelligent and astute woman…”  
 
    “I infected her,” Yaba admitted in a low, shaky voice. “I gave her the gift of sight. The gift of Harmony, and her eyes opened to the possibilities of a new world where everyone is perfect like our patients.”  
 
    “I see,” I grunted. “Let me guess something, Yaba. The patient’s here at the complex aren’t really patients at all. They were never sick to begin with, were they?”  
 
    “Sick in the mind,” the marchioness explained. “They were sent here for containment and interrogation.”  
 
    “So, there were never any cholera or tuberculosis wards?” I asked. “Just holding cells for those that I can assume were Harlots.”  
 
    “Yesssss…” the marchioness growled through her vicious teeth. 
 
    It seemed that I’d learned everything that I could from Yaba, and anything more would be the ramblings of a madwoman. I felt Josephine’s power retract from the marchioness in a wave, and my hand tightened around the haft of my scythe. In an instant, the shape began to change again, and before Yaba could react, I thrust the flamberge forward. The weapon sliced through her chest with the loud crack of bone, and as I pushed forward, I leaned in close to the manic marchioness. Her wholly black eyes were wide, and her mouth hung open in a silent gasp of surprise. I hung over her shoulder and whispered in her ear.  
 
    “All of your projects have failed, Yaba,” I murmured. “Your version of Harmony and the Goddess have shattered. They’re not real. When you die, and the Queen learns of it, if she even cares to come back, she will probably laugh at your repeated failures.”  
 
    “We’re going to need you guys to hurry up!” Beatrix shouted from outside the archway. “We need you to take out that ‘battery’ now! The patients are coming in droves! They might be slow and easy to take out, but there’s far too many of them for the two of us!” 
 
    As I pulled back and the blade slid out of her chest with a sickening wet sound, the marchioness fell backward. The back of her head connected with the stone with a nauseating crack, and blood flowed out of the broken skin, but she didn’t move or react. Something in the air crackled, and Josephine’s usually quiet voice screamed.  
 
    “Mother!”  
 
    As I turned, all of the webs surrounding us snapped with a booming echo, and Eveline plummeted toward the stone floor. The honey-blonde raced forward with her arms outstretched, but there was no way the heiress would reach her in time. Without a moment’s hesitation, I dropped my sword, slammed my boots against the floor, and launched myself into the air. I brought up my arms toward the older honey-blonde and caught her safely. When I landed with a soft thump, Josephine hurried over, and I turned, then bent to rest the unconscious woman against the cold stone.  
 
    “Mother…” the honey-blonde murmured and immediately stroked the older woman’s face.  
 
    I pressed my pointer and middle finger to Eveline’s throat and checked for a pulse. Her slowly beating heart thumped against my fingers, and I finally let out a long, low sigh. Josephine’s orange cat-like eyes probed my face, and when I gave her a curt nod, she fell forward with her arms outstretched. Josephine wrapped herself protectively around her mother and, from the sounds of it, wept into the front of the woman’s stained, white dress.  
 
    As I turned my head to look around the room, Valerie fazed back into view and sprinted over. The ash-blonde’s long hair flew out behind her, and her arms pumped at her sides. Right as she was about to reach us, she dropped to the ground and slid over on her left thigh. The feline-woman wrapped her arms around her sister’s middle and hugged her tightly from behind. 
 
    “We did it…” Valerie soothed her sister. “Josie, we did it.”  
 
    “I know!” the honey-blonde sobbed. “We got her back.”  
 
    The drake-woman let go of her mother’s unconscious form, stroked her face tenderly, and then turned to me with a pale, worried expression.  
 
    “When will she wake up?” the drake-woman asked.  
 
    “They must’ve put her on a pretty heavy sedative,” I explained. “Maybe an hour or two?”  
 
    “Can we take her back to the submersible?” Josephine pleaded. “I want… I want to get her out of here… She’s been locked in here for four years, and I’d like for her to wake up somewhere else other than inside of her prison cell.”  
 
    “Of course.” I nodded, stood, and then bent to cradle Eveline in my arms. “Let’s go find Celty and Beatrix.”  
 
    Eveline was as light as a feather, and when I glanced down at her bare arms, they were frail and thin as if she hadn’t been fed in months. They must’ve done it somehow, but it didn’t look as if it were very often. Her long, wavy honey-blonde hair covered most of her face, and Josephine hastily stepped up to brush it to the side. The heiress looked worried with her brow pinched and her lips pulled down into a deep grimace, but her eyes showed so much relief in the orange color. She’d spent the last four years worried and terrified that she’d soon learn of her mother’s passing, but here she was… right in front of us.  
 
    “Yes,” I breathed. “Let’s get her out of here.”  
 
    “So, Valerie,” Josephine murmured. “What happened to Genevese?”  
 
    When I peeked over at the petite feline-woman, I noticed the spatters of blood on her forehead, but there were also streaks of it by her mouth and down her chin. It looked as if she’d tried to hastily wipe it away but hadn’t gotten all of it in her haste.  
 
    “Uhhhh,” the cat-girl sang. “Let’s just say that she won’t be waking up soon… or collecting her intestines from the floor… or her liver… or other various body parts.”  
 
    “Valerie!” the drake-woman gasped. “You didn’t… eat her, did you? Charles… would Valerie eat a person?”  
 
    “I mean, it’s not the first time.” I shrugged. “She and Daisy had to stage a few ‘wild animal’ attacks when we were back in Edenhart, so I’m not surprised. She is part cat, Josephine, and I’m sure that she ate strange and grosser things when she was still one.” 
 
    “Hey.” Valerie giggled. “I took care of it the only way I knew how.”  
 
    “I guess you did,” Josephine murmured, lifted her chin, and finally smiled. “I can’t pass along too many judgments. The two of you did help rescue my mother.”  
 
    When we passed through the archway into the hall, my eyes widened at the piles of bodies strewn about. Beatrix leaned against the far wall and examined her fingernails as Celty searched the bodies. At first, I thought the robotic woman was looking for valuables, but then I saw her check for pulses. Beatrix pushed off the wall as she caught sight of us, but her grim expression never shifted.  
 
    “They’re all dead,” the redhead stated. “Every single one of them.”  
 
    “Did you kill them?” Josephine gasped.  
 
    “No.” Beatrix shook her head, crossed her arms over her chest, and then gazed down at the bodies. “Something happened. I don’t know what, but all of a sudden, all of them fell forward and stopped moving.”  
 
    “It was probably when we severed the tie between Yaba and Eveline,” I explained. “Eveline was the battery that kept them alive and moving. Yaba used her spiderwebs to connect them to the ‘battery’ and kept them alive for as long as possible.”  
 
    “Well, that doesn’t explain a lot.” Beatrix laughed sadly. “But it kind of makes sense, I guess.”  
 
    “I wish we could’ve saved them,” Josephine murmured. “They were part of my mother and I’s organization… I thought this was a hospital… I thought sending my mother here was a good thing, and she’d be taken care of. I… I…”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I murmured. “You didn’t know.”  
 
    “Is that Josephine’s mom?” Beatrix asked and glanced at the frail woman I held in my arms.  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “This is Eveline. We want to take her back to the submersible before she wakes up. She’s been trapped in this prison for long enough. She deserves to wake up somewhere else.”  
 
    “Yeah, I can understand that.” The scientist smiled. “Let’s get her out of here, and then we can head back to your soldiers.”  
 
    The six of us, including the eerily silent A.B., headed out of the main building and then stood in the courtyard for a few minutes. The unnerving feeling Magnta had when we first arrived had disappeared, and I guessed that it was because both Yaba and Genevese were dead along with their poor patients. I took a step toward the hill that led down to the canal and glanced over the silently quivering silk spread out over the grass. Would the spiders die, or would they live on without their marchioness?  
 
    “Wait, Charles.” Valerie called, and I paused before I turned. “Isn’t there something you’re forgetting?”  
 
    “No?” I asked. “What?”  
 
    “Magnta has more information to tell us.” The feline-woman grinned. “They have the most extensive library and archive out of the whole nation, right?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    We agreed that Josephine, Celty, A.B., and Beatrix would take Eveline back to the submersible while Valerie and I searched the small complex for any trace of the library that’d once been there. We didn’t have much time since we were expected to meet back with my army, so the feline-woman and I would have to skim the records we could find. Multiple sources told us that Magnta held all of the documents in this part of the nation, and all of the books from Tulna were shipped here after their library closed down. Valerie and I stood in the middle of the circular complex for a moment and glanced at the five buildings. We’d already been in two of them, so that left three more to search.  
 
    “What happened to the rest of the doctors?” the feline-woman asked. “Were they part of the horde that attacked Celty and Beatrix?”  
 
    “I believe so.” I nodded. “I spied a few of their lab coats in the piles of bodies in the hall. I can only assume that Yaba was controlling them, too… I don’t believe she had been able to convince them to join her cause like Genevese.”  
 
    “I want to know what happened to Doctor Lida…” the ash-blonde whispered. “She even said that before everything happened with the marchioness, this had been a medical community, and they’d helped a lot of people… What did Yaba say or do that was so convincing that she strayed from her sanity?”  
 
    “I guess we’ll never know,” I murmured. “I wanted to ask, but I doubt we would’ve gotten a coherent answer.”  
 
    “I can almost imagine what this place looked like before,” Valerie murmured, turned, and glanced around the cul-de-sac. “If they’d kept up with maintaining the property, I’m sure it would’ve been beautiful when we arrived.”  
 
    “We have so many unanswered questions,” I muttered, grabbed Valerie’s hand, and headed for the first building on the left. “I hope that once Eveline wakes up, she can answer them, but even then, I can only assume that she was unconscious for most of her time here.”  
 
    “What do you think they were doing with her?” the ash-blonde asked, peered into the room ahead of us, and then stepped toward a closed door.  
 
    “Well, Yaba referred to her as ‘the battery,’” I murmured. “Think about it. Josephine’s ability is body control, therefore, that means that her mother’s probably is, too. So, Yaba used Eveline as a battery, connected her webs to her, and used her to keep her poor patients alive.”  
 
    “It’s so strange,” the ash-blonde whispered, opened the door, and then glanced inside. “All of this feels like a cult or something. Like Doctor Lida and the other personnel were doing good work here, then Marchioness Yaba came in. She changed everything according to… some plan that she cooked up, and the whole complex fell into ruins.”  
 
    “I don’t think it was just ‘some plan,’” I reiterated. “I definitely think that the Queen was somehow involved with all of this.”  
 
    “You think?” the ash-blonde asked. “I mean, it makes a lot of sense, but why would they keep Eveline alive? Don’t you think that their first order of business would be to kill her since she was the creator and leader of the Harlots?”  
 
    “I think you forget one important thing, my love.” I chuckled. “To the Queen, information is more important than revenge. Sure, if they got the information they needed right then and there, they would’ve probably killed her immediately, but do you think that Eveline would do that?”  
 
    “Well, I don’t know her.” Valerie shook her head. “But I know Josephine pretty well as my sister, and before we added her to the family, she was tight-lipped about everything. The only place we were able to find anything was from her diaries that I stole from her trunks, but even then, Josephine expertly coded them in case they fell into someone else’s hands. Thankfully, they fell into my hands and not someone who could use that information against her.”  
 
    “We’ve also heard how Josephine led the Harlots,” I explained. “By the end of it, they barely allowed anyone into the rallies, and even then, they were expertly screened to make sure that no one snuck in. I have a hunch about all of this, but we won’t know if any of it’s true until Eveline wakes up.”  
 
    “So,” Valerie prompted me. “What do you think happened here?”  
 
    “It’s a bit of a longshot.” I chuckled. “But Josephine told us that her mother fell ill. I believe that the Queen or one of her minions poisoned her with a custom-made solution to mimic tuberculosis symptoms. Maybe it was a strain of the disease they were able to isolate, and they injected her with it somehow. Then over the next few months, she started to exhibit the symptoms just as they planned and, of course, Josephine, being the dutiful daughter, sent her away for treatment.”  
 
    “If they knew who Eveline is,” Valerie pondered. “Then why didn’t they take Josephine? Don’t you think that she’d be the next person on the list?”  
 
    “We already know how secretive Josephine is,” I said, stepped to the ash-blonde’s side, and peered into the empty room. “They easily could’ve hidden it. I think she even mentioned that most of the new members didn’t know that Eveline was her mother. Only the old members knew all of that, and they didn’t spread it around. Also, Josephine said that they used code names or masks, so even if the Queen suspected that Eveline had a daughter, they wouldn’t have known who she was.”  
 
    “But why didn’t they storm Josephine’s house?” the ash-blonde asked. “Wouldn’t that have been so much easier? They could’ve gone in and taken both Eveline and Josephine at the same time.”  
 
    “Do you think that Edony would’ve allowed that?” I snorted. “The second she heard the Queen or her guards were entering into Edenhart, Edony would’ve brought out her soldiers and attacked mercilessly.”  
 
    “All of it just seems so sneaky and secretive…” the feline-woman whispered. “I guess I’m just used to the way we do things where we jump out and clobber the bad women! Rawr!”  
 
    “Think about it, my love,” I chuckled. “It’d be easier for the Queen to do things this way than to just barrel in and do whatever she wanted. Edony wouldn’t have let her if she tried. Even before the wolf-woman’s transformation, she was pretty powerful. She could probably take on a small army.’” 
 
    “Does she really have that much power?” the feline-woman asked. “I know we’ve only seen her use it a few times, but… it doesn’t seem that strong.” 
 
    “Edony is strong, yes,” I began. “But that only means that the Queen is even more powerful. I know for a fact that Edony’s been waiting for this for a long time… Basically, since the day she was born. The Queen and Edony’s family have been sworn enemies since the beginning of time, and the wolf-woman will do anything to end it. Our mission won’t be easy or safe.” 
 
    “I’m worried about Eveline, though…” Valerie whispered, turned to leave the open door, and then paused. “It’ll be so strange for her.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, we don’t exactly know how long she was unconscious,” the ash-blonde said. “But we can assume that it was probably almost the entire four or five years that she’s been here. Can you imagine what that’d be like? You’re asleep for so long that you don’t remember what it’s like not to be. Has the world changed since they brought her here? I’m sure that it’s going to be traumatic for her.”  
 
    “I’d assume so.” I nodded. “But when she wakes up, she’ll finally be back with Josephine, the daughter she hasn’t been able to see in five years… I think it’ll be a lovely reunion between the two of them.”  
 
    “Very sweet,” Valerie agreed. “But probably also very shocking.”  
 
    “I’m sure that once we explain everything,” I uttered. “Then she’ll feel a bit better about it. Wouldn’t you? Eveline was the first woman to finally take a stand on the other side of this debate, and when she wakes up, she’ll hear that we’ve collected an army of like-minded women and men to attack the capital. We’re finally bringing her dream to life, and when she finally wakes up from this stupor, the reality she’s always wanted will come true.”  
 
    The cat-woman fell silent as the two of us walked along the hall and searched every closed door. Most of this area looked as if it were used as doctoral offices, but most of them showed no signs of life. I could only assume that the doctors used three or four of them regularly, and they left the others to collect dust. I could almost imagine the doctors and nurses moving through this building before Yaba arrived. How had they strayed so far from reality and come to a state such as this? It was disturbing to think what the mind could do after living for so many years in isolation.  
 
    How many ‘patients’ had lost their lives under the ‘care’ of Yaba and Doctor Lida? From what I’d learned so far, they probably weren’t even patients at all, well, at least within the last five years. I assumed that anyone who came into this facility were Harlots and were either tortured for information or used in the horrendous experiments. All of the patients we’d seen had already passed, and I assumed the two we’d seen in the operating rooms were also dead. I pushed all of those thoughts away from me as the two of us searched the rest of the building for the archives.  
 
    “Well, that was the last door,” the ash-blonde sighed. “There was nothing in there except for a desk and a whole herd of dust bunnies.”  
 
    “Let’s try the next one,” I grunted and nodded toward the cracked door to the outside. “We’ll have to hurry, though. I want to get back to the soldiers as soon as possible.”  
 
    “Alright.” The cat-girl nodded, slammed her hands against the door, and then stepped out into the blinding sunlight. “That one doesn’t look like an office building, so we could find something more promising there.”  
 
    The two of us hurried out across the empty courtyard, and I slowly glanced over my shoulder. It was so silent out here with all of the nurses, doctors, and patients taken care of. My eyes stopped on the carved statue of the Queen for a second, and my hands instinctively curled into fists. Even through the carved stone, she was strikingly beautiful. It was well-known that she was over two-hundred years old, but her skin was smooth, and her cheekbones high. The harsh, hard glare of her eyes struck me with force even through the stone likeness. Her lips were plump, but not too thick with a pronounced bow shape. Her jaw sloped down almost to a point, but the chin rounded off beautifully. The gorgeous woman seemed to have a dimple where her lips ended and her chin began. It was clear that she was a beautiful woman with impeccable breeding, but I couldn’t look at her likeness without feeling a wave of rage and revulsion roll over me. 
 
    I knew what happened here wasn’t her fault or what she intended, but ultimately, it had started and ended because of her. She was the one who sent Yaba here, and even though she had no idea what would’ve happened, she’d been the one to order the marchioness to perform these horrifying surgeries. By the end of it, she abandoned them because she hadn’t seen the immediate result that she’d wanted, and then… they’d sunken into absolute madness.  
 
    I rested my hand on the feline-woman’s shoulder as she tried the door handle and then pushed it open. The vast space inside was dark, musty, and smelled vaguely of mold. Most of the high windows were covered in thick sheets of fabric, and the light that managed to filter in created long oblongs on the warped wooden boards. Extended shelves lined the room, and enormous books were stuffed into each. It looked as if they weren’t very well taken care of by their past owner because worn parchment stuck out of the broken bindings at odd angles. I unconsciously stepped forward with a low exhale and felt the volumes sing out to me. I’d felt this feeling so many times before in the library of Edenhart, and yet, a pang of guilt vibrated through me.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Valerie giggled and immediately took notice of the change in my behavior.  
 
    “I don’t think you’d understand,” I tittered. “But there’s this feeling I always get in places such as this. In most cities, men aren’t allowed to enter the library unless their mistress gives them a direct order. So, being here of my own free will feels so strange and alien to me.”  
 
    “Didn’t you used to go into the library back in Edenhart?” the feline-woman asked.  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded with a chuckle. “But I used to sneak in through a back window. I’d wriggle down to the floor, fill my bag with books, and then sneak out. A lot of the time, I’d jimmy it open in the middle of the night and pour over the volumes by candlelight. It was the only way I could become a doctor and scientist. If I came in alone, they’d immediately ask for the letter from my mistress, and before then, I didn’t have Edony or anyone else. Of course, I lied a couple of times and gave them a forged note, but after that, they banned me from coming in at all, so I had to resort to stealing the books. It’s just so… strange, Valerie. This is a doctoral library. Sure, it’s a combined library with all of Tulna’s manuscripts, too, but this is a place where I’d absolutely be barred from, and yet, here I am. I walked in of my own volition, and I can read whatever book I want if the fancy took me.” 
 
    “Yep.” The feline-woman nodded. “And in the near future, any man could do exactly that. They can step foot in any library they want and pick up a book. Doesn’t that seem so silly? That such a simple freedom that aristocrats enjoy freely is one of the things that you and other men are most excited about?”  
 
    “It’s sad,” I grunted and raced a hand along the book spines. “It’s really fucking sad. We’ve been deprived of basic human decency for so long that walking into a library and picking up a book seems like a luxury… It makes me angry just thinking about it. You know what else makes me angry? In the future, when I’m king, we’re going to have to teach men how to read. Such a basic thing that aristocrats and nobles take for granted.”  
 
    “I should’ve assumed that most of them couldn’t read…” The ash-blonde gasped. “I thought the schoolmarms taught them, Charles?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I growled. “Enough to read a few words and write their identification number, but that’s about it. The only reason I know is because I taught myself, and I will admit, it was a grueling process. There are more fortunate men who’ve learned, but they’re owned by wealthy aristocrats and have worked for them long enough that they’re trusted the teeniest bit. Even then, they only learn a few words here and there.”  
 
    “What is the point?” Valerie snapped. “What is the point of dragging the whole male population down?”  
 
    “Uneducated masses are easier to control.” I shook my head. “If they cannot understand what’s going on around them, they can’t question the way they’re being treated. It was the same in Granhamn… They’d boarded up the library and barred anyone from accessing it. As the generations passed, it became the norm that books and texts weren’t readily available, so they never questioned the abuse of power happening all around them. It’s the same thing that happened hundreds of years ago when the Queen came into power and slowly took away the male population’s liberties. It started with the libraries and slowly trickled down into finer details. Men were no longer allowed to be the head of households, then more and more piled on after that until men no longer had any freedom. They were removed from their positions slowly but surely, and of course, there were uprisings.”  
 
    “But we know what happened with those.” Valerie rolled her eyes. “The leaders retreated to their ‘safe’ cities outside of their homes, and their guards slaughtered the men.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I breathed. “But there’s a new future on the horizon, Val. One where men are allowed to be, and do, whatever they want. A mistress won’t own them, and they certainly won’t have to answer to anyone as if they were a pet or mongrel. I can’t wait to see the day where men are allowed to walk freely in the streets.”  
 
    Silence fell over the two of us, and I stepped forward through the enormous shelves of books. The smell of mold was prominent here, but the scent of worn, well-loved pages outweighed it. Whoever managed the library must’ve loved doing it because all of the books, even the broken ones, were placed on the shelves with care. A few of them looked as if they were beyond repair, but whoever had put them there had neatly tucked the loose pages back into the binding. My eyes flicked over each section in the makeshift library, and the two of us hurried down the aisles as we searched for the archive section.  
 
    We were nearly at the back of the building when I finally spied a ledger that looked promising. As I stepped back, I noticed all of the others pressed in on either side of it, and I nodded toward them with a low grunt. Immediately, Valerie and I grabbed a book each and dove into them headfirst. The first few I looked through seemed to be a census of Tulna dating back about fifty years ago, but I had to make sure there was nothing else of interest before I slammed it shut. As Valerie turned to grab another book, a few loose papers fluttered to the ground. I immediately bent to pick them up and saw the bright red ink scrawled across the page.  
 
    With the loose papers held in my hands, I turned back, rested the other loose pages on the tabletop, and began to read. Then… I saw it clearly written at the top of the old, worn parchment. IV992468. I’d seen it written out hundreds of times, but this was the first time it’d affected me so poignantly. Shivers rocketed up my spine and a cold sweat beaded on the back of my neck. I silently read the hastily written letter in what I could assume was my mother’s handwriting. 
 
    “What is it, Charles?” Valerie asked, leaned away from the book in front of her, and furrowed her eyebrows. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “I think this is a letter from my mother,” I muttered. “In regard to me after my birth…”  
 
    “What?” The ash-blonde shrieked, pushed the book away from her, and hopped over the tabletop. “Lemme see!”  
 
    “Hold on,” I cautioned with a shake of my head. “Let me just… I’m sorry.”  
 
    “No,” Valerie hastily apologized. “I’m sorry… I shouldn’t rush you. It must be very shocking.”  
 
    “These are private letters,” I grunted and held the pages out in front of me. “Why would they be stuffed in a library all the way in Magnta? Why would my mother let these out of her reach for even a second? I mean, to anyone else, the information is useless, but it could be important in some way… Fuck, it’s practically my birth record.”  
 
    I read the letter over a second time, and a strange sense of euphoria settled over my shoulders. I finally knew who I was after a lifetime of wondering, and yet, the revelation didn’t seem to bring me much joy. In fact, it gave me the opposite. A sense of dread draped itself over my shoulders and settled into my aching bones.  
 
    “Dearest Abbess Demetri--” I started, but Valerie frowned and shook her head before interrupting me.  
 
    “What’s an Abbess?” the feline-woman asked. “It kind of sounds like abscess.”  
 
    “Abbess was generally what you’d call the lead schoolmarm at the boarding schools we were sent to,” I explained. “The Abbess is kind of like the headmistress of a girls’ school except… with a terrible temperament and hunger for suffering. I believe she’s referring to Abbess Demetri, who was the woman who owned and operated the boarding school I lived in for most of my life.”  
 
    “Okay, okay.” Valerie nodded and gestured toward the letter. “Go on. I’m sorry.”  
 
    “Dearest Abbess Demetri.” I read off the first line. “I’m sending this letter along with the bruteling, IV992468. Enclosed are his papers, certificate of birth, and other items you will need for his various schooling. If this were any other situation, I wouldn’t be writing you this letter, but it seems that IV992468 is not what we suspected. I believe that there is something wrong with him, and I would like you and the other schoolmarms to keep an eye on him. I’ve instructed one of my information brokers to check in on him every few years, but that is after he has left your facility.” 
 
    “Is that it?” the ash-blonde asked and wriggled closer.  
 
    “No, there’s more.” I shook my head, found my place, and then started again. “Now, as to the reason I’m writing. An incident happened at the palace shortly after his birth. I’m sure that you can understand my disappointment when the child I’d carried for nine months came into the world with such a vile attachment between its legs… so, in my haste to rid myself of the disgusting creature, I grabbed one of the scalpels from the doctor’s side table and attempted to stab him.”  
 
    “Oh…” Valerie gasped, covered her mouth with both hands, and stared at me with wide eyes. “Oh, fuck… No…”  
 
    I felt as if my stomach had grown teeth and began shredding itself inside of my body. My mother… My mother had tried to kill me moments after I’d been born. I wouldn’t have had such a visceral reaction to the written words if I didn’t have four babies on the way. For a moment, I imagined Rian holding our child in her hands and the sheer disgust in her eyes made my stomach roil even more.  
 
    I already knew that the imp-woman would never react this way, and no matter what gender our child came out, she would love them regardless. How could someone feel this way about their child? The child they carried in their belly for nine months? The child they probably sang to and cherished… and the moment they came out the wrong gender, all of that love and care vanished without a trace.  
 
    The feeling of sadness was overtaken by unadulterated rage. I held the letter firmly in between both hands and had half the mind to tear it to shreds, but I couldn’t just yet… Even though I’d already read it through two times, I hoped that the third would help all of the information stick. The parchment shook in my grip, and I hastily let go of one side to stare at the ceiling while seconds ticked by. Valerie pressed herself to my side and gently combed her fingers through my hair as I calmed myself. 
 
    “It can’t hurt you now, Charles,” the ash-blonde soothed. “This letter is just as old as you… The words may hurt, but by now, they’ve lost their meaning.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I breathed, nodded, and then gave her a small, reassuring smile. “You’re absolutely right, Valerie.”  
 
    As the feline-woman let go, I brought the letter back up in front of me, found my place, and then cleared my throat.  
 
    “I grabbed one of the scalpels from the doctor’s side table and moved to stab him,” I uttered, and the emotion flowing through me was evident in my voice. “But to my surprise, I stopped myself. The blade came within inches of his soft, baby flesh, and I found... I couldn’t bring myself to do it. What monster would I be to kill a child? Not just a child, but an infant still covered in the thin film of my womb… I should’ve killed him. I know it in the deepest part of my heart, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. He had my eyes and the dimple in my chin, so I had no other choice than to do what I’ve done. Of course, as a boy, he resembled the brute I consecrated with, but the likeness between us was uncanny.”  
 
    “I can’t believe this…” Valerie whispered with a shake of her head. “By science, I can’t believe this. Who is she? Charles? I want to know. Please tell me!”  
 
    “I think up until this point, I’ve never looked my male abominations in the face.” I read from the page. “He looked so much like me and a strange lump formed in the back of my throat. The longer I sat there and held him, the more I grew attached to him. I even gave him a name, but at that point, I called for the attendants and had him taken away. I couldn’t allow myself to have that sort of attachment to a brute. I’d always thought that something like this would never happen. I’m an influential person and my people see me as a strong, stoic woman who is not easily swayed by emotion, but I can’t deny that this moment with this specific bruteling was more than a coincidence. How can I look into the face of a boy-child and feel love for him? I absolutely cannot… I almost feel as if this were my first heartbreak after my dear Edmund, but that cannot be true. I’ve had other brutelings, and I’ve never felt this way before.” 
 
    “Edmund?” Valerie asked. “Who the hell is Edmund?” 
 
     “So, to escape this reality,” I uttered. “I’ve left him in your care. You know how these things usually go. I send you brutelings, and then they disappear into the system of boarding schools, but this is an unusual case. The task I’ve asked of you is a heavy one, but I’ve known you long enough, and I believe that you can shoulder its responsibility. You must keep an eye on him until he ages out of the boarding school, but before any of that happens, every month, I request a detailed report on him. How he is, his growth, and his general temperament. I know that is an unusual request, but for some reason, I cannot let all of this go. I’ve asked the attendants to keep him away from me, but I feel the urge to go in and watch him sleep. I have never felt this maternal feeling toward a bruteling before and even as I try to shoulder it off, I’ve realized that I cannot. So, this is my only request  and once he’s aged out of your school, he will be someone else’s responsibility.”  
 
    “Is that it?” Valerie whispered. “Does it say who sent it?”  
 
    “It looks as if the second letter is from the Abbess Demetri,” I murmured, glanced over the page, and then set it down on the tabletop. “But the writings are nothing of interest.”  
 
    “Charles…” the feline-woman broke in, grabbed my shoulders, and gave me a firm shake. “Who wrote the letter? Does it say?”  
 
    “Yes,” I stated coldly and stared down at the looping signature at the bottom. “I’m not sure if I want to read it aloud. If I do… it’ll become more real than I wanted it to be.”  
 
    “Charles,” Valerie pleaded. “Come on. If you say it aloud, it’ll be easier to believe.”  
 
    “Sincerely,” I uttered. “Calistia, Empress of Isonia and Queen of Esyna.” 
 
    “That name sounds familiar,” the feline-woman murmured. “But what are Isonia and Esyna? I’ve never heard those names. Are they even names? Are they people? Those are some pretty weird names for people.”  
 
    “You may not know this, and I don’t think I’ve ever told you,” I said. “Isonia is the name of the capital, and Esyna is the country that we live in…”  
 
    “So,” the ash-blonde blurted. “The Queen is your mother?”  
 
    There was excitement in her big, blue eyes, but there was also tangible fear. I understood those emotions perfectly at this moment, but I also felt distanced from this. I felt as if I weren’t in my body, and as if I were floating right above it, watching the scene play out. 
 
    There it was. The proof that Edony knew was out there, and now that I’d finally found out, I didn’t know how to feel. I’d been back and forth for so long on how we’d deal with the Queen once we reached her, but now that I knew, would that change my decision? She was my mother, and she’d given birth to me, but… she’d tried to kill me the moment I took my first breath. She hadn’t succeeded, of course, and she’d somehow stopped herself, but what could all of this mean? I’d come here for answers, but all I had now was more questions.  
 
    How could I let a woman who’d tried to kill an innocent infant live? How could I, a father-to-be, not put such a horrid beast out of its misery? 
 
    “How could she do this…” Valerie whimpered. “Charles, she tried to kill you. She looked at your adorable, sweet baby face and tried to kill you.”  
 
    “But she didn’t,” I said. “She stopped herself at the last second and couldn’t do it… I believe that I was the last child she ever gave birth to. When Edony and I found the ledgers, there were identification numbers above me, but none below. I was the last one she ever had.”  
 
    “So?” the feline-woman asked.  
 
    “I was the end of the line,” I barked. “I was the first ‘bruteling’ she ever took a passing glance at and for some strange reason, she stopped herself. None of this makes any sense? Why would she stop herself? What made her pause and save my life? I mean, I’m glad she did, but… it doesn’t make any fucking sense. Did she hate me that much that she had no children after me? ”  
 
    “What should we do?” the ash-blonde pleaded. “Should we take these papers back with us and show everyone? I’m sure Edony would like to look over them once we return.”  
 
    “Valerie, I’ve been thinking long and hard about something you asked me,” I stated, grabbed all of the papers, and then turned toward the long aisle of shelves. “You asked me if I would pardon the Queen or if I would kill her. I’ve been torn for a very long time… I’ve had so many questions, but only Calistia can answer them.” 
 
    “And?” Valerie pried. “Are you going to pardon her and turn her into a monster-girl, or are you going to kill her and save the country from her evil reign?”  
 
    “The latter,” I sighed heavily. “When we reach the capital, the Queen is mine to destroy. I want to look her in the eyes as she dies.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Valerie stared up at me with wide eyes and pressed her hands to her chest. A sly smile crept over her features, and I gazed down at her with furrowed eyebrows. The feline-woman looked elated, excited, and strangely relieved. Her chocolate-brown tail whipped out eagerly behind her, and as she tiptoed closer, I saw the burning need within her eyes.  
 
    “Oh, my, Charles,” the ash-blonde whispered, swung her hips, and then lifted herself onto the tabletop. “When you said that… oooooh, it gave me chills. I know we’re talking about killing someone, but listening to you sound so strong and decisive, mmmmm, it really gets my blood flowing, if you know what I mean.”  
 
    The feline-woman relaxed back on the tabletop, spread her legs, and shifted her delicate hand down her chest to her beating heat between her thighs. As her fingers slipped underneath the fabric of her leotard, slick, wet sounds reached my ears. Instantly, my member hardened against the fabric of my trousers, and I stepped forward with my hands already working at the metal clasp of my belt, but in one swift movement, the feline-woman slid off the desk. Her hands worked at the fabric of her sleeves and slowly slipped the fabric off of her lithe, thin body. As it fell to the floor, Valerie stood in the middle of the aisle completely nude, and I drank her in. Her long, slinky tail swished through the air and obscured her small breasts from view.  
 
    Her eyelids lowered as the tip of her tail tickled her shoulder, and her fingers covered her womanhood from me. The hand covering her rosebud dipped inside of her womanhood, and the other danced over her bare skin up to her throat as soft moans escaped her cherry-red lips. Her breaths quickened as I stepped forward and placed my hands on her hips. Her skin was like silk, smooth and buttery to the touch… but I didn’t just want to touch her.  
 
    I wanted to consume her entirely. 
 
    Valerie was my first monster-women who came into existence, and she’d be the first queen to reign at my side when I took my rightful place as king. The notion hit me as I moved the tips of my fingers across her smooth, velvety skin. I was the rightful heir to the throne… I was the first male child of the Queen to receive abilities, and it was my birthright. The thought excited me even more than anything else. 
 
    My fingers played across the slightly puckered skin of her small, pregnant belly, and her skin prickled with gooseflesh. I took her hand from her throat in one swift movement and placed it on the growing bulge in my pants. Valerie gasped lightly with her eyes cast downward, and I took in all of her stunning features. Her long, blonde eyelashes cast shadows down her sweet but angular face in the dim light of the library. I cupped her cheek as her hand slid into my pants and took my member into her grip.  
 
    I gasped in response and threw my head back as she began to stroke the soft skin of my member. The feline-woman giggled airily, then she moaned as my hand slipped in between her thighs and caressed her sex with gentle movements. Valerie sat back on the table in one swift motion as my fingers penetrated her wet warmth. Her head fell back as sultry moans slipped from her supple lips, and I hardened even more in her hand. I didn’t want to rush this. I wanted to take all the time in the world while with her. We’d done this many times before, once inside of a cabinet in Samila’s chambers, but each time was special to the both of us. My child grew within her belly, and for some strange reason, that aroused me even more. My seed had taken hold within her womb, and now in some strange way, I owned her. I bent down below the feline-woman and spread her thighs open wide. Unlike my other women, the feline-woman’s pubic mound was utterly devoid of hair, and her blue eyes met mine right as her hand reached down to stroke herself in slow, languid motions.  
 
    I gripped her hard by the arm, and Valerie’s breathing hitched. Her tail swung away from her breasts to reveal the hardened nipples. I brought my face closer to her dripping vagina, slipped two fingers inside of her, and then she shot forward in ecstasy. Her entire body curled up to meet mine, and I moved my fingers inside of her slowly. I took the nipple of the left into my mouth and moved my tongue over it. Her head rolled back, her eyes slitted closed, and her blonde hair fanned out below her. I swirled my tongue over her pert nipple, and Valerie cooed softly into the darkness. Shadows surrounded us, but the light from the covered windows cast the feline in dim sunlight as her chest heaved with pleasure.  
 
    I pulled my fingers out of her sex and stroked her from the outside. Her sparkling blue eyes opened, and she gazed down at me before she spread her legs and invited me inside. My hands quickly undid the belt at my waist and then the buttons. The clothing fell away from me, and she leaned up to stroke my bare chest. Valerie’s eyes flicked up to mine as her hands pawed at the underwear desperately, and I allowed her to take them off for me. The feline-woman’s eyes widened at my girth, but this happened every time she saw my member. Thankfully, I’d been well-endowed, and my women were able to enjoy the gifts life had given me. She took my hardened penis into her hands and stroked it softly at first, then faster. I groaned in response as my head fell back, and the pleasurable sensation rocketed through my whole groin.  
 
    I pressed the head of my penis against her lips then slowly teased her with it. The feline-woman moaned and wriggled beneath me, then she brought her hips up and pushed her slick sex against me. Her hands grabbed onto my shoulders and forced me forward. I entered into her wet tunnel in one moist thrust, and a grunt exploded out of my mouth as I steadied myself against the cold wooden table. When I gazed down at her, she looked even more beautiful than she had before. Her sky-blue eyes shimmered in the darkened library, and her lips parted airily as she adjusted to the size of my member. 
 
    I pushed myself inside of her until our bodies were flush against each other, and her velvety skin brushed against mine. Valerie’s lips parted in a moan, but I pressed my mouth to hers before the sound could escape. The feline-woman’s delicious sounds muffled for a second then stopped as her tongue snaked into my mouth to play with mine. Our tongues moved together, and her lips pressed harder to mine. I moved my hips slowly, pulled completely out, then thrust back in immediately. The ash-blonde slid up the table a few inches as I pushed in and out of her in languid movements. I parted from her, and her eyes stayed on mine for a long movement through the slow thrusts of our combined bodies. I listened to every soft coo and cry that rushed up her throat, and I felt as if they were driving me mad. 
 
    The feline-woman’s walls clenched around me, and she leaned toward me, then wrapped her arms around my neck. Her hands caressed my shoulders, slipped down, and then trailed down the boney length of my spine. The ash-blonde was so wet and warm, and soon her juices coated my thighs. Each time I pushed into her sweet, tight vagina, a new and exciting sound came from her lips, and I only wanted more. I didn’t quicken the pace, but I thrust harder inside of her convulsing walls. Instantly, Valerie grabbed onto me with her nails and screamed in pleasure.  
 
    Her blue eyes opened wide as she grappled onto me tightly and pressed herself to my chest. I responded in time, and I thrust into her forcefully. I felt it before she did, the tightening and pulling of her sex before her body launched the oncoming orgasm. I slowly moved my cock inside of her, drawing out the motions as her soft cries heightened to screams. Finally, her breaths came out as loud gasps for air. I smirked down at her, and she only looked back with wide, frantic eyes.  
 
    This time, I slammed into her, pulled back slowly, and she strained against me. Valerie’s eyes squeezed shut, and she relished the orgasm as it rose. I moved in fluid motions now. The time between pull and thrust became much faster, and that sent the feline-woman into a daze. Her mouth opened next to my shoulder, and she moaned wetly then screamed. The sound echoed down the long aisle of shelves, hit the wall at the far end, and then came rocketing back. Her orgasm seemed to peak then continue skyward as I pleasured her. Right before she sunk her sharp teeth into my shoulder, she spoke, and the single word she cried was like music to my ears. 
 
    “C-Charles!” Valerie whined, and I looked down into her face for a moment. 
 
    I took in all of her beautiful features and felt my own orgasm rise in the distance, but Valerie shook, and her hands holding me trembled slightly. I reached out to steady her, and her eyes found mine in the dim library. I chuckled deep in the back of my throat as I pushed into her once more. She was the first monster-woman to cum twice in one session, and I was more than ready to make it happen again. She felt like exquisite velvet wrapped around my member, and each time she orgasmed, she felt even better to me than before. I could make love to her for hours, watch her expressions, and listen to the sounds she made as I pleasured her over and over. Sweat dripped down my face, and Valerie’s blue eyes drifted up to mine. I saw she was tired, and her breathing was ragged as I moved inside of her.  
 
    I lifted her legs, and Valerie mewled softly, her entire body a tangled ball of pulsing pleasure as she neared her end. I nestled the backs of her knees in the crooks of my elbows, slammed into her, and felt ecstasy rush up from my groin like a building wave. The faster I moved, the more the feline-woman mewled below me, and for a moment, I thought she’d plead with me to stop the orgasming. Was it too much for her? How many times had she come? Three? Four? Sweat dripped down my bare chest, and I breathed in heavily before I slammed my member in her one last time. My thick creamy seed spilled into her cavern and then traveled downward toward her receiving but occupied womb. 
 
    “Give it to me. I want it! Please, give me all your seed, Charles!” she cried as her tail wrapped around my right arm lustfully.  
 
    I obliged with three more thrusts and seized inside her until I was completely empty. When I pulled away, the white sticky liquid trailed after me and dripped from her soaked womanhood onto the table.  
 
    “Ohh… my… Charles.” The feline-woman quickly pressed her legs together, and her cheeks flushed red.  
 
    I pulled away from her and steadied my breathing while her panting continued in my ear. Valerie lifted her head to me, and our eyes connected. She looked so beautiful with the stray hairs at her temples stuck to the sides of her forehead. She breathed deeply, and I took a step closer then reached out to stroked her messy, blonde hair. She purred into my touch, and I pulled her petite frame to my chest with a loud sigh. 
 
    I kissed the top of her head, then her forehead, and she raised her eyes to mine before our lips met. Valerie pressed herself to my chest and wrapped her arms tightly around my neck. I relished this moment for a few seconds longer than usual. This was one of our last few moments of reprieve before the war began. After we left Magnta, we’d meet back up with my soldiers and then head straight toward Rezel. After that, my whole army and I would march toward the capital and our destiny. The revelation that I was the Queen’s son came as a shock, but I was prepared for it. For the last few weeks, every time I looked into Edony’s eyes, I saw the implication. I had to wonder… when I finally saw the Queen for the first time in my life, would she recognize me? Probably not, but would she know who I was if I told her? Would she look into my face and see the son she tried to murder minutes after she gave birth, or would I be nothing more than another brute?  
 
    “We should get back to the submersible,” I uttered, grabbed my discarded clothes from the floor, and hastily dressed. “We need to get back to your sisters.”  
 
    “Okay!” Valerie nodded and slipped into her leotard in one fluid motion. “You said you’re planning to go to Rezel next. Who are you taking with you? Can I come?”  
 
    “I don’t think it’d be fair,” I explained. “And I’ve heard a bit about Rezel from Cecelia and Edony. I don’t think you’d particularly like to come, my love.”  
 
    “Why?” the ash-blonde asked. “Are there giant bugs there? I mean, I’ve had my fill of spiders here, so I’d rather not see any more gross, creepy crawlies.”  
 
    “Nope, no bugs.” I shook my head and tittered. “But the city is entirely surrounded by water. It’s what architects call a ‘floating city.’ It’s built on top of the reservoir that cleans the water that flows into the canal, and since you’re part cat, I don’t think you’d be particularly interested in visiting such a city.”  
 
    “You’re right.” Valerie laughed and offered me my shirt. “I’d like to stay on dry ground and very far away from water, please. We’ve traveled along the canal for long enough, and I’d love to be back in the caravan right about now.”  
 
    “It’s funny.” I chuckled, slipped on my shirt, and then tucked it neatly into my trousers. “The first time we had an encounter like this was in the bathtub back at the manor. You didn’t seem to mind water then.”  
 
    “I like baths.” The ash-blonde nodded. “Not only that, but a bathtub is a lot smaller compared to the canal and an entire reservoir.”  
 
    Before the two of us left the library, I snatched up the letters we’d found and tucked them into the waistband of my pants. As we stepped out of the building, the sun was just starting to set in the west, and long, bluish-purple shadows crept out across the hard-packed dirt. The events of the morning seemed so far away as if they’d taken place a week or two ago. Thankfully, we’d retrieved the information we’d come here for, and we could return to my soldiers finally.  
 
    Though I enjoyed the one-on-one time with Josephine and Valerie, I missed the rest of my women, and I hoped that Rian hadn’t given birth yet. When we’d left, she’d been so close, and I hoped that by the time we arrived, I’d be able to witness the birth of our first child.  
 
    Rian told me she thought it was a boy, and though I didn’t doubt her, it wasn’t physically possible to guess the gender of our child yet. Of course, there were rudimentary ways to guess, like the ring attached to a string over the wrist trick I’d witnessed with a few of the aristocrats back in Edenhart, but it was wrong half the time. It was just an old folk tale that mothers told their daughters, and the worst part of it was their reaction when the ring’s movement or swing told them they would have a brute.  
 
    Some of the nobles took it to heart, and by the time they gave birth to their child, they already hated it even if it came out the opposite gender. This was another reason I was so grateful for the transformation process and my wonderful monster-women. I knew when each of them gave birth, no matter what sex our child was, they’d love them unconditionally.  
 
    “Ready?” Valerie asked, offered me a hand, and then stepped forward toward the long, steep hill in the direction of the canal.  
 
    “Yes,” I breathed, slipped her hand into mine, and fell into step with her.  
 
    As the two of us made our way down the sloping road, Valerie seemed less scared of the thick blanket of white over the lush grass. When I glanced over at it in the quickly dimming light, it seemed thinner than it was when we first spied it, and I had to wonder, were all of the spiders here because of Yaba? Were the arachnids attracted to this area because of the pull of the marchioness’ ability? 
 
    There were questions we’d probably never know the answer to, and if anyone could answer them, they were likely dead. Josephine’s mother might know, but there wasn’t much hope since Eveline had spent most of her time here in Magnta unconscious and suspended from a web in the inner sanctum. The closer we moved to the submarine, the more I heard the soft lap of the water as it breached against the cold metal, and for some reason, it soothed me. The submersible’s door was cracked open, and I immediately thought of the story Celty told us earlier. I chuckled lightly under my breath then shook my head when the ash-blonde glanced in my direction.  
 
    “What is it?” the feline-woman asked, stepped onto the metal plank, and then hurried toward the door.  
 
    “I was just thinking…” I uttered. “I really like having Celty and Beatrix along with us.”  
 
    “They’re certainly a pair of characters.” the ash-blonde giggled. “Annnnnd now that Celty’s here, A.B.’s got himself a giiiiirlfriend.”  
 
    “That may be true,” I snorted. “But I think the two of them make great additions to our party, and I hope I get to see them in action again.”  
 
    “Aw, shucks, Charlie,” Beatrix’s accented voice echoed through the room as the door slipped out of my fingertips.  
 
    The petite redhead stood in the doorway with her left hand on her hip, and in the other, she held a dirty spatula. The scientist wore a stained apron, and a delicious scent wafted through the open door past me. Immediately, my stomach gurgled, and I remembered the decadent eggs and bacon the redhead served us earlier in the morning.  
 
    “What’s cookin’, good lookin’?” Valerie asked through a fit of giggles. “Smells amazing.”  
 
    “Roasted chicken that I had saved in the cryofreezer below deck, mashed potatoes and gravy along with some slightly mushy green beans that were also in the freezer,” the redhead counted off. “It’ll be finished in a little bit if you want to come in and relax.”  
 
    “Beatrix,” I broke in. “What about Eveline? Is she awake?”  
 
    Instantly, the redhead’s expression dropped, and the spatula in her hand lowered. The scientist glanced over her shoulder into the space beyond, and a frown tugged at the corners of her lips. She seemed pensive and concerned, but when she turned back to us, the expression in her mauve eyes looked hopeful.  
 
    “She’s still out,” Beatrix admitted, stepped aside, and then gestured for us to come in. “We hoped the smell of the food cooking would help her wake up, but I don’t think that has any effect on it. Hell, I’m not a doctor, so I don’t know a lot about this.”  
 
    “I’ll look her over.” I nodded, stepped inside, and then glanced around for Josephine and Eveline.  
 
    The table we’d sat at to eat breakfast had been lowered, so it fit perfectly into the notches at the same level of the bench, and someone had placed a plush-looking cushion over it. Eveline’s unconscious body laid directly in the middle of it, and Josephine hung over her silently. The drake-woman’s orange, cat-like eyes were blurry through a haze of pain and worry, and her plump lips were pressed into a firm line. Her pale hands stroked her mother’s long, honey-colored curls and then moved to her pale, relaxed face.  
 
    “Mother?” Josephine whispered. “Mother? Are you there? Mother, please wake up.”  
 
    I stepped up behind the drake-woman, rested both hands on her shoulders, and turned her toward me. Instantly, the honey-blonde sighed and fell into my arms with a low sob. She wasn’t crying anymore, but it was clear from the red splotches around her eyes, she had been for a long time before we arrived.  
 
    “I’ll take it from here, okay?” I uttered. “I’m a doctor, remember? I’m sure that I can help her better in her time of need. Josephine, why don’t you rest for a moment and set your mind at ease…”  
 
    “Why doesn’t she read what we fou--” Valerie started, and I immediately interrupted.  
 
    “No,” I barked. “Not right now. If she reads the letters, I’m sure it’ll overwhelm her. Josie, go rest.”  
 
    “Oh, okay, Charles…” the heiress murmured, pulled away from me, and then crossed the room to a lone chair.  
 
    “What letters?” Celty immediately interjected and stepped closer.  
 
    In one swift movement, I grabbed the papers from my waistband, offered them to her, and then sat down on the edge of the makeshift bed. The robotic woman glanced at me with her piercing, icy-blue eyes and then unfurled the scroll. I moved my attention toward the sleeping Harlot below me while the mechanical woman read what was written across the pages. When she finished, Celty didn’t breathe a word and simply turned to thrust them in Beatrix’s direction. It only took a moment for the scientist to read the elegant cursive, and instantly, her eyes bulged out of her head. I wasn’t sure if it was from the sudden realization or the attempted murder confession written across the aged parchment.  
 
    I pressed my fingers against Eveline’s throat, found the jugular vein, and felt her heart thump against my fingers. It beat much harder this time, and it seemed that whatever sedative they’d given her was starting to wear off. I reached into my pocket and grabbed my golden pocket watch before I glanced at its ticking hands.  
 
    “She should wake up relatively soon,” I explained. “It seems that whatever sedative they gave her was extremely strong… Since Yaba’s ability seemed to be something like an arachnid, she may have poisoned your mother in some way.”  
 
    I reached for Eveline’s neck and parted the long curtain of honey-colored curls. Her milky-white skin looked as if it hadn’t been touched, but when I turned her face to look at the other side, there was a single bruise near her collarbone. It wasn’t a clear indicator that Yaba had injected her, but it would make a lot of sense. If the bruises were this old, it meant that Yaba’s concoction lasted for months on end, and then once it started to wear off, the marchioness would have to dose her again. How many times had this happened, and would it have any side effects once Eveline awoke? 
 
    “So, she’s fine for now?” Beatrix asked from the far side of the room. 
 
    “For now, yes.” I nodded, retracted my hands, and then lifted the blanket over her chest. “Her body is burning off the rest of the solution they gave her, though you may want to prepare a few extra servings of food and glasses of water. We don’t know how often she was awoken and fed, so she may need to fill her stomach. I just wished we’d brought along my medical bag, so I could do a few more tests. Hell, I wish we had the whole laboratory, so I could figure out what exactly they injected her with.”  
 
    “Sorry,” Beatrix hastily apologized, then she went back to her cooking. “I never had much interest in medicine, just science and inventing.”  
 
    “It’s not your fault,” I assured her. “I just want to know what Yaba poisoned her with to keep her in a suspended state for such a long time. Maybe she’ll remember when she wakes up, but even then, I doubt that the space between unconsciousness was very long, and her memory may be too fuzzy.”  
 
    “I’m just so worried about her…” Josephine murmured. “I…I… I’ve been away from her for so long, and so much time has passed. Charles, I don’t know how to explain to her everything that’s happened. What if she wakes up and doesn’t recognize me? Oh, science, what if she wakes up, recognizes me, but won’t accept the way I look now… I should’ve known what was going on in Magnta. I should’ve researched it more and looked into it before I sent her there. I feel like I failed her, Charles.”  
 
    “Josephine,” I uttered and stepped closer to the stunning heiress. “Your mother loved you before you were transformed, and she will love you after. She entrusted the Harlots and their community to you, and they flourished, didn’t they? Think about it, my love. The Harlots took over a part of the capital and are holding it captive at this very moment. They did that with the guidance of you and your mother. Without the Harlots, these women would’ve been lost and never would’ve stood up for what they believe in. None of this is your fault, Josephine. You couldn’t have known what Doctor Lida and Yaba were doing there, and I’m sure if you’d gone there five years ago, none of this would’ve been happening at the time. When you sent her to Magnta, it was a medical facility just as you thought. You did what any daughter would’ve done. You protected your sick mother and sought out the help she needed. It’s not your fault that Yaba and Genevese did what they did. You had no way of knowing, and I’m sure that once your mother wakes up, she’ll thank you for saving her.”  
 
    Josephine’s clasped hands in her lap, relaxed, and she took a long deep breath. The honey-blonde seemed to curl up into the chair as she sucked the air in, but as she let it out, the worry disappeared from her mesmerizing eyes. When she finally looked up, she seemed so much calmer, and a small, thankful smile spread over her features.  
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” the drake-woman whispered. “I feel like I’ve spent so much time worrying about her that even after we found her, I thought she’d vanish into thin air. I’m just glad that you’re here to comfort me. I think if you weren’t, I’d be inconsolable.”  
 
    “You practically were.” Beatrix laughed. “Not to sound insensitive, but until Charles showed up, you wouldn’t talk to anyone.”  
 
    “She was practically comatose,” Celty broke in. “But thankfully, she’s calmed down now that you’re here, Charles.” 
 
    “Now,” Josephine breathed, sat back in her chair, and rested her relaxed hands in her lap. “I’d like to know the contents of the letters you found, Charles.”  
 
    My gaze met Beatrix’s, and it was clear to me that she wanted to talk about what we’d found. Celty stepped toward the scientist, took the loose papers from her hands, and then looked toward Josephine.  
 
    “Are you sure?” the redhead asked. “Some of the writings are disturbing, and I don’t want it to affect you in your sensitive state.”  
 
    “I’m fine,” the honey-blonde assured, smiled, and then held out a hand toward the parchment. “Please. I’d like to know what you found. We’ve been waiting for news for months, and we finally have it in our hands.”  
 
    Beatrix licked her lips nervously, thumped across the room, and then offered the heiress the pages. Josephine took them from her hands gently, glanced down at the letterhead, and then dove into them. Her orange, cat-like eyes jumped over the handwritten words as she devoured the letter, but to my surprise, her face showed no change of emotion. As she flipped to the next page, I knew what was coming… all of the details of my attempted murder by the woman who gave birth to me. The honey-blonde’s eyebrows simply raised, and her lips pressed together into a worried line.  
 
    When she finished, the heiress held the five pages loosely in both hands, rested them in her lap, and then aimed her stunning eyes in my direction. She seemed to study my profile for a long time until finally, she leaned forward in her seat.  
 
    “So, it’s true?” Josephine asked. “You’re the Queen’s son…”  
 
    “It seems so,” I whispered. “Not that we didn’t suspect it.”  
 
    Josephine stared at me before she set the papers aside, crossed her leg over the other, and sat back in her chair. Her right hand gracefully lifted through the air, and she tapped her chin thoughtfully with her pointer finger.  
 
    “So, I doubt that anyone’s asked you this so far,” the heiress uttered. “How does it make you feel?”  
 
    “Angry,” I grunted, lifted my head, and stared directly into her eyes. “You read what I did. You know what she tried to do with me.”  
 
    “So, I can assume you’ve decided what we’re going to do once we reach the capital, correct?” The drake-woman asked, and her tail curled around the right leg of the chair.  
 
    “I have.” I nodded. “The Queen must die for her crimes against humanity and the entire male gender.”  
 
    The metal spatula fell from Beatrix’s limp fingers, clattered against the floor loudly, and then the entire room fell into silence. Celty, Beatrix, and Josephine stared at me with differing expressions. Of course, the robotic woman showed no emotion, but her head cocked to the side. The scientist’s eyes bulged out of her skull for the second time, and she gulped loudly before clamping a hand over her mouth. Surprisingly, Josephine was the only one who didn’t seem too surprised by the announcement, and a sly, smug smile spread over her plump lips.  
 
    “There was a rumor about a boy long ago,” an exhausted voice erupted up from behind me. “They believed that this specific boy would develop powers and rise against the matriarchy… I’m glad that I’m alive to see the day that he finally emerged from the inky blackness of male oppression.” 

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    “Mother!” Josephine cried, stood from her chair, and rushed toward the makeshift bed, but her mother limply raised an outstretched hand in the heiress’ direction.  
 
    The honey-blonde grabbed it, fell onto the bed, and rested her head on her mother’s chest. Eveline wrapped her shaky arms around her daughter’s shoulders and tightly held her.  
 
    “Oh, how good it is to hear your voice, chickadee,” Eveline soothed, pressed her lips to the crown of the drake-woman’s head, and then paused.  
 
    The older woman’s eyes slowly opened, and I spied the bright-orange color of her irises, just like her daughter’s. Her gaze shifted down to the young heiress pressed to her chest and then moved over the spiraling horns sprouting out of the sides of her head. Her eyes moved down toward the thick, scaled tail that draped over the edge of the bed and rested against the cold metal of the submarine’s floor. For a second, I thought Eveline would react in disgust and push her child away. Instead, her arms wrapped around Josephine even tighter.  
 
    “It seems you’ve gone through a lot of changes since the last time I saw you,” the leader of the Harlots whispered. “But I think you’ve been in good hands, my love.”  
 
    Eveline turned her head and leveled her orange, cat-like eyes in my direction. Josephine was the spitting image of her mother except for a few features, some because of the age difference, but others were merely hereditary. Eveline’s sloping chin was slightly wider than her daughters, and her loose curls were a shade darker. Even her cat-like eyes were a deeper tone of burnt-orange. Her lips were thin, her cheekbones weren’t as prominent, and the skin around her lips was wrinkled. When she smiled at me, the corners of her eyes wrinkled three times, and I noticed the small space in between her front teeth. She was a beautiful, older woman, and I could almost imagine what it would’ve been like seeing her in her prime at the head of the Harlots. 
 
    She had a kind presence to her, and I leaned into it. When I looked at her, I felt warm, comforted, and most of all, loved. Was this what it felt like to have a mother? I guessed so since I was unfamiliar with the sensation. Eveline lifted a hand from Josephine’s back and offered it to me. The skin of the limb looked soft to the touch, like crepe paper, and when I slipped it into my own, it was warm and soothing just as I imagined it.  
 
    “So, this is the man that so many aristocrats have feared since the beginning of time?” Eveline asked, and slowly, Josephine pulled away.  
 
    “Yes.” The drake-woman smiled with tears in her eyes. “Mother, this is Charles. Doctor Charles Rayburn. He’s the man who will save the world from the matriarchy.”  
 
    “You’re in love with him, aren’t you?” the older woman asked with a glint in her eyes. “There’s no reason to lie, chickadee. I can see it burning brightly in your eyes.”  
 
    “Yes, I am.” The drake-woman nodded, grabbed her mother’s hand, and then my own in tight clasps. “This is the man that I want to spend the rest of my life with… Momma, he will be our king… The first king in hundreds of years. This is the man we hoped and prayed would come, and here he is.”  
 
    “You’re a very handsome man, Charles Rayburn.” Eveline chuckled with a sly smile. “There’ve been a lot of stories and fables written about you, you know?”  
 
    “No,” I uttered. “I didn’t know. Can you tell me?”  
 
    In one swift movement, I grabbed one of the chairs, scooted it over, and then sat down in it by the side of Eveline’s bed. The older woman adjusted herself on the pillows, leaned against the wall, and then aimed her beautiful eyes in my direction. The Harlots’ leader pursed her lips and folded her hands neatly on top of the heavy blanket covering her legs.  
 
    “I don’t know where to begin,” Eveline admitted. “There’s so much lore behind the stories that no one alive right now could pick through what’s true and what’s made up, but it all started with the Harlots. I can say that for sure. At first, it was a rumor spread around to strike fear into the hearts of the aristocrats until Mortia appeared.”  
 
    “Who’s Mortia?” I asked and glanced at the mother and daughter. 
 
    Josephine’s face paled, and her lips pressed into a firm line as her hands tensed into fists. I’d seen the heiress afraid a few times before, but this time, the fear in her eye was palpable and real.  
 
    “We don’t know where she came from,” Eveline whispered. “She just appeared one day at one of the rallies then came to every single one after that. She was this wealthy aristocrat who usually came in escorted by four bodyguards. She never spoke to anyone, only sat in the back and listened. She was blind, and she would just stare into space with her milky white eyes as she listened to my words. Finally, after a particularly raucous and exciting rally, one of her escorts came to me and asked if Mortia could speak to me.”  
 
    “What did she say?” I asked.  
 
    “She hobbled over with the help of one of her escorts,” Eveline remembered. “I can recall the sound of her cane as it clacked against the stone flooring, and I thought for sure that she was a fox that had infiltrated our hen-house. I prepared to protect my sisters and flee the area, but she reached out to me. She told me that she was a soothsayer of sorts, and she’d been plagued with visions ever since she’d gone blind. Her ability, in the beginning, was extrasensory perception. Do you understand what that means?”  
 
    “Vaguely,” I stated. “I can guess that she was something like a psychic.”  
 
    “She could see the future.” Eveline nodded. “But she told me that during her younger years, she could only see a few days in advance, and most of it was small, trivial things. A word spoken in her direction as she passed by, the image of a hand lifting a full, steaming teacup, or even what her closest friend would wear. As she aged, and her eyesight failed, the visions grew stronger and more intense. It was no longer trivial things, but a coming war. The people she was close to, the other aristocrats believed that she was losing her mind, but when I spoke to her, she was the sanest she’d ever been.”  
 
    “What did she tell you?” I asked. “What about the coming war?”  
 
    “Men would rise from their positions and kill their masters,” the Harlot spoke firmly. “But it wouldn’t be isolated incidents. There would be a leader. He would possess magic like a woman and lead a grand army. It all seemed to be nothing more than the words of an old crone who’d lost her mind until I heard the news.”  
 
    “What news?” I probed.  
 
    “Word had traveled around that Mortia had these visions,” Eveline explained. “And it’d gotten back to the Queen. She was beside herself with panic and had her guards search the entire city for Mortia. No one knew why. All of it seemed to be just the ramblings of an insane woman, but the Queen was like a hound searching for her for some reason. People started to believe that rumor was true, and the Queen somehow knew it was…”  
 
    “So,” I murmured. “Did she kill Mortia?”  
 
    “Yes,” Eveline admitted. “But I saw her one more time before the Queen finally found her. Mortia laid low for a long time and moved from multiple Harlots’ houses to evade her, but she was exhausted by the time she came to see me. She’d put up a good fight, but she knew that eventually, the Queen would find her. When the Queen wants something, she won’t give up, and Mortia knew that it would all come to an end at some point. She was already close to one-hundred years old, and she was tired. That’s what she told me, Charles. ‘I’ve lived a long and fruitful life, and I would rather die proudly as a Harlot than a coward hiding in someone’s cabinet’. They arrested her within three days of that meeting, and then shortly after that, the Queen hung her from the gallows… She left Mortia’s corpse there for nine months to rot, and when they finally cut her down, she was nothing more than bare-bones and a few bits of cartilage. It’s rumored that the Queen tortured Mortia before she finally died, and I believe it to be true. I saw her body as they strung it up, and there was a massive, bloody hole torn in her stomach. I can only assume they used the rats on her.”  
 
    “Rats?” Valerie perked up, and Eveline swiveled her eyes in the feline-woman’s direction.  
 
    “Yes.” The Harlot nodded. “Rats. It’s one of the most horrid and disgusting forms of torture that the Queen loves to use. I’m not sure you want to hear it because of how grotesque it is, but I feel as if the weight of what she’s done won’t fully hit you unless you know what it is. The person is restrained to a bed or even the ground, then slits are cut through their bare abdomen. After that, their captor brings in a cage of live rats, places it over the person’s stomach, and lays coals on the top of the cage. The rats start to overheat and look for any means of escape…”  
 
    “You can’t be serious?” Valerie gasped. “They… They force rats to tunnel through your stomach?”  
 
    “Yes,” Eveline grunted. “The process is excruciating, and the person being tortured dies a slow and painful death. I can’t imagine hating someone so much for something they said and forcing them to go through a horrible thing like that. Still, I am a pacifist, so I could never envision torturing another person, let alone an old woman such as Mortia. The one thing about this story that stood out to me so much is what Mortia said scared the Queen to the bone. Sure, she’s done some pretty horrible things in her lifetime, but killing someone over a mere rumor? It scared the life out of her, and how could we not assume that there was a grain of truth to it? So, we patiently waited for more news, but nothing happened until one of the spies came to us with a little bit of information.”  
 
    “What was it?” Beatrix asked, leaned against the table, and pressed her chin into the palm of her hand enrapt.  
 
    “The Queen had hired an outside information broker,” the older honey-blonde explained. “And she was sent to a small city a few day’s journey from the capital to look into ‘the boy’. Other than that, we had no more information on the situation, and our source had to go into hiding after that. We knew it wasn’t just a rumor anymore, and ‘the boy’ actually existed.”  
 
    “We already know about the information broker who followed me,” I said. “But is there anything else that we need to know?”  
 
    “Charles.” Eveline started, stared up at me with wide, intense eyes, and then sat up a little higher. “There’s something to be feared about a woman who’s leaped willingly from the brink of sanity. Ever since she killed Mortia, she’s slipped farther and farther into her obsession. It will not be news to her that you’re coming. You have to understand that she’s prepared for this moment since you were born. She knew you would come back to kill her.”  
 
    “Do you think she already knows?” Valerie asked from the far side of the room.  
 
    “How many cities have you taken?” Eveline probed.  
 
    “Edenhart, Birskonn, Valestia, Granhamn,” I named off. “Tulna, and Magnta.”  
 
    “Six,” the Harlot repeated with a click of her tongue. “I’m telling you this because I know the Queen and her ways better than anyone… She knows. She probably knew the moment you left Edenhart and headed for Birskonn.”  
 
    “How?” I exclaimed. “How would she know that?”  
 
    “Charles, she’s practically all-knowing.” Eveline chuckled. “I’m sure you’ve heard of her consorts by now. I believe her name was Kelara… She was the first female consort she brought on after giving birth to her last child… which, of course, was you. Kelara was her most trusted spy, and she sent her to infiltrate our rallies multiple times. The damn woman was practically a master of disguises, but thankfully, any time she tried to come in, we’d spot her iconic costumes and immediately would disperse. Kelara would go where the Queen asked, find out information, and then communicate with her telepathically. The Queen was especially interested in taking over Edenhart because of the Duchess Edony. You may know her since you lived there, but we can assume that the real reason she sent Kelara there was to spy on you.”  
 
    I chuckled lightly at all of the names she’d casually spoken, and the older honey-blonde tilted her head with a confused expression.  
 
    “What’s funny?” the Harlot asked.  
 
    “I know Edony and ‘Kelara’ very well.” I smiled. “They’re my women now. Except Kelara isn’t Kelara anymore. She’s Kleeia now. We managed to capture her before she sent a message back to the Queen and transformed her into a monster-girl.”  
 
    “Monster-girl?” Eveline furrowed her eyebrows. “What is that supposed to mean? Does that explain why my daughter has horns and a tail now?”  
 
    “Actually, yes.” I laughed lightly. “I worked for Edony for about a year. The Duchess wanted a machine to create male ‘super-soldiers’. At the time, I didn’t know her plan but later found out that all of it was in preparation for the Queen’s ultimate attack. She knew it would come eventually but didn’t know exactly when. So, I built her the machine and did all of the experiments she ordered, but all of them failed. One time, I had a epiphany and rushed home to repeat the process, but it went awry. Edony had accidentally sent me a female patient, and in my shock, I accidentally cut my hand and spilled my blood in one of the compartments. I thought the experiment had already failed, so I continued in a haze of confusion and shame. Right as I flipped the switch, a stray cat climbed in the first compartment where we kept the elements she wanted to infuse the super-soldiers with.”  
 
    “So, what happened?” the older honey-blonde asked.  
 
    “It worked!” Valerie cried, threw her hands into the air, and then danced about. “I was the first monster-girl to ever come into existence.”  
 
    “Over time, I reconfigured the machine and created more monster-women,” I explained. “By the time Edony wanted to move on to the next project, I’d already collected four monster-women and your daughter. Josephine hadn’t been transformed yet, but because of Edony’s insistence, we had to wait for that. We realized that instead of using a single beast for each transformation, we could find mythical beasts with elemental cores to use, so we trapped a Raiju for Edony. Now she is one of my most powerful monster-women. Josephine came after that, and now, she’s part drake.”  
 
    “So, have you created more?” Eveline probed.  
 
    “An entire army of them.” I grinned. “There’s about a thousand of them, and they are ready to battle against the Queen.”  
 
    “That’s the amazing thing about monster-women!” Valerie sang. “Once they go through the transformation process, they come out… well, better! They believe that everyone is created equal, and they are more than willing to battle at our side!”  
 
    “All of this sounds unreal.” The Harlot shook her head.  
 
    “I thought the same thing, too,” Beatrix stated. “But you’re seeing two of them right in front of your eyes. It’s uncanny when they’re crowded around you, but you get used to it over time.”  
 
    “There’s a lot more I have to tell you.” I tittered. “The elves, the revelation about their blood and how abilities came to be, but I think it’s best if you rest, for now, Eveline. It’s probably been quite a shock… all of this at the same time. Not only that, but I have a lot of questions to ask you, though I want to make sure that you are well enough to answer them. Beatrix has been kind enough to cook us dinner, so all of us should eat then rest for the night. Josephine, I’ll need you to locate the rest of the soldiers if you could.”  
 
    “Of course, Charles.” The heiress nodded with a smile.  
 
    “Beatrix, do you think we could start our journey back to them now?” I uttered. “After we arrive, a few of my women and I will immediately need to head to Rezel.”  
 
    “Yes,” Beatrix said, glanced toward Celty, and then nodded curtly. “The door, please.”  
 
    Celty immediately stepped toward the still cracked door, closed it until a loud click resounded around the room, and then turned the metal wheel to seal it shut. The redhead offered the robotic woman the spatula, gestured toward the steaming food, and then moved toward the submersible’s helm. Eveline sat back against the pillows and closed her eyes for a long moment. At first, I’d thought she’d fallen asleep, and Josephine gently stroked her pale cheek.  
 
    “It’s amazing to me,” Eveline whispered.  
 
    “What is?” the heiress asked.  
 
    “I never thought this day would come,” the Harlot whispered. “We’ve lived in fear almost all of our lives, haven’t we, my love?”  
 
    “Yes…” Josephine murmured.  
 
    “I never thought I would have hope,” the older honey-blonde admitted. “I never thought there would come a day where I would look into the face of a man and say that we were equal. I’ve dreamed of a world where I could stand side by side with my brothers and sisters and not feel the societal ocean between us. I never allowed myself to hope even if it was what I fought for.”  
 
    Eveline’s eyes fluttered open, and she aimed their beautiful burnt-orange color in my direction before a broad smile spread over her features.  
 
    “But I do now,” the Harlot whispered. “I know what it feels like to hope… Now, get me the hell out of this place, Charles. We have work to do.”

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    It was a long night, and we spent most of it eating, relaxing, and waiting until morning finally arrived. Josephine sat by her mother with her eyes closed and used her ability to reach out to the Drake Legion. I thought we were too far away for her powers to find them, but after a few minutes of complete silence, a broad smile spread over the drake-woman’s lips. She didn’t speak aloud to the Drake Legion, but I sensed their strong communication through the air around us. When she finally broke the connection between her and her sisters, she opened her eyes and turned toward Beatrix behind the helm.  
 
    “They said they’re close to the Glouster Pike?” the heiress uttered with furrowed eyebrows. “I don’t know what or where that is. Do you?”  
 
    “Ah!” Beatrix barked, threw back her head, and then slammed both of the levers forward. “Yep, yep, yep. It’s the midway point between Magnta and Rezel and is a straight shot to the capital from there. So, Charlie, what’s the plan once we get back?”  
 
    “Well, there might be a little interruption to your plans,” Josephine interjected. “Rian’s been having pains the last few days, and Daisy believes that the child could come any time now.”  
 
    “Beatrix,” I boomed. “Is there any way that we can get there faster? I need to be there when Rian gives birth. Please, is it possible?”  
 
    “Uhhhhhh.” The redhead drawled, glanced around the panel in front of her, and then tapped a few buttons. “Well, I could put the thrusters at full throttle, turn the propellers on full blast, and then let the autopilot take the wheel for a bit. If I did that, we’d probably make it there by… tomorrow morning? If we traveled at normal speed, we’d probably arrive by late afternoon or early evening. Sorry, my submersible isn’t the speediest of vehicles out there. I built it, intending to stay underneath the water for a long period of time, not speeding through the canal. Did they say when they thought she’d give birth?”  
 
    “No.” Josephine shook her head. “But Daisy told them that she’s started to dilate and efface a bit, so labor is definitely starting.”  
 
    “What about the thing?” Celty asked poignantly, turned, and stared in the redhead’s direction.  
 
    “Oh, no,” Beatrix groaned, sat back in her chair, and then slumped down until the top of her head disappeared behind the headrest. “No, not the thing, Celty.”  
 
    “What thing?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “I’m not telling you about it because we’re not doing it!” the redhead cried and threw her hands into the air. 
 
    “You can’t just say something like that.” Eveline chuckled under her breath. “And not tell us.”  
 
    “Celty, you may have been fine after it,” the redhead grumbled. “But I was seasick for three weeks after.”  
 
    “Beatrix,” I said, stood from my position in the chair, and then stepped toward the helm. “What is Celty referring to?”  
 
    “I have to admit,” A.B. broke in. “I’m pretty interested, too. A thing? It could be anything! A wild tiger! A dancing shrimp! Oh, oh, fun bowties for everyone!”  
 
    “Does it look like we have space for a tiger in here?” The redhead cackled. “Also, along with cherries, I’m allergic to shellfish, too. Bowties… well, that sounds like a fun idea, but we don’t have any scrap fabric laying around, and I don’t know how to construct them…”  
 
    “Beatrix…” I sighed.  
 
    “Fine!” the scientist cried, threw her hands into the air, and then swiveled toward me with a dejected expression. “It’s an evasive maneuver I installed into the submarine’s panel… It’s triple the thrusters… and three more propellers drop down from the driving plane below… but it’s only supposed to be used in emergencies, and I understand this is an emergency, too, but… Charles, listen, I was seasick for three weeks. I couldn’t walk across this room without throwing up, and I’m sure that if we did it again, immediately going to the surface would make it ten times worse.”  
 
    “Beatrix,” I uttered. “I don’t care. I need to be there when Rian gives birth. You don’t understand. This is my firstborn child, and if I miss it, I won’t forgive myself.”  
 
    “Rian won’t forgive you, either.” Valerie laughed. “You asked her to keep it in until you got back, and you know how stubborn she is. She’s probably holding that baby in at this very moment, and if you don’t show up after all that effort, well, I’m pretty sure she’d light your ass on fire.”  
 
    “You want me to go home to my women and then promptly have my ass set on fire by an angry imp-woman?” I grinned and chuckled.  
 
    “Okay, well,” Beatrix sighed, turned back toward the panel in front of her, and gripped the wheel so tightly that her knuckles turned white. “I’m just saying, if you get sick, don’t come crying to me because I warned you, alright?”  
 
    “You’ve got a deal.” I laughed, rested a hand on her shoulder, and gave it a reassuring squeeze. 
 
    “Alright,” Beatrix grumbled, reached up to her shoulder, and grabbed a long, retractable leather belt, then she secured it tightly around her middle. “So, there’s a few things we need to cover before I do… the awful ‘thing’. I invented it, and we never gave it a name, so please don’t ask what the technical term for it is.”  
 
    “If it were up to Beatrix,” Celty stated. “She would’ve named it the ‘ultra go-fast’ button, and we can’t have that. She has multiple inventions she’s referred to as ‘the thing’ because I’ve shot down all of the terms she came up with off of the top of her head.”  
 
    “I would not!” Beatrix cried, pouted, then rolled her eyes with a wide grin. “It’s just hard to name inventions, okay? So, back to what I was saying. Everyone, you may want to sit on the bed with Eveline. If you look at the wooden backrests, there are leather belts built into the wall behind them. Strap yourselves in and make sure that the person to the left of you is cinched in, too. We wouldn’t want anyone to go flying across the room, now would we? If you have to vomit, please lean off of the bed and do it on the floor. I assure you, it’s much easier to clean it off of that than it is to clean it off the blankets and cushion. We don’t have easy access to washtubs down here, and it can be a pain to dry things, too. If you need anything, Celty has stabilizers in her feet, so she can move around the cabin easily. Please, do not ask me. I tried stabilizer shoes, too, but they don’t work because of my center of gravity and other scientific mumbo jumbo. Are we ready?”  
 
    I moved back toward where Josephine and her mother sat, and Valerie quickly skipped across the room. Both honey-blondes scooted back to the wall then reached up behind them to find the long, leather straps Beatrix told them about. As Valerie and I sat down, we quickly found our own and wrapped them around our midsections. When I turned my attention back toward the scientist, she leaned forward in her seat, rifled through a large wooden box full of furled scrolls, and then plucked one out. The redhead studied it for a second and then nodded before stuffing the scroll back into its place. After that, the scientist tapped a few buttons in front of her, stared down at the wheel, and then pressed her lips firmly together.  
 
    “We’ll be alright,” I assured her. “Please.”  
 
    “Alright, alright!” Beatrix griped, lifted her right hand, and waved me off.  
 
    Her hand came down, and all of her fingers curled except for the pointer finger. The digit came down and flipped open a small metal box over one of the panels. Underneath it, a large, round red button flashed a warning, and she paused for a few seconds before depressing it. Instantly, Beatrix’s hands slammed down on the wheel, and her mauve-colored eyes stared out of the glass dome in front of her as a loud sound below us started up.  
 
    The whole submersible thrummed as the engines kicked on, and I assumed that the covers of the other three propellers opened up. It was so loud in the submarine’s confined space, but despite all of that, I heard Beatrix’s labored breathing over all of it. When she glanced back at us over the side of her worn leather seat, her eyes were wide and full of fear, but that wasn’t what caught my attention. A wide and almost manic smile spread over her lips, and she gripped the wheel with the tightness of a madwoman. I slowly realized that she wasn’t breathing heavily… she was laughing under her breath.  
 
    I understood what she was feeling perfectly. Of course, I loved all of my women equally, but there was something different about Beatrix. She and I were kindred souls, in a way. We both were scientists and inventors, and the expression on her face right now was one that I’d felt spread across my own many a time. She was terrified of something she’d created, but it also exhilarated her. There was no other feeling that could compare to the adrenaline that rushed through your body as you started up a machine or engine that you’d built with your own two hands. I’d felt the very same the first time I’d used my machine, and though the experiment was a failure, I’d rode out that euphoric high for days. The thrusters and propellers she’d build scared her, but they also made her who she was.  
 
    In one swift movement, Beatrix’s finger slammed back down on the flashing red button for a second time, and then everything was a blur. Instantly, I was thrown to the side, and my bicep slammed into the hard wood of the bench. If I hadn’t pulled my head to the side, it would’ve smashed against the cold, metal wall above. Valerie held onto me for dear life, and a loud, cat-like yowl escaped her lips before she buried her face in my chest. Eveline rested her head against the wall, closed her eyes, and breathed deeply. The older woman seemed to be repeating something to herself, but I couldn’t make out what she said over all of the noise. Josephine held tightly to both her mother’s and her sister’s hands but kept her orange, cat-like eyes open wide.  
 
    The pots and pans hanging securely from the ceiling across the room clattered together loudly, and Celty walked around while periodically making sure that no items fell to the floor or broke. The robotic woman showed no reaction to the thrumming beneath us and the strange sensation of traveling through the water at breakneck speeds. I worried if we’d come across anyone else traveling along the canal, but we hadn’t seen anyone ever since we’d left Tulna. What kind of damage would the submarine do if it smashed through the bottom of a boat or ship? Would it take damage and sink, or would it just keep going without a scratch? I was suddenly very concerned about the submersible’s construction and felt my hands shake unconsciously in my lap. 
 
    Celty hurried past with A.B. still strapped to her back and then glanced in our general direction. Though her face showed no emotion, something in the icy color of her illuminated eyes changed. It was as if she read my mind and understood my concerns completely.  
 
    “It’s quite safe,” Celty uttered. “Especially when Beatrix remembers to close the door. The metal hull is seven inches thick, and it’s essentially impenetrable. That’s why it looks so much bigger from the outside. Trust me; nothing can hurt us in here. We had a few spears launched at us, and they barely left scratches.” 
 
    “I’m assuming that happened while you escaped the capital?” I asked.  
 
    My voice sounded strange, and I slowly realized that it was from the constant vibration through the bench. Celty nodded once and then hurriedly moved across the room as a glass orb fell from one of the shelves. The robotic woman caught it with one hand, pushed its stand back a few inches, and then replaced it into its rightful place.  
 
    “Yes,” The mechanical woman murmured. “Beatrix and I both believed that they’d taken the submersible and dismantled it. If we didn’t have it, then we’d have no means of escape, but they hadn’t. I think they were studying it… for other reasons, but we never got to confirm it before we left.”  
 
    “Why would the Queen want the blueprints to the submarine?” I asked.  
 
    “Who knows?” Celty shrugged. “There are many answers to that, but my theory is more war machines…”  
 
    “War machines?” I forced out. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “She had other projects that we saw,” the robotic woman explained. “Massive vehicles made entirely out of metal. They looked as if they could break through anything and travel across any type of terrain. They also looked as if they had some sort of contraption attached at the front. It reminded me of the barrel of a pistol, but there was a space for someone to sit behind it with a giant shield… We don’t know what it was, but we can certainly guess. I believe that the person who’d sit behind the barrel could shoot out their ability through it. Can you imagine what could happen if a woman with an extremely powerful ability were to operate such a machine?”  
 
    I could almost see the machine in my head. It was bulky, not entirely fleshed out, but all of the parts were there. Then, I imagined the weapon in the hands of someone like Edony and what type of damage she could do if she channeled her ability through the barrel of such a machine… What was the Queen planning? Why was she building all of these horrific machines?  
 
    “We think that she wanted to make a prototype of our submersible,” Celty said. “But with weapons. Can you imagine what something like that could do? She already has control of the land and air. What would happen if she had control of the water and the sea too?”  
 
    “A-A-A-Air?” Valerie asked through the constant vibration. “W-W-What d-d-do y-you m-mean b-b-by t-t-that?”  
 
    “Seems like they haven’t heard,” Beatrix shouted over her shoulder. “Why don’t you tell them, Celty?”  
 
    “I can assume that none of you have ever stepped foot inside of Rezel?” the robotic woman asked, and I glanced toward the three women to my right.  
 
    All of them shook their heads, and Celty nodded once before crossing her arms over her chest.  
 
    “No,” Eveline shouted over the noise. “I haven’t!”  
 
    “Then you haven’t heard of the Banshee and her women,” Celty stated. “Well, since you’re going there next, then I must prepare you for what to expect.”  
 
    “I know what a banshee is,” I shouted. “But what does it have to do with Rezel?”  
 
    “No, I’m not talking about the magical creatures called banshees.” The mechanical woman shook her head. “I’m talking about the marchioness and her twenty minions. You see, Lenore Tubney is the current marchioness in control of Rezel, and she’s spent the last few years collecting women who possess the same ability as her. Sonic scream. Ever heard of it?”  
 
    “I can guess what it is.” I nodded. “The power to emit an extremely enhanced scream of a high amplitude.”  
 
    “It can destroy matter,” Celty stated. “It’s incredibly powerful and extremely destructive. The only downside to it is they have to use all of their energy to do it, and they have to make sure that their aim is perfect.”  
 
    “Which is probably why she has twenty followers.” I snorted. “You can’t put your bet on a single strike if you don’t know if it’ll hit its mark or not.”  
 
    “That’s not even the worst part,” Celty grunted. “They can fly.”  
 
    “What?” I asked. “Isn’t their only power sonic scream?”  
 
    “The wings aren’t real,” the robotic woman uttered. “They’re mechanical. I can assume they were custom-built for them by a scientist. They use them while attacking, so it’s harder to pin them down.”  
 
    “And there’s twenty of them,” I added, rolled my eyes, and then nodded. “This sounds like it’s going to be more difficult than I thought.”  
 
    “You have a plan, do you not?” Celty asked.  
 
    “I do,” I grunted. “Once we meet back up with my soldiers, and after Rian gives birth, if she hasn’t already, we will set off toward Rezel. I have to ask if we could use the submarine for a second time on this adventure.”  
 
    “Of course!” Beatrix shouted over her shoulder again.  
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled. “So, we’ll bring the two of you, Kleeia, and the twins.”  
 
    “The twins?” the scientist asked.  
 
    “Two monster-women I transformed a long time ago.” I grinned. “We infused them with this strange octopus creature we found, and I’ve heard rumors that their abilities are something to behold.”  
 
    All of us fell into silence as we blasted forward through the canal. The thrumming continued from below our feet, but another sound resonated outside of the submersible’s metal hull. It was a strange sloshing sound that I didn’t quite expect. I slowly realized it was the sound of the water above us exploding up and over the stone sides of the waterway.  
 
    Eveline continued to mouth words to herself, but all of us slowly grew accustomed to the breakneck speed we were traveling at. My whole body felt as if I were being pulled in one direction while the other was pushing in the opposite. My stomach gurgled angrily in protest at the constant motion, but I pushed it down.  
 
    We had to do this.  
 
    I needed to get back to Rian before the imp-woman gave birth to my first child. Beatrix hadn’t explained how long this method of travel would take us to get there, but when I leaned out against the massive pressure pulling me back, the color of the canal’s water had changed. Earlier, while we were still in Magnta, the water had been crystal clear, but out here, it was a strange, murky shade of teal and aquamarine.  
 
    “Beatrix?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, that’s a relative question.” The scientist laughed nervously with excitement. “The human body can withstand the speeds up to twenty-billion miles an hour, but the biggest difference between those things is the rate of travel and how slowly it starts. If I were to speed up or slow down too quickly, all of us would be dead, so I had to adjust the thrusters three different times so that the speed of our travel would be equalized for the living organisms inside. Say, if we were to travel at the speed of light, well, all of us would be de--” 
 
    “Beatrix, my dear,” Celty interrupted. “You’re rambling. You always do this when we have to use the thing. Calm down for a second and then answer the questions that Charles asked you.”  
 
    “Okay, okay.” The scientist sighed and took a deep breath. “Suffice it to say that the math is complicated. So, to answer your second question, Charles, Glouster Pike is about two-hundred miles from this exact location, so it’ll take us roughly an hour and twenty minutes to get there.”  
 
    “Sorry, she gets like this whenever she’s really excited or nervous,” Celty whispered. “Or when she gets to show off one of her inventions. The submarine is one of her masterpieces, so of course, she’d want to show it off in front of you.”  
 
    “I can understand the feeling.” I laughed. “I can’t wait to show her my machine when we arrive back at the caravan. Though, it’ll have to come after Rian gives birth.”  
 
    My mind instantly went back to the letter we’d found in the library and how my mother had spoken about me. There was no doubt in my mind that if she had known, I wouldn’t be alive today. Even if she hadn’t killed me on the spot, she would’ve at least imprisoned and tortured me for the rest of my life… but would she have done that? The wording of her letter had planted doubt in my mind, and somehow, the image of the Queen as this rigid statue of a woman cracked instantly. Not only that, but who was Edmund? The letter mentioned him by name, she’d even called him, ‘my dear Edmund’. Who was he, and how had he died?  
 
    My gaze shifted over to Eveline, and her eyes were tightly closed, but her lips had stopped moving.  
 
    “Eveline,” I murmured. “Can I ask you a question?”  
 
    “Of course, Charles.” The older honey-blonde smiled. “What is it?”  
 
    “Who is Edmund?” I probed.  
 
    “Edmund?” Eveline’s eyebrows furrowed, and the corners of her lips pulled down. “Edmund who?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “It was in the Queen’s letter we found, and I’ve never heard that name before.”  
 
    “Hmmmm.” The Harlot hummed quietly. “If I’m remembering correctly, there are rumors of the Queen having been married to a man. It’s believed that she killed him to take power, and I, for one, wholeheartedly believe that’s true.”  
 
    “Was she in love with him?” I forced out, and Eveline’s orange eyes snapped open.  
 
    “Absolutely not,” the Harlot gasped. “Why on earth would you think such a thing?”  
 
    “In the letter,” Valerie started. “She referred to him as ‘my dear, Edmund’. If she hated and killed the man, you’d think she’d call him something other than that.”  
 
    “Are you sure she referred to him as that?” the older honey-blonde asked.  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “I’m sure.”  
 
    “I know very little about Edmund,” Eveline admitted. “But he was the heir to the throne. I believe she was sixteen when they married.” 
 
    “That young?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Eveline confirmed. “That’s how it was done back then.”  
 
    “But I thought the Queen was born into her position?” I asked. “That’s what I’ve heard.”  
 
    “A rumor.” The Harlot shook her head. “Probably spread around by the Queen herself.” 
 
    “That’s all I know about him.” Eveline sighed. “And that’s from a rumor and a single record I managed to get my hands on.”  
 
    “Is there anything else out there we could possibly find before we reach the capital?” I forced out. “I want to know more about Edmund and Calistia.” 
 
    “Well, there’s always the master archives in the capital.” The honey-blonde shrugged, wrapped her arm around her daughter, and brought her closer. “Oh! You said you’re going to Rezel next, correct?”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded.  
 
    “That’s where Calistia was born,” the older woman explained. “Her childhood home is there, but it’s been converted into a museum. I’m sure you could probably find some information there, but that’s after you take the city. No brutes are allowed in, not even with their mistress’ permission or presence.” 
 
    I sat back against the enormous pressure pushing against my chest and stared up at the submersible’s cold, metal ceiling. Who was Edmund? He certainly wasn’t my father. He’d died long before I was even a thought in the Queen’s mind. He couldn’t have been just an arranged marriage, and if she hated men as much as she did now, she wouldn’t have referred to him as ‘my dear, Edmund’.  
 
    It was so strange that those three words could make me feel so differently about the Queen. When I read the letter, I fully expected her to keep trying to kill me, over and over, but she hadn’t. Hatred and malice didn’t fill her words... The way I’d read them, she’d sounded almost sad and discouraged about her decision to send me away. Even after she got rid of me, she had the schoolmarms send her letter updates, then when I aged out of the boarding school, she sent the information brokers to look for me.  
 
    “What’s the matter, Charles?” Valerie asked. “Your face looks pinched. Is it the speed? I know it’s really fast, but it’ll be over soon, and we’ll see everyone.”  
 
    “It’s not that.” I shook my head. “I was just thinking. Rian thinks we’re having a boy.”  
 
    “And?” the feline-woman breathed.  
 
    “It’s funny.” I smiled. “He will be the first boy born in the last century that is wanted and loved. Well, we don’t know if it’s a boy or not, but it’s a sentiment that I like. When he grows up, he will not be seen by his gender but because of the man he is. People will respect him. When he walks down the street, he won’t have to hang his head low in case an aristocrat spots him, and he certainly won’t be sold into a lifetime of servitude. I feel as if… this is the first time that I’m realizing all of this. Our children will be the first generation where everyone is equal.”  
 
    “That’s beautiful,” the ash-blonde whispered.  
 
    “So, you have multiple children on the way?” Eveline asked with a smug smile. “Is my daughter one of them? You know, I’ve always wanted grandchildren, but with our beliefs, I doubted that Josephine would ever have any.”  
 
    “Mother!” Josephine gasped as her eyes bulged out of her skull.  
 
    “I’m just asking.” The older woman laughed. “My love, I knew you’d never marry, and I knew that the possibility of children was slim, but now I have hope. I want to have the family that your father and I could never have.”  
 
    “Father?” the ash-blonde blurted out. “Wait, your dad wasn’t a random consort?”  
 
    “Do you really think my mother would do such a thing?” Josephine grinned. “No, I had a father… but he passed a long time ago. He was a wonderful man, and I wish he could’ve been my father publicly because he was one of the best people I’d ever met. So intelligent and witty, but also mischievous and playful.”  
 
    “And wickedly handsome,” Eveline interrupted.  
 
    “Mother!” The drake-woman laughed, shook her head, and then rested a tender hand on Eveline’s knee.  
 
    “I’m glad you found a wickedly handsome man, too, chickadee.” The older woman sighed, sat back against the bench, and closed her eyes. “It doesn’t add much to the relationship, but boy, isn’t he nice to look at?”  
 
    “We’ll be there in about thirty minutes!” Beatrix shouted. “Hold on to your asses because we’re going to start slowing down. If you have to vomit, do it on the floor and not my expensive blankets, please!”  
 
    “I mean, it beats traveling in the caravan.” Valerie laughed. 
 
    “I thought you liked the caravan?” I asked.  
 
    “I do.” The feline-woman nodded. “But it gets a little too bumpy for my taste. Lots of bouncing around, especially when we’re traveling over an uneven surface.”  
 
    As the submersible slowed, my stomach flipped and then knotted, but I suppressed the urge to throw up. It didn’t feel as bad as Beatrix had described, but when I glanced over at the other three women, they did look a little green around the gills. Eveline didn’t look as sick as Valerie or Josephine, and when she glanced at me out of the corner of her eye, she gave me a small smile.  
 
    “Seems we’ve got some time, Charles,” the older woman breathed. “Would you like to know what happened in Magnta now?”  
 
    “You’re not too sick to speak?” I asked. “If you feel sick, you don’t have to talk.”  
 
    “No, I’m fine.” Eveline shook her head. “My stomach is a little upset, but nothing more than a stomach ache.”  
 
    “Alright,” I grunted. “If you feel well enough to tell me. So, how did it start?”  
 
    “I was brought in after my ‘illness’ took hold,” the Harlot started. “I thought I was going to die. It started small with a fever, but I started vomiting up everything I ate as time wore on. I lost so much weight, and I’d cough for minutes on end… then I started noticing the blood on my handkerchief. I tried to hide it from Josephine. I didn’t want to frighten her, but when I finally told her, she already knew, and she’d contacted multiple doctors for advice. All of them told her that there was no cure for my disease and that she should send me to Magnta for treatment.”  
 
    “We believe someone poisoned you with a crafted serum,” I explained. “It stayed in your body for a long period of time and showed the symptoms of tuberculosis, but eventually, it wore off.”  
 
    “That makes sense to me,” Eveline agreed. “Ironically, I am grateful that Yaba came. If it weren’t for her and her insane intervention, I would’ve died. I have no doubt in my mind they would’ve eventually killed me for information on the Harlots.”  
 
    “So, how did Yaba intervene?” I asked.  
 
    “She began experimenting on patients as soon as she arrived,” the Harlot began. “But not to the extent of butchery you saw. Josephine inherited her ability from me, of course, as some daughters do, and every time the doctors came near me, I forced them to leave the room. If they fought against my ability, well, I hurt them with their own tools. Eventually, Yaba grew tired of my resistance and came to see me herself with a few other nurses in tow. She tried the same tactic all of the others did but quickly learned a hard lesson. I knew that it wouldn’t end unless one of us gave in or died, so I made the first move. She nearly sliced through half of her neck before she realized what I’d done… but then everything went black.”  
 
    “What happened?” Valerie squealed.  
 
    “She somehow managed to free her right hand and restrained me with her webs,” Eveline growled. “After that, she was able to subdue me with her venom, and when I awoke, I was suspended in that room. It seemed that during the time I was out, she’d figured out my ability could be used through her threads to reanimate the dead and dying patients. She thought Calistia would approve… How would she approve of a patient that can’t move outside of a certain radius without tearing the webs and immediately dying? They kept me unconscious most of the time, and when I did wake up, it was only to eat, drink a few sips of water, and then immediately, Yaba would inject me again. So, that’s how you found me.” 
 
    “Did they learn anything about the Harlots?” Josephine asked, stared at her mother, and then pressed a delicate hand to her chest. “Or me?”  
 
    “Of course not.” The older honey-blonde laughed. “I will take those secrets to my grave.”  
 
    “We’re here!” Beatrix grumbled from the front, gripped the lever to her right, and then pulled it backward. “We’ll surface in a few seconds.”  
 
    Instantly, the four of us launched off of the makeshift bed and hurried toward the door. I glanced over my shoulder at the glass dome and watched as thousands of bubbles brushed against the window. Within minutes, I’d be with my woman, Rian, and maybe even my firstborn child if the imp-woman had given birth already. 
 
    As soon as the submersible broke the surface, my hands slammed down on the wheel and turned it in one giant push. The loud familiar clunk sounded from inside the metal, and then I swung it open. I glanced around the area and searched for any signs of my soldiers in the darkness.  
 
    Lush grass grew across the flat plains, and it seemed as if I could see for miles in any direction. It was so different from the views of Tulna, Granhamn, and even Magnta. My breathing hitched as I turned on the spot, then I spied the encampment a few yards away from the waterway’s low barriers. The torches burned brightly in the night and they’d set up their shelters around the caravan, but a few feet outside the perimeter, they’d constructed a massive white tent. The fabric sides billowed in the wind in an inviting way, and as I started toward it, an echoing scream exploded out of it. I glanced toward the edge of the submersible and then the lip of the canal’s outer wall, decided I could make it if I jumped, and then raced toward it with my arms pumping at my sides.  
 
    “Charles!” Valerie shouted. “Wait!”  
 
    “No!” I roared. “I have to get to Rian!”  
 
    I flew through the air and felt the warm midnight air brush my face for a few seconds. When my boots landed on the canal’s stone divider, I kept going and ran through the thick grass toward the white tent. I panted for air, and my lungs burned in protest, but I couldn’t stop now. I was almost there. As I reached the massive tent, the sounds coming from inside were louder and labored with agony. As I grabbed the tent’s flap entrance, my hand shook with a combination of nervousness and excitement. Without any more hesitation, I ripped it open and stepped inside.  
 
    “Charles!” Daisy’s panicked voice bleated. “Oh, science, Charles! You made it just in time! Hurry! She’s crowning! The baby’s coming any second!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    “Charles!” Rian nearly screamed. “You’re finally here!”  
 
    The imp-woman’s face was beaded with sweat, and from the exhaustion in her eyes, I could tell she’d been holding off on this for too long. The black-haired beauty’s body was more than ready to give birth, and I’d thankfully made it in time to witness and take part. All of my women were crowded around the hastily constructed bed, and Rian rested on top with her head thrown back.  
 
    Daisy sat positioned in between the red-skinned woman’s legs, but the bear-girl stood as soon as I stepped through the tent’s flap. Kleeia and Cecelia stood on either side of the black-haired beauty while the imp-woman moaned toward the fabric ceiling. I’d never been present at an active birth, but I’d studied what to do at length.  
 
    There was a basket filled with freshly-cleaned towels to the left of the bed and, on the other side, a metal bucket full of already soiled ones.  
 
    “Charles!” Edony gasped from her position behind Rian. “Hurry! The baby’s coming!” 
 
    “Yes!” Daisy cried. “Here. Take over for me. I’m sure you know how to do this better than I do.”  
 
     Daisy wore a white lab coat that I recognized vaguely from the caravan’s laboratory. The bear-girl shifted out of the way and then offered me her seat. Right as I settled into my place, both Josephine and Valerie burst through the flap behind me. A few seconds after them, Beatrix peeked in, immediately paled, and then pulled her head out with a loud yelp.  
 
    “Rian!” Valerie shouted and rushed to her sister’s side. “We’re here! We’re so glad we made it in time!”  
 
    When I slipped my hands into the gloves Daisy offered me, I glanced over at Josephine and noticed how much color she’d lost. The drake-woman already admitted that she was scared of childbirth because of all of the blood, but I knew that she wanted to be here for her sister despite all of that. What the bear-girl said was true, Rian’s womanhood was just starting to open, and the wet darkness I saw behind could be none other than the crown of our child’s head. The brunette took her place by her sisters, pressed a hand to the imp-woman’s shoulder, and firmly spoke for the red-skinned woman to hear.  
 
    “Breathe, Rian,” Daisy urged. “Breathe just like we practiced, deeply through your nose and out your mouth. Come on. I know you can do it. Breathe with me. Now push! Puuuuush, Rian!”  
 
    The red-skinned imp threw back her head, screamed at the top of her lungs, and clenched her taloned hands into fists around her sister’s. Her face scrunched up with pain, and as I prepared my hands below her waist, our child started to emerge from the depths of her womb. Only two or three more pushes, and our child would debut into the world.  
 
    My heart pounded in my chest, and I laid my right hand against the imp-woman’s thigh to comfort her, but right as I did, Rian pushed again. With a moist sound, our child’s head slid out of her, and before any of us could encourage her, the imp-woman pushed a second time.  
 
    The shoulders came next, and I jumped into action. My hand cradled the neck and head as I aided my child’s body on its journey out of its mother. After just one more push, I held our child tightly to my chest, and Daisy immediately grabbed a clean towel from the wicker basket. The brunette woman rushed over and held the cloth out to me before I swaddled our child. It hadn’t cried yet, so I immediately rubbed its back and then tapped lightly on the bottoms of its feet.  
 
    “Is he okay?” Rian gasped and stared up at the ceiling. “Is he breathing? Why isn’t he crying?”  
 
    As I swabbed out the child’s mouth and throat with a medical suction, a piercing cry rang out inside of the tight space. Everyone in the tent breathed a collective sigh of relief, and I slowly wiped the blood and vernix caseosa from its skin.  
 
    The child’s complexion was a mix of both Rian’s and my own. It was slightly pink with a dark hint of scarlet. As I slowly unwrapped the swaddling, I finally saw the sex of our child, and I raised my gaze toward Rian’s. Daisy was already pressing on Rian’s stomach to force the placenta out, but I could tell that Rian was dying to know what gender our child was.  
 
    “It’s a boy,” I breathed, and then my voice broke with sudden and intense emotion. “It’s a boy!”  
 
    Outside the tent, a sound rose almost like the sudden clap of thunder, and it took me a moment to realize that it was a collective, raucous shout from all of my army. They’d waited patiently, not only for my return but for the birth of the future king’s first-born child. Even more noises exploded up from outside the tent, and I couldn’t help the massive grin from spreading across my face. My heart hammered in my chest, and the hair on the back of my neck stood up, but it wasn’t from anxiety or nervousness. I was happy. Truly and unabashedly happy for the first time in my entire life. I had everything that I wanted and more. As a boy, I dreamed of a future that I could never have. One where I was a husband and a father, but in our society, that wasn’t accepted… Despite those things, here I was, a father and a husband.  
 
    I stared down at my son’s darling face and listened to the soft cooing of his sweet voice. Even moment’s after birth with the sticky substance covering his body, he was still the spitting image of his father, and in a way, it scared me. He was the first boy born in a generation who’d be unconditionally loved and cared for. My son… the future prince of this country and the future leader of the world. It felt so strange to hold him and feel his little warmth press into my body.  
 
    “Have you decided on a name?” Edony asked. “Since it’s a boy, his name should exude everything you hope and wish for the next generation. He is Charles’ firstborn and a son, so his name should be important.”  
 
    Rian sat back on the massive pile of pillows, and Valerie hastily brushed the sweaty hair off of her forehead. I had a few names that I liked, but I wanted my imp-woman to lead on this one. This was her child, too, and it was partly her decision also, if not more so since she’d been the one to carry and birth him.  
 
    “There’s a saying in the impdom,” the red-skinned woman whispered. “Progakernak ragnakerak. It means, ‘the one who brings the light.’ In the impdom, it was more of a cautionary tale about the humans invading our tunnels, but I like this meaning better… Our son will bring the light to this country. He is the first heir to the Rayburn name, and he will do great things. Our son, Ragnakerak. The bringer of light to a nation in darkness.”  
 
    Valerie glanced at her sisters then down at the imp-woman with a tender but nervous smile. Her chocolate-brown tail whipped out behind her, and her sleek ears laid flat against her head.  
 
    “Are you sure you want to name him that?” the feline-woman asked. “It’s… it’s kind of hard to pronounce.”  
 
    “I think it’s a wonderful name,” I chuckled. “It suits him. Sure, he will be the light that leads a nation, but he will also be a warrior. I can see him in my mind, fully grown and covered in true impdom armor as he brings our beliefs and ways to other nations across the seas. He is the first of hundreds, even thousands of monster-children.”  
 
    I stood from my chair and crossed the room with our son held tightly to my chest. As Daisy offered me a pair of scissors, I snipped off the thick, meaty umbilical cord, unwrapped him from the towel, and rested his head against Rian’s bare chest. As I leaned closer and swept my thumb over the top of his perfect, smooth head, I noticed two little bumps raised on either side of his forehead. The skin was pinched and turned white from the pressure.  
 
    “That’s where his horns will be,” Rian breathed. “Every newborn imp has them. They usually start to poke through a few days after birth, but Kerak is special. He has all of the traits of an imp but in a human body. I wouldn’t be surprised if he-- Oh! There he goes!”  
 
    As our child laid on Rian’s chest, he wriggled across her bare flesh and found the hardened nipple of her right breast. As he began to suckle, something peculiar happened, and for a second, I didn’t quite believe my eyes. Kerak seemed to be growing rapidly, but that couldn’t be true… He was only a few seconds old. Most of his face was hidden from me, and when Rian shifted him closer, I saw that the bumps on either side of his head were no longer just small lumps but actual, tiny horns sprouting through the skin. They were pitch-black and little nubs about the size of the tip of my thumb, but they definitely hadn’t been there a few seconds ago.  
 
    When I turned my shocked eyes toward Rian, the imp-woman smiled up at me knowingly and tenderly caressed the back of our son’s head. For a few more moments, the child suckled against her with soft, comfortable coos. The way that the imp-woman looked at me made it clear that she knew that this would happen, and suddenly, my child’s eyes snapped open. A low, guttural sound exploded out of my throat right as I stumbled a step backward. A soft giggle broke the stunned silence, and I quickly realized that it hadn’t come from my imp-woman or anyone else.  
 
    In an instant, Kerak laid on Rian’s chest, and then, he was gone with another explosion of giggles. The minute’s old child flew across the grass, and all of my women cried out in fear and shock. Without hesitation, Daisy bent down to grab him, but right as she was about to heft him up into her arms, he let out a shrill scream and wriggled away from her.  
 
    “Charles!” Valerie cried. “What do we do?”  
 
    With a single flap of the tent’s fabric entrance, my firstborn child was there and gone in a second. I stared at the billowing white flap for far longer than I expected, and then I raced forward. I burst out into the darkness and searched for any sign of my supposedly ‘infant’ child. All of my women except for Daisy and Rian rushed out of the tent and glanced around the tall, fluttering grass. My soldiers who’d collected around the tent stopped and stared at us with confused expressions, but we had no time to explain. My child was on the loose somewhere in the grass, and we had to find him before he got lost or hurt himself in the dark.  
 
    How was this even possible? He’d only been born a few minutes ago. His body shouldn’t have been able to move on its own like this. We already knew that imps grew at an extremely fast rate, but this fucking fast? It seemed almost impossible.  
 
    “There!” Edony roared, jabbed out a hand, and pointed to a spot in the grass that shook with life.  
 
    “Be careful with him!” I shouted. “He’s… He’s… a baby…”  
 
    My voice nearly died in my throat as a booming, older laugh exploded up from the area of grass Edony indicated. Had Rian given birth to a demon? Well, not an actual monster, but I had absolutely no fucking idea what we were dealing with right now. All of the panic I’d saved up during Kerak’s birth rushed through my body, and I slammed my boots forward. I raced through the tall grass and followed the impromptu trail of my child.  
 
    “My lord?” Aschere asked and stepped a little too close to where my son should’ve been.  
 
    “Not now!” I barked and nearly threw him away from me, but then the guard glanced down and noticed the bright red creature scrambling through the grass.  
 
    “What in the fuck is that?” Aschere shouted.  
 
    “My son!” I barked. “Now, get out of the way! We wouldn’t want anyone stepping on him!”  
 
    My soldiers standing by laughed nervously and then seemed to realize that I wasn’t kidding. The creature scrambling through the grass was actually my child, and they jumped into action.  
 
    “I’ll… uh… I’ll grab a net!” Aschere assured and then raced toward his tent.  
 
    “No, not a net!” I cried. “He’s a baby! He’s fragile!”  
 
    “Uhm, I, uh,” the guard stammered over his shoulder. “I’ll get a net and a blanket!”  
 
    “No net!” I shouted, but Aschere didn’t seem to hear me as he retreated.  
 
    “Where is he going?” Valerie panted and hustled to keep up with me.  
 
    “I have no idea!” I cried. “But it looks like he’s heading for the caravan!”  
 
    “Why?” the feline-woman balked and pumped her arms. “What could he want in the caravan? He’s a baby! We haven’t even set up the nursery yet!”  
 
    “Maybe there’s something in there that he wants!” Kleeia shouted as she skated by on a thick sheet of ice. “I’m going to try and catch up with him!”  
 
    “You can’t trap him!” I shouted. “His skin is too sensitive, and if you try to trap him with ice, it could hurt him!”  
 
    “Well, Charles.” Cecelia laughed. “We’re gonna have to trap him somehow, and… uh, he seems pretty hearty, so I think he could handle a bit of cold.”  
 
    “No,” I barked. “Absolutely not. We’re not going to chance it! This is my firstborn child, and if anything happens to him, I’ll… I’ll…” 
 
    “We get it, Charles,” Edony soothed as she ran past me. “We’ll treat this as if it were any other mission. Get in first and save as many people as possible, but in this case, it’s your son running around like a mad person seconds after he was born.”  
 
    “Oh, science!” Kleeia screamed.  
 
    In the shadows of night, Kerak launched himself from the ground toward the caravan’s door, and right as I thought he’d slam into it with a meaty thud, his chubby, baby arms grappled onto the door handle and somehow managed to get it open. The door swung with my newborn son still clinging to it but right as it was about to hit the far wall, Kerak let go, rolled through the air, and then slammed down onto the floor of the cabin. We raced forward, and when we finally reached the caravan, my son was nowhere in sight. 
 
    Loud crashes and bangs came from inside the next room, and the five of us clamored inside. As we crept toward the second cabin, even more strange noises exploded out of the doorway, and when I peeked in, I stifled a low groan at the scene beyond. The room was in complete disarray. The plush couch was overturned, the cold stove’s door creaked open, and half of the rug had been pushed up against the wall. Papers and objects littered the floor as if he’d torn in like a tornado and destroyed everything in his path.  
 
    “What the hell?” Edony cried and rushed inside.  
 
    My eyes moved to where the wolf-woman pointed, and I finally noticed the crude hole in the wall. The wood was shattered in places, but some of it looked as if it’d been pulled apart by his bare hands. Bits of wood littered the floor, and above my head, I heard the loud sounds of shuffling and banging. 
 
    “He’s… in the ceiling,” I whispered, followed the sounds, and moved toward the far wall.  
 
    “What is he?” Kleeia cried. “Part beaver? It looks as if he gnawed through the wall!”  
 
    I kept my eyes glued to the ceiling and quickly followed after him as he seemed to search for something. Right as the shuffling noises stopped inside the wood, another one started up. At first, it sounded almost like paper, but softer and less crunchy. My eyebrows furrowed, and I tapped once against the wall, but my son didn’t respond.  
 
    “Oh…” Valerie grunted, stepped back, and folded her hands neatly. “Ohhhhhh, no.”  
 
    “What?” I asked and whipped around to stare at her. “What is it? Why’d you say that?” 
 
    “Uhm, it sounds like…” The feline-woman trailed off. “It sounds like he found my secret stash.”  
 
    “Secret stash of?” I questioned. “What were you hiding?”  
 
    “It’s nothing bad!” the ash-blonde cried. “I… I found a secret compartment in the wall right after we took possession of the caravan and… well, I’ve been hiding snacks and sweets in it ever since! I get hungry, Charles! It’s not my fault! If everyone knew about it, I’d have to share, and the baby in my tummy likes chocolate, okay! I couldn’t share because the baby wants all of the chocolate!”  
 
    “You can’t give chocolate to a baby!” Edony bleated. “That’s far too much sugar, especially for an infant!”  
 
    “I didn’t give it to him!” Valerie protested. “It was for me! It’s not like I took the chocolate out of the compartment and put it directly into his hands or mouth! He found it! He’s sneaky! He’s… He’s… He’s eating my chocolate!”  
 
    The ash-blonde’s face immediately paled, and she raced across the room. She elbowed a specific plank in the wall in one swift movement, and immediately, it depressed with a loud clunk. A small, six-inch door opened up, and the feline-woman hastily bent then peered inside. What would’ve been the back panel was torn open, and only a few stray crumbs littered the inside of the slot. Valerie scowled and rifled around in it for a second, then suddenly, a tiny, chubby arm shot through the hole in the back. The hand slapped down on the bottom of the compartment, searched around for anything, and then disappeared before any of us could grab it.  
 
    “He stole my chocolate!” Valerie cried. “Charles!”  
 
    “I remember when chocolate became popular,” Edony mused somewhat absentmindedly. “Sweet, sweet chocolate… I always hated it. Too sweet for my taste.” 
 
    “What can I do about it?” I asked. “He’s in the wall, and he found it, Valerie. Now, how do we get him out without hurting him?”  
 
    “Well, I don’t think dismantling the walls nail by nail would do any good,” Cecelia pondered. “Maybe we could lure him out with something?”  
 
    “Do you have any more chocolate, Val?” the nix-woman asked.  
 
    “No!” the feline-woman cried. “He ate it all!”  
 
    “I’ll get him out,” a familiar voice murmured from the door, and all of us turned.  
 
    Rian stood in the doorway, supported by Daisy. Both women gave us small, reassuring smiles, but I immediately moved toward the imp-woman. The black-haired beauty glowed with happiness, and as the two of them stepped forward, I could’ve sworn a halo of white emanated between her horns. I’d given her something that no other man in this society could, a family, and soon, all of my women would receive the same thing.  
 
    “Rian, you should be resting!” I grunted. “You need to lie down! You just gave birth!”  
 
    “I’ll be fine, Charles.” The red-skinned woman smiled. “Imps recover fast after labor, so I should only need a few hours. So, our mischievous little boy got stuck in the wall? Hmmm, let me try something.”  
 
    Daisy brought the black-haired beauty closer, and the imp-woman knelt in front of the small hole. The red-skinned woman leaned closer and then smiled softly before she began to speak.  
 
    “Grakermak kergak,” the imp-woman uttered in a low, singsong tone. “Makgar garmarka.”  
 
    A low rumbling sound exploded out from inside of the wall, and a few seconds later, a red ball of flesh tumbled out onto the floor. Kerak threw out his arms, laughed loudly, and then outstretched his hands to his mother. In one smooth motion, the imp-woman grabbed his hands and pulled him to his feet. If this were any other child, I would’ve immediately told her to stop because his body wasn’t developed enough to stand, but Kerak wobbled for a second then stood straight up.  
 
    “Grakgrak Garak!” Kerak chirped to his mother, and she stared down at him with a wide grin.  
 
    “Wait…” Valerie gasped. “He can talk?”  
 
    “Oh, yes.” Rian grinned. “Most imps are born with the innate knowledge of our language. I spent a significant amount of time talking to him in it to make sure he knew it by the time he was born.”  
 
    “Couldn’t you have taught him… you know, the human language?” Valerie asked. “I’m sure that he could’ve learned that just as easily, too.”  
 
    “No.” the imp-woman shook her head. “The human language is far more complicated than the imp language. Implish is a series of repeated syllables, usually starting in G, K, or R. Once you learn a few things, you can figure out the rest pretty easily by sounding the words out. So, it’s widely acceptable to teach our children before they even come out of the womb. As he grows, he’ll pick up the human language, but it’s better that one of us understands him than all of us standing around, staring at him as he vaguely coos and gestures toward objects like most human babies.”  
 
    “I guess you’re right,” I uttered, stepped closer, and helped the red-skinned woman to her feet. “I’m just… so shocked that he grew so fast… He even looks bigger now than he did five minutes ago.”  
 
    “Oh!” Rian gasped, bounced the baby in her arms, and then grinned up at me. “That’s just the first growth spurt. Imps grow differently than humans do, and there are five major growth spurts in our lives. The first spurt is after we’re born, the second comes a month later, and the third happens around the three-year mark. After that, the two others are when they grow into the body they’ll have for the rest of their lives.”  
 
    “So, you’re saying that our child will look and act like this until he hits another growth spurt?” I asked. “How old will he look when the next one rolls around? He looks like a three-year-old right now, and he was born barely fifteen or twenty minutes ago!”  
 
    “Oh, in human years, by then, he’ll be… roughly ten years old?” Rian grinned.  
 
    “What?” I exhaled. “So, within a month, his body will grow to that of a ten-year-old?”  
 
    “Yes.” The imp-woman nodded. “Then after his third growth spurt, he’ll look as if he’s… sixteen in human years? Sorry, I don’t know how humans age.”  
 
    “What about all the others?” I sighed.  
 
    “By the fourth, he’ll reach his full size,” Rian explained. “The rest is mainly just brain growth and other body development.”  
 
    “So, you’re telling me…” I paused, covered my eyes with the palm of my hand, then dropped it with a shake of my head. “That within the next three to four years, our infant will be a fully grown man?”  
 
    “Oh, yes.” The black-haired beauty grinned. “He’ll be big and strong by then. Of course, you’ll be in your position as King, so he’ll be able to aid you in court or battles. You’ll be strong for your father, won’t you, Kerak? You’ll be a big strong man and help Dada, won’t you?”  
 
    “Kerak ragrak Dada!” my son cried, grinned, and then looked over his mother’s shoulder at me lovingly.  
 
    I didn’t have to know Implish to understand what he meant, and I reached out to stroke his soft, plump cheek. As soon as my thumb touched his skin, a delighted giggle burst from his tiny lips, and he snuggled deeply into Rian’s chest. 
 
    Damn. He was super cute.  
 
    “I love you more, Kerak.” I smiled, wrapped an arm around the both of them, and brought them closer. “Why don’t you lay down, my love? You look tired, and I’m sure one of the other women would be willing to look after Kerak while you rest.”  
 
    “No, he’ll want to sleep, too,” the imp-woman assured. “He may be a little wild, but he’s just grown a lot. Look into his eyes. He’s ready to take a nap with his momma. Generally, imps sleep in a big pile of bodies. It gets pretty cold down in the mines, so we have to huddle together to keep warm. So, I’m sure if we do it with Kerak, he’ll be just as happy as I was when I was a child with my parents. Are you leaving for Rezel right now?”  
 
    “I think we should,” I sighed. “I wanted to get here before you gave birth, but we need to take over the city before I return and then head to the capital.”  
 
    “Oh!” Valerie gasped. “Charles, what about the news?”  
 
    “What news?” Edony asked. “Did you find anything of interest in Magnta?”  
 
    “We did,” I uttered. “We found letters between the Queen and Abbess Demetri, who was the old schoolmarm at my first boarding school. As Edony suspected… I am the Queen’s son.”  
 
    Silence filled the room, and all of my women stared at me with wide, shocked eyes. Their expressions were all different variations of disbelief, horror, and disgust. Instantly, Valerie prodded my back, and I hesitantly opened my mouth to speak again.  
 
    “We learned quite a few things about the Queen in those letters,” I explained. “She tried to kill me… but stopped herself at the last second. I don’t know why she did such a thing, but something within her forced her to pause. She saw me for what I was, and I think… I think she finally felt a little remorse for everything she’s done.”  
 
    “I doubt that,” Edony hissed under her breath. “That woman has no remorse for anything that’s taken place in the last two-hundred years. Not the careless slaughter of men, the destruction of families, and the onslaught my ancestors went through. She doesn’t regret anything.”  
 
    “I’ll leave the letters here,” I assured. “You can read them if you want and see for yourself. Edony, the woman who wrote that letter, isn’t the same woman who attacked your family or imprisoned the male population. All of this doesn’t mean I’m pardoning her, but it leads me to think there’s other information out there that’ll give us clues as to why she’s done all of this. I don’t think she’s as much of a monster as we think she is… I just… I just want to find out all of the information before we reach the capital and end all of this.”  
 
    “Fine,” Edony whispered, smiled, and then shrugged her shoulders. “I’m sorry, Charles. It’s just so strange to hear and see you defend someone who’s done horrible things, not only to you but the entire male population. I don’t think whatever information is out there will make much of a difference, but I will go along with you if you think it’ll help your decision.”  
 
    “She had a husband,” I stated. “We’d never heard about that, Edony.”  
 
    “That’s a rumor.” The she-wolf shook her head. “Everyone knows it’s a rumor, and if she was married, she killed him to take power.”  
 
    “In the letter, which you will read,” I reiterated. “She states his name and calls him, ‘my dear, Edmund.’ You wouldn’t refer to someone you hated and ultimately killed as ‘my dear,’ would you?”  
 
    “No,” Edony breathed. “I wouldn’t. I wouldn’t even refer to them by their name if I hated them that much.”  
 
    “Isn’t that a little bit of proof?” I asked. “Isn’t that something?”  
 
    “I guess it is,” Edony murmured. “We’ll just have to look for more.”  
 
    “Alright.” I nodded, opened my arms for her, and then enveloped the wolf-woman in a tight hug. “Kleeia, Sukizu, Yureru, and I will head out with Celty and Beatrix toward Rezel. I can only assume it’ll take us the same amount of time to get there as it did for Magnta. So, inform my soldiers to head toward the capital but stay close to the canal. Once we’re on our way back, we’ll meet you there… then we’ll form a plan to take the capital.” 
 
    “That sounds good to us,” Cecelia uttered. “We’ll have the soldiers pack up, and then we’ll head for the capital.”  
 
    “How will you find us?” Josephine asked. “You won’t have me or any of the Drake Legion with you?”  
 
    “The same way that you found them,” I explained. “I’ll call out to you, and I’m sure that you’ll be able to hear me. Then you’ll guide us to where you are. There’s no need to worry. I’m sure that we’ll be fine in Rezel. Hell, I slew a dragon by myself. I think I’m doing pretty well as a single man.”  
 
    “Regardless,” Edony muttered. “Stay safe and come back to us in one piece. Some of us are carrying precious cargo and want you around for their births, too.”  
 
    “I will.” I grinned and then kissed each of them before heading toward the still-open door. “Where are Sukizu and Yureru?”  
 
    “One of the tents closest to the one we constructed for Rian’s labor,” Edony explained. “You should be able to spot it. There are massive purple splotches all over the fabric sides. According to Aschere, they’ve been using the tent as target practice. Not the cleanest way to train their abilities, but more power to them, I guess. Apparently, they’re pretty good shots. I’m sure they’ll be of use to you in Rezel.”  
 
    I exited the caravan, glanced around the field of tents, and finally spied the one that Edony had mentioned in a glow of lamplight. The crème-colored canvas was splattered with large purple stains. It almost looked as if someone had thrown paint at it, but from the circular shape of each splotch, I knew it had to be liquid projectiles thrown by one of the squid girls. I headed toward it, and as I passed by my men, all of them grinned in my direction. They were excited that I’d returned but coupled with the fact that one of my women had just given birth to my first heir, they were overjoyed. As I reached the opening of the tent, I cleared my throat and then waited for a response from inside.  
 
    “Yureru?” I called. “Sukizu?”  
 
    “Charles!” One of them giggled.  
 
    “Oh, Charles!” The other bubbled. “You’ve returned! We have a surprise for yooooou! Josephine told one of the Drake Legion that you’d be taking us with you, so we wanted to prepare something for you!”  
 
    “What is it?” I chuckled.  
 
    “Why don’t you come inside?” Yureru simpered. “Come and seeeee.”  
 
    The last time I’d seen the squid girls, they’d mentioned a ‘surprise’ in the form of spending more time together, and the implication behind it was clear. The twins wanted me, and if they did, I would willingly give myself to them. I reached for the flap, opened it, and then stepped through. The inside of the tent was dark except for a single lamp and thick pillows were laid over the hard-packed ground. Both squid-girls reclined back on them, and after I blinked to adjust my eyes, I realized that both of them were naked.  
 
    The squid-girls were petite with thin, lithe bodies, and if I were to guess their ages, I would’ve said they were close to eighteen or nineteen. Though they were skinny, their bodies were taut with lean muscle, and as I watched, Yureru stretched out over the pillows. The slightly shorter squid-girl flopped over onto her stomach and then lifted her perfect ass into the air before wiggling it at me. 
 
    “We want to be part of your family, too,” Sukizu whined, spread her legs, and showed me her swollen pinkish-purple womanhood.  
 
    I couldn’t help myself from falling to my knees onto the cushions, and as I crawled closer, they wriggled more excitedly. Their deep-purple hair shifted over their bare shoulders, revealed the tentacle-like wefts, and I shivered as the living tendrils caressed my arms. Their enormous, lime-green eyes studied my face with heated arousal. Their hands instantly went to my clothes, and within seconds, I was naked, too.  
 
    “We’ve wanted this forever,” the twins said at the same time. “We’ve thought about this since the moment we met you, Charles.”  
 
    Their small hands clasped my enormous girth and began to stroke my member as I leaned back into the pillows. I lifted my hips, and a low, guttural noise exploded out of my throat.  
 
    “We heard that Rian gave birth today,” Yureru whispered. “We want to have your seed within us, Charles. We want to give birth to your children, too.” 
 
    “And you’ll have it,” I grunted.  
 
    “Take Sukizu first, Charles,” the older twin urged. “I want to watch you have your way with her before you enter me!”  
 
    “But I’m nervous,” the younger twin bleated shyly.  
 
    “Just do the thing we practiced!” the older squid-twin urged. “I’m sure that Charles will love it!”  
 
    “Oh, okay.” Sukizu giggled. “Watch this, Charles!”  
 
    Before my eyes, the squid girl’s body started to shift and vibrate like a liquid until it fully broke down into a thick, purple puddle. My eyes widened right as the pool moved toward me slowly like a living sludge, but Yureru placed a tender hand on my shoulder and then kissed my cheek.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” the older squid-girl whispered. “You’ll love it. I know it looks strange, but we’ve been thinking about this for aaaaages.”  
 
    The thick, purple liquid crawled up my leg and then settled itself over my throbbing member. Suddenly, the sensation over my penis changed, and pleasure rocketed through my body. The liquid was a little tighter over my member than my other women’s vaginas but warmer and less dense. The purple substance slowly moved over my penis in fluid motions, and my eyes rolled back in my head. It almost felt like being inside someone’s mouth, but it covered my entire penis, and each inch of the gelatinous liquid moved independently. I wanted to reach out, grip it with both hands, and pound into it, but I had no idea what to do in a situation like this.  
 
    As Sukizu’s form moved faster, a suction like sensation washed over my member, and I felt as if I were about to burst. Loud grunts and groans slipped from my lips, and I rocked my hips along with the squid girl’s movements. Deep inside the thick, purple liquid, I spied a dash of my pre-cum, but within seconds, it disappeared as Sukizu happily slurped it away. I’d never felt anything like this, but since I’d gotten a taste, I didn’t think I could ever live without it.  
 
    “Sukizu!” I growled deep in the back of my throat. “Oh, science! You feel so good!”  
 
    “I’m glad you like the feel of my body wrapped around your cock…” Instantly, the purple liquid pulled away, and within seconds, the younger squid-girl reappeared sprawled out across the pillows. Her legs were open and inviting me to dive deep into her.  
 
    “I really do.” I crawled over the squid-girl right as she lifted her hips, and I stared down at her beautifully-shaped womanhood. A light sheen of wetness coated the outside of her pinkish-purple-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 pillows above her head, I used my other to open her legs wider and admired her aroused sex. The younger twin sighed against the back of her hand and raised her hips impatiently. The lips of her vagina brushed against the head of my member, and the slick sensation sent shivers down my spine. I stared at Sukizu’s beautiful dark-purple, hardened nipples, then I bent forward and took one into my mouth. I suckled it softly before pressing my left hand to her other breast.  
 
    I chuckled as I let go of her nipple, lowered myself closer to the beautiful squid-girl, and pressed the head of my penis against her soft and eager entrance. The younger twin squirmed underneath me, lifted her hips, and pushed me in the slightest bit. Her lips parted, and the softest moan escaped from between them. I forced my way through her tight walls until my hips pressed against her smooth, hot flesh. Her core tightened and convulsed around me, and I felt on the verge of orgasm already. I held it back by breathing evenly and gazed down into her mesmerizing green eyes. 
 
    Sukizu’s hands reached up my sides, up my 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 and plunged even deeper into her womanhood.  
 
    “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 needed this so much. I need you more than life itself, Charles.” 
 
    Sukizu’s incredible body moved slowly in time with me, and we rocked 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. I gripped the squid-woman’s small 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 I flicked it with my tongue. The squid-girl’s back arched, and her knees gripped me tightly as a wave of pleasure overcame her. Sukizu’s hips moved underneath of me slowly but never changed pace, and we gradually worked together to push ourselves closer to delirious orgasm. 
 
    I thrust into the younger twin harder, gripped her by the shoulders, and forced my penis into her. Suddenly, I grabbed her by the hips, flipped her over the pillows, and placed her on top of me. Sukizu 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 as my penis scraped the deepest parts of her womanly chasm. I was close and could tell from the squid-woman’s labored breathing and shaking hands that she was on the verge of exploding into orgasm. Sukizu’s small purple breasts bobbed in my face, and I pressed my hand to the middle of her back to bring them closer.  
 
    I took her purplish nipple and bit down on it slightly until a guttural scream rose from her lips. Sukizu 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 purple-haired beauty leaned back her head with a sensual grin.  
 
    “Yes, Charles!” Sukizu gasped. “Yes! I’m about to explode… Harder! Yes! Harder! Charles!”  
 
    The purple-haired beauty’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 squid-girl’s face almost looked as if she were in pain, but I knew that couldn’t be true from the broad smile on her lips.  
 
    I held her there and felt the sensation rise in my loins. I gripped her hard, slammed her down onto her back, and pulled 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 woman gasped. “I’m a slave for you! Fill me with your seed! I want to be filled with it! Fill me, Charles!”  
 
    My member tensed for a second, twitched, and then exploded my hot sperm deep into the confines of her womb.  
 
    “Yessss!” she screamed. “Charles! Fill me!”  
 
    Immediately, the younger twin slumped sideways, but I wasn’t finished yet. While Sukizu laid on the pillows and recuperated, I grabbed Yureru by the hips, pushed her to the cushions, and gripped my penis in one hand.  
 
    “You better be ready for me,” I chuckled. “You’ve been waiting for this for a long time, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yesssss,” Yureru whispered. “For soooo lonnnng, Charles.” 
 
    One of Yureru’s hands gripped my shoulders as the other slipped down between our bodies and began to move over my throbbing penis. She grabbed onto me harder, and finally, I slammed forward as I forced my slick member into 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. 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 older twin’s lips. Her arms encircled my shoulders, her long fingernails digging into the flesh of my back as I moved quicker within her. 
 
    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 closed tightly, 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. Sweat beaded on my face and shoulders as she screamed. Her free hand grabbed onto the pillows in desperation, and she bucked against me harder.  
 
    Her long, purple tendrils 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 to me. I felt it, the sudden clenching and pulling as she wrapped around me in orgasm. Her mouth fell open, her hand slammed down onto my shoulder as she feverishly rode it out, kicking and bucking against me as if she were riding a wild horse. 
 
    I leaned down into the pillows, pushed farther in her as I helped her orgasm continue skyward. I grabbed her by the neck and brought her close to my face, and I kept my eyes intent on hers. 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 my lips to hers, and the older squid-girl grabbed me with both hands and pulled me even closer.  
 
    I pushed her down on her back in one swift motion, and the sharpness returned to the glinting green of her eyes. I lifted the twin’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 was on edge teetering, excited by the sounds of her soft cries and the sight of her hands clutching her small, 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.  
 
    The squid-girl 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. 
 
    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 pillows. 
 
    “Charles!” Sukizu gasped. “By science! That was fantastic!”  
 
    “Yes,” I breathed, and the two of them settled in on either side of them. “But we can’t rest for long, my loves.”  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Yureru breathed and turned her head to look at me. “We’re leaving soon, aren’t we?”  
 
    “Yes.” I grinned. “In a few hours, we’re going to set out on the canal.”  
 
    “Are we going to take over another city, Charlie?” the younger squid-girl cried.  
 
    “Yes…” I grunted. “Yes, we are… We’re going to destroy Rezel, and then we’re going to break down the doors to the capital. After that, we will finally take the Queen.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    The rest of the day was a blur after my encounter with Sukizu and Yureru. After I left their shared tent, I packed my bags and waved a hearty goodbye to my waiting soldiers. Beatrix and Celty had already prepared the submarine for our second trip, and right as we trundled across the dock, Kleeia raced toward us on a thin sheet of ice with her bag thrown over her shoulder. The nix-woman landed right in front of us, evaporated the ice, and then skipped toward the submersible with the two squid-girl’ls right behind her. We said our goodbyes, and thankfully this time, there weren’t any tears shed.  
 
    After leaving for Magnta, my women knew that we’d come back safe, and there was no reason to worry… but I hadn’t told them about the dangers in Rezel. The marchioness and her posse were dangerous, probably the most formidable enemy that I would face alone, and I didn’t want to worry them any more than they already were. 
 
    Once we were inside the submersible, and below the surface, Beatrix took her place at the helm, sat down at the comfy-looking worn leather seat, and then gripped both levers on either side of her. As she threw them forward, the engines at the back of the submarine thrummed and pushed us forward through the water. Rezel wasn’t far from our location, and the petite scientist told us that it’d take us maybe a few hours to reach the reservoir town. So, the other five of us settled in for the short journey to the floating city. I’d never been to Rezel, nor had I ever heard of it. It was the last stop before we headed straight for the capital, so this could only mean one thing… It’d be the most challenging task out of them all, and we didn’t have my entire army with us this time. Though I had to admit, I felt as if I needed to do this without them there. How could I call myself a king if I weren’t the one on the frontlines of each battle? I wouldn’t be a leader who sat locked away in his castle and had others do his bidding. We’d spent the last few hundreds of years dealing with a leader who did precisely that, and that wasn’t the type of patriarch I wanted to be.  
 
    We’d left Eveline in the care of the rest of the monster-women, and I knew from their visible excitement that they couldn’t wait to get to know her. Over time, I hoped that the older honey-blonde would become something like a mother figure to my monster-women, and she would mentor them once they became mothers. Even though we were on the verge of a war against one of the strongest forces on earth, Calistia, it finally felt as if my family was coming together. I knew that there was no way that this Edmund was my father, but there was a slim chance the man who helped create me was still alive out there. If only I could find him and bring him into the fold, too, but that hope was slim.  
 
    Across the room. Celty prepared a large satchel on top of the worktable and filled it with various instruments I’d never seen before. From the soft whisperings from the robotic woman and my reanimated brain, it seemed that they were having a very intense conversation, but their voices were too low for me to understand. Behind me, Kleeia, Sukizu, and Yureru sat at the small table and spoke quietly together. Beatrix hummed to herself on the far side of the submersible and guided us through the canal’s wide tunnels. A few times, we were shrouded in darkness as the waterway dipped underground, and the water flowed much faster.  
 
    When we broke out into the canal’s open areas, the water seemed much clearer, and less aquatic life moved about. There were no traces of the crabs, seaweed, and fish we’d passed earlier in the day, and I had to wonder if their absence had something to do with Rezel.  
 
    We’d learned the Rezel was where most of the water in the canal came from. Not only that, it was where the water was treated and cleaned before being pushed toward the other cities. The town probably had a whole team of scientists dedicated to treating the water with specific chemicals to keep it clean enough to drink and swim in. So far, we hadn’t seen any parts of the canal that were too terrible, but I’d certainly heard about them back in Tulna. The poorer parts of the city were where the water was the most contaminated, but that also showed how little the town’s aristocrats cared about the less fortunate citizens.  
 
    I sat down beside the squid-girls and the turquoise-haired woman and settled in for the short journey toward Rezel. We’d packed a few bags full of the chemical devices that Aschere crafted, but in my opinion, we weren’t going to use many of them. Maybe a few to get closer to the marchioness’ manor, but from my understanding, Rezel was a city built entirely on stilts, so our interaction with the citizens would be minimal. As I’d said before, there would be no need to take out the aristocrats because they would give themselves over to us as soon as their leader fell. Not only that, but we already knew the nobles’ allegiance only fell to those who were in power at the time, and if someone took over, they would easily switch sides without any qualms. The only issue would be that I’m a man, and they thought men were nothing more than vermin.  
 
    “So, what’s the plan, Charlie?” Beatrix shouted over her shoulder. “We should be arriving within the next couple minutes, so we have to figure it out before we get there.”  
 
    “We have to take out the marchioness and her women first,” I explained. “Then, if you are willing, I’ll need the five of you to incapacitate as many aristocrats as you can. During that time, A.B. and I will search the museum that Eveline told us about. Since Rezel is the Queen’s birthplace, and the museum is entirely dedicated to her and her life, I’m sure that we’ll find some information about her without much effort. Now, tell me. How easy is it to get inside of the city without being noticed?”  
 
    “Super easy, barely an inconvenience,” the scientist smirked. “Rezel is built on the reservoir, so everything is on stilts, as you know. There are three entrances into the city, and we’re taking the easiest way in.”  
 
    “Which is?” I prompted.  
 
    “The poorest side!” Beatrix shouted and lifted a hand into the air. “The other two are primarily used by aristocrats traveling to and from the city, and for government officials. If we were to use either of those, we’d be stopped and found out immediately. The third option is… uh, well, it’s not going to be exactly pleasant… It’s something like a duct… yeaaaah… a duct.”  
 
    I already knew what she meant, but the three women on the other side of me looked thoroughly confused. I cleared my throat and sat a little straighter in my seat.  
 
    “It’s the sewage line, isn’t it?” I asked.  
 
    “Uhh, yeah,” Beatrix answered in a higher tone. “I’m just grateful that it’s not our physical bodies tunneling through the sludge, but man, I’m dreading having to clean the outside of my submersible in a few days.”  
 
    “We’ve visited Rezel a few times,” Celty explained. “We went there to hide from the Queen, but Beatrix made us surface, so she could clean the outside of the submersible, and the stink leaked in.”  
 
    “The vents,” Beatrix assured. “It came in through the vents. Every time we surface, the air tanks fill and replenish our air supply if we have to be underneath the surface for more than a week or two. So, you can guess what happened as soon as we surfaced. It was safe to say; we immediately got out of here. Thankfully, the traffic out of Rezel isn’t as heavily monitored as it is coming in, so no one stopped us.”  
 
    Ahead of us, the canal went straight, but a second waterway veered off to the right, and the redhead angled the submersible toward it with a pained grimace. In one swift movement, the scientist reached for the panel in front of her then tapped a small, blue button. Instantly, the metal doors in front of the glass window began to close, and she swiveled toward us in her seat with a disgusted expression.  
 
    “Sorry,” Beatrix apologized. “The last time we did this, we went in with the doors open, and uh, it wasn’t exactly pleasant, to say the least.”  
 
    “How will you drive, then?” Sukizu asked. “Don’t you need the window to see and guide us into the city?”  
 
    “Oh!” The scientist gasped. “No. I installed special sensors on the bow, stern, port, and starboard, so if we get close to anything, the submersible will automatically guide us away from it. It took me months to perfect and a lot of accidental crashes, but I did it!”  
 
    “She also invented everything in this bag,” Celty uttered and gestured to the satchel on the worktable. “She’s very good with her hands… That’s at least one good thing I can say about her!”  
 
    “Hey!” Beatrix cried and then immediately turned back toward the panel as it emitted a low beeping sound. “Alright… We’re approaching the waterway into Rezel. We are going to slow down a bit. We’ll probably be in clear water in about five to ten minutes or so, depending on how much it’ll slow us down.”  
 
    Even though I expected it to come later, the speed at which we were traveling instantly changed, and the whole submersible groaned angrily in protest. 
 
    We were so close to infiltrating Rezel, but the thought made me incredibly nervous. From what we’d heard, the marchioness was extremely powerful, coupled with the fact that she’d collected twenty other women with the same ability… it was a daunting task that the six of us would have to take on. I knew that we could do it, but fighting against them would be grueling.  
 
    Beatrix jabbed out her right hand, pulled up her white, billowy sleeve, and glanced down at a beautiful gold watch. Then she nodded once, turned back toward the panel, and listened to the soft beeping it emanated. Only a few more minutes of this, and then the petite redhead would guide us underneath the city. I wondered what it would look like and how large it would be. No one had commented on its size before, so I was left utterly clueless on that front. Would it be smaller than Tulna or Granhamn, or would it be larger than Magnta or Valestia? I was about to ask these questions aloud, but Beatrix opened her mouth and answered them for me.  
 
    “Rezel is fairly small compared to other cities,” the redhead commented. “It was one of the first cities built in our country, so it’s one of the oldest in existence. You said the Queen was born here, right?”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “That’s what Eveline told me earlier.”  
 
    “So strange,” the redhead grunted. “You’d think our Queen, the leader of our country, would be originally from the capital.”  
 
    “Well, the capital was actually built by Edony’s family,” I explained. “Then the Queen stole it from them, or so Edony told me…”  
 
    I trailed off at the end and then remembered what Eveline told me. She’d said that Edmund, the Queen’s rumored husband, had been the heir to the throne of the capital. If Edony’s ancestors built the capital for the Queen’s family, how had Edmund taken control? Had the Duchess been misinformed, or did Eveline have her information wrong?  
 
    “That makes sense, I guess.” Beatrix nodded. “They do have this giant museum there that’s all about her. Except it doesn’t look like the usual museum, you know? It just looks like an ordinary house with a sign out front.”  
 
    “I’ll look for it.” I nodded. 
 
    “It’s so strange.” Beatrix chuckled. “Sometimes, I forget my aristocratic upbringing… Most women don’t ever leave the homes they were born in, and if they do, it’s only because they’ve built enormous mansions somewhere else in the town.”  
 
    “I’m honestly surprised that Rezel’s structure hasn’t collapsed in on itself.” Celty commented, and I immediately turned my attention toward the robotic woman.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, Rezel is just manors,” the mechanical woman explained. “There are no businesses or shops. Just manors smooshed together on a single street.”  
 
    “How do they survive?” I probed. “Do they have markets or anything like that?”  
 
    “Oh, no,” Beatrix interrupted. “They have merchants that travel along the canal. They sell everything from food to clothing, even furniture! I’m honestly surprised that Edenhart wasn’t included along the canal’s route.”  
 
    “I’m not.” I chuckled. “By the time I took over, the Queen was already starting to starve the city out. She’d blocked the trade route from entering into Edenhart, and Edony was just starting to realize the weight of the situation. If I hadn’t stepped in and transformed everyone, I’m sure that by now, they’d be starving in the streets.”  
 
    “That’s horrible…” the redhead breathed.  
 
    “Yes, it is,” I confirmed. “But the Queen hated Edony so much that she’d do anything to destroy her and the town that her family had worked so hard to build. Edenhart was Edony’s last hope… The Queen had already sent Samila to take over Birskonn, and when we finally reached it, the city and its social structure were in ruins. They’d taken the aristocratic class and changed it into an entirely different system. People were required to bring the Queen offerings, and if they didn’t…”  
 
    “The marchioness killed them,” Kleeia answered for me. “We watched a woman die because she didn’t have enough money to send to the Queen.”  
 
    “We’ve heard of that,” Beatrix whispered. “It mainly happens in cities that are wealthier than most. The capital thinks they can take, take, and take, but there’s always a limit. Sure, they may have been wealthy, but eventually, all of that is going to run out.”  
 
    A shrill beep exploded from the panel in front of the scientist, and immediately, the redhead reached for the blue button. As she tapped it, the metal doors slowly opened with low creaks. The water was murkier, and dark particles brushed past us, but what I noticed immediately was that the light had changed. Everything underneath the water seemed darker.  
 
    “Fuck, shit,” Beatrix grunted, gripped the wheel in one hand, and then tapped another button. “Goddamnit.”  
 
    As soon as the button depressed, lights above the glass dome flashed on and cast bright-yellow light into the cloudy water. The lights didn’t help much, and the redhead let out an exasperated sigh before her hands slammed down to the levers on either side of her. As the redhead jerked them backward, the submersible slowly rose through the water toward the surface. Right as we surfaced, I rose from my seat and crossed toward the glass dome.  
 
    Above us, giant planks created a second level above the water’s surface, and through the cracks, I could barely make out the shapes of manors in the distance. Trash and debris floated alongside the submersible, and bits of it got caught against the giant window. From the state of the water and the wooden planks over our heads, it was clear that this was the poorer section of Rezel.  
 
    In front of the submarine, enormous stilts stabbed into the water and held up the entire city above us. As we passed them, I noticed the cracks in the wood and the neon-green algae that grew in between them. The stilts were so thick that it would take four or five men to encircle them, and I didn’t want to imagine how heavy they were. How long had it taken them to build this? They probably started before the canal existed, and it would’ve taken them at least twenty-years to get everything right.  
 
    As we traveled underneath the city, the water cleared, and less trash floated along with us. Just as Beatrix said, Rezel was far smaller I’d suspected, and when I glanced to my left, I could make out the stone side of the canal in the dim light.  
 
    “Do you see that over there?” Beatrix asked and pointed directly in front of us.  
 
    I squinted through the dim light right as we maneuvered around a particularly large stilt and settled my eyes on a steep incline. The wooden boards above us dropped down and entered the water at a ninety-five-degree angle.  
 
    “It looks like a ramp,” I uttered, and the scientist nodded immediately.  
 
    “It is,” the scientist confirmed. “That’s the marchioness’ private dock. If you look over there, that’s the personal barge she uses to visit the capital. When we were here, we kept toward the poorer side of the city because we accidentally swept past her while she was leaving once, and it nearly gave the two of us heart attacks.”  
 
    “I cannot have a heart attack,” Celty commented. “You should know that by now, Beatrix.”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” The redhead laughed. “Well, I nearly had a heart attack, and well, Celty almost malfunctioned from the panic.”  
 
    “Head over there,” I ordered.  
 
    “Already on it,” the scientist murmured, threw one of the levers forward, and forced the submersible toward the ramp a little faster.  
 
    More moonlight flooded into the water as we neared it, and I leaned closer to the glass to get a better view of what was above. The only thing that filled my eyes was bright-red bricks. As Beatrix turned the submersible, I could make out massive columns spanning the front of the manor and large picture windows that looked out over the grounds. It seemed like such a strange notion to me… Every other marchioness’ manor we’d visited had sprawling estates with beautiful, lush grass, but all this one had was stained wooden planks flanking the front yard. To the right of us, large piping had been fitted through the wood, and it took me a moment to realize it was the setup for a fountain on the higher level.  
 
    “Useless,” I growled and instantly curled my hands into fists. “Utterly useless.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” Beatrix bleated. “My submersible? I cannot bel--” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “Not the submersible. I find myself constantly in awe of the selfishness and greed of the aristocrats. Do you see that pump over there? It clarifies the water around it and then forces the water up into the fountain… They can’t even clean the water in certain parts of their city, but they can do it for the water in their fountains? I shouldn’t be surprised anymore, but… here we are again.”  
 
    “I’ll promise to break it as soon as we get up there.” Beatrix giggled, whipped the wheel in her hands, and turned the whole submarine to the left. “Now, prepare to land. This might get a little bumpy.”  
 
    The entire back of the submersible whipped through the water and then scraped against the algae-covered planks of the ramp. As soon as the scientist placed the levers back into position, I crossed the room and snatched up my staff. Seconds later, the core held within the three prongs glowed to life, flashed three times, and immediately glowed scarlet. As I headed toward the door, Kleeia, Sukizu, and Yureru scooted off the bench and hurried after me. Their eyes were sharp and alive in their sockets as they prepared to confront and attack the marchioness and her women.  
 
    Beatrix scrambled out of her leather chair and raced across the room. As she passed Celty, the robotic woman fell into line and followed after her. I reached the door first, and my hands curled around the cold metal of the wheel. In one swift movement, I turned it, and a loud clunk sounded from inside the door. As I pushed the door open, cold moonlight brushed against my face, and the smell of fresh, clean water filled my nostrils. The people on the other side of the city lived underneath a teeming pool of filth, and yet, the marchioness who lived in this manor cared nothing about that… Just like any other marchioness or aristocrat we’d come into contact with.  
 
    As I stepped off of the back of the submersible, my boot squelched from the wet wood, but thankfully, I didn’t slip. Instantly, I turned and offered my women a hand, then I helped each of them off. When I turned my head and glanced over at Kleeia, something seemed different about her… Her beautiful mint-colored eyes glowed in the dimness. It seemed almost as if the surrounding water gave her strength, and when the twins slipped forward, the same look shined in their neon-green eyes.  
 
    “Celty,” Beatrix whispered. “You got the bag, right?”  
 
    “Yes.” The robotic woman nodded, turned, and then gestured over her shoulder toward the enormous burlap bag strapped to her.  
 
    “Did you… pack… uh, the thing?” the scientist asked nervously.  
 
    “I did,” the mechanical woman uttered. “Would you like me to retrieve it?” 
 
    “No, not right now.” Beatrix shook her head. “I’m sure you can grab it once we get up there, but go ahead and execute operation yellow duckie.”  
 
    “Affirmative,” the strange, cold voice uttered from inside of the machine.  
 
    Instantly, the metallic woman’s body shifted, and the seams on every inch of her limbs widened. The cold blue light shining through her strange eyes shifted color and burned a deep scarlet. An eerie voice we’d heard before erupted from inside of her metallic body and sent shivers racing down my spine.  
 
    “Defense mode activated,” the loud, monotone voice rumbled. “Which setting would you like to use?”  
 
    “Setting one,” Beatrix murmured. “We don’t know if they’re expecting us, so just stay on your toes.”  
 
    Without missing a beat, the seams along her knuckles opened up, and sharp, metal prongs raised along them. Her fingertips shifted, too, and the rounded points sharpened into nasty-looking projectiles. Celty lifted her right hand toward her left forearm, and the metal opened up to reveal the small black baton we’d seen before. As she lifted it, she swung it out to her side, and it elongated with the crackle of electricity. 
 
    “Defensive mode one: complete,” Celty uttered. “Directive: find and neutralize threats. User, proceed?”  
 
    “Yep.” The redhead nodded. “Charles, let’s go.”  
 
    We quickly but silently climbed the ramp toward the surface, and in the distance, the sound of the massive fountain grew louder. As we moved closer, I could make out more and more of the enormous manor, and there was no doubt in my mind it was the marchioness’. Every single one we’d seen was large, elaborate, and excessively beautiful. This one was no different from the gorgeous picture windows with pastel-blue curtains, the garden boxes placed at the sides of the house to make it look as if it were lined with hedges, and finally, the enormous fountain with a female statue at the utmost top.  
 
    As my head came over the lip of the ramp, my eyes rested on twenty shapes as they raced around the courtyard in the dark. All of them were young women wearing dark dresses with a hint of blue here and there. If I were to guess their ages, I would’ve said in between nineteen and twenty-five. As I watched them, my eyes wandered to the top of the stairs into the manor where a loud voice rang out. 
 
    “One, two, two, three,” the woman barked. “Three, three, four!” 
 
     An older woman stood at the top and watched them with sharp, harsh eyes. The blue-haired woman pressed her lips into a firm line, and her curled fists rested authoritatively on her hips.  
 
    Her long baby-blue hair was tied up in such a tight bun that it stretched the skin of her face. Even from this distance away, I could see that her eyes were bright-yellow. Her dress was much tighter than the rest, and the long, black lace skirt brushed against the marble steps. In one of the hands pressed against her hip, she held a long, crooked cane, and shivers raced down my back at the memory of Edony’s similar one. This could be none other than the marchioness and her twenty minions…  
 
    That’s when I noticed the enormous contraptions strapped to the twenty women’s backs. They were pretty big for their intended purpose, but they had to be pretty light from their swift and agile movements. As we waited and watched, one of the younger women turned and shouted up toward the marchioness.  
 
    “Mother!” the young lady cried. “Can we rest? We’ve practiced all of our maneuvers! We’re tired and hungry! We’ve been out here all day!” 
 
    In one swift motion, the marchioness gripped her cane tightly in her hands, swung it away from her, and then slammed it down on the marble with a resounding crack. All of the young women flinched and drew back with fearful expressions. The marchioness thumped down the stairs with a low growl and set her sights on the minion who’d spoken.  
 
    “Rest?” the marchioness repeated. “You want to rest? At a moment like this? Didn’t I tell you that I’ve had a feeling something horrible is going to happen?”  
 
    “But mother…” another girl whined. “Your premonition could be wrong. You’ve had them before, and nothing terrible has happened!”  
 
    “Yes.” The marchioness nodded with a click of her tongue. “But this was accompanied by a dream… A dream of nothing but waves of scarlet. It could be anything, but all I know is that it means danger. Scarlet could mean blood or even death. Would you rather me prepare you and nothing happen or do nothing, and then all of our lives are stolen away from us? No one wants to answer? Good. Now, back in formation and… one, two, three, one, two, three…”  
 
    The blue-haired woman continued counting off as she clapped her hands along with the count, and instantly, the twenty girls danced around the courtyard in sync. It looked almost like they were practicing for a dance, but I knew that wasn’t it. Their movements were too precise, and their shoulders shifted from side to side in such a peculiar way that mimicked the flight of a bird.  
 
    “What do we do?” Sukizu whispered.  
 
    “We can’t sneak up on them…” Yureru murmured. 
 
    “Celty, Beatrix, Kleeia, and I will come in from the front,” I uttered. “We’ll distract them while the two of you… you know, sneak up on them. I’m sure that as soon as we attack, the minions will lift into the air, but I think your projectiles will do nicely. Got it?”  
 
    “Got it!” the twins cried.  
 
    Unsurprisingly, Celty was the first to step forward, and she held the crackling baton loosely at her side. As her metal boots clunked against the wooden board, the same eerie voice rose from inside of her.  
 
    “Threat level twenty.” The monotone voice echoed and then deepened to a guttural growl. “Human life directly threatened. Setting module shifted and selected. Mode two, activated. Attack sequence decoded.” 
 
    Without uttering another word, Celty simply leaned forward. The baton she held against her chest slowly melted into her chest plate. The glowing scarlet in her eyes deepened to almost a wine color, and the robotic woman’s entire body began to elongate. She shifted and completely changed shape as she threw herself down onto all fours. The mechanical woman’s metallic face grew to a rounded point, and rows of shining teeth lined her massive maw. The silver, entirely mechanical dire wolf curled around our party, and the group of twenty-one women stopped to stare at us in shock. 
 
    “Who is that, mother?” one of the minions cried, turned, and watched as the four of us emerged from the darkness.  
 
    Both Sukizu and Yureru had melted into puddles of purple goo then disappeared through the cracks in the planks. I couldn’t hear them anymore, but the sounds of sloshing water beneath our feet told me they were headed directly for the marchioness.  
 
    “The threat!” another girl screamed. “Mother was right! They were coming for us!” 
 
    Without missing a beat, the marchioness turned and glared over at us with a wicked smile. She pressed her hands behind her back, dragged against the planks, and stepped forward with an assured grace.  
 
    “Well, well, well.” the blue-haired woman cackled. “I’ve been expecting you and how lovely of you to arrive on time.”  
 
    Instantly, the wings on each of the minions’ backs exploded open, flapped once, and they lifted into the air with screams of rage. They cut through the sky almost like kites, and for a second, I thought their black dresses would blot out the glowing moon.  
 
    This was going to be a more difficult challenge than I thought.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    The marchioness took one step closer, and instantly, a pair of metallic, black wings spread out behind her. If we hadn’t been in immediate danger, I would’ve thought they were beautiful with the intricately molded feathers that branched out from each side. In a swift movement, the marchioness reached up behind her, untied her long, blue hair, and let it cascade down her shoulders. She lifted into the air with a loud cackle, but right as her feet brushed the wooden boards, two purple liquidus orbs flew through the air. The gobs of goo slammed into her sides and forced her back to the ground with a resounding thud. The substance clung to her black dress and glued one of her wings down. As the marchioness threw back her shoulders to force the wings open, they creaked and groaned in protest.  
 
    “Charles,” Kleeia murmured under her breath. “You take out the marchioness, and the rest of us will shoot down the minions.”  
 
    “I’m going with Charles,” Beatrix assured. “Celty, my thingie… Celty? Oh, shit, I forgot.”  
 
    The redhead glanced down at the mechanical dire wolf standing protectively in front of us and then dropped down to the satchel where it’d dropped. While keeping her mauve-colored eyes on the struggling marchioness, the scientist rifled through the bag, found what she was looking for, and then pulled out a steel tube. The petite woman held it loosely in her right hand and glanced at me out of the corner of her eye with a wicked grin.  
 
    Right as the two of us rushed forward toward the marchioness, four more orbs of purple slime flew through the air, and instantly, the squid-girls appeared behind the marchioness through the cracks in the thick planks. For a second, their bodies were nothing more than the purple slime I’d seen and experienced before, and then, they were whole again. Their neon-green eyes were sharp and intent on the marchioness’ back as their bodies began to shift for a second time. Aschere had told me about this a long time ago in Granhamn, but I hadn’t witnessed it yet.  
 
    Their sides pressed together and then combined until the purple substance they produced completely melded into a single, massive creature. It didn’t even look human, and in fact, it reminded me of the creatures called golems. The beast’s face was nothing more than a few crude features hidden by constantly moving wine-colored sludge. The beast raised its massive arms over its head and proceeded to swipe down at the marchioness, but right as they did, one of the minion’s dove down. I knew what was coming next and braced my legs against the planks before I brought up my right hand to shield my face.  
 
    The minion opened her mouth wide, wider than humanly possible, and screamed. The sound sent visible vibrations through the air and shot straight toward the combined twins. For a second, I thought my head would explode, and my stomach clenched as if all of my organs were rearranging themselves to move out of the sound’s warpath. It was so loud and abrasive that as soon as it ended, my ears rang, and all of the noises around me sounded muffled. The undulating sticky flesh of the creature exploded, and both Sukizu and Yureru were thrown apart, and droplets of the purple secretion flew through the air and pattered down onto the wood floor like heavy rain. 
 
    Both twins laid limply on the planks for a few seconds, and my blood began to boil. That single word… it immediately set me off, and I felt as if my entire body were on fire. Blood… Blood… Blood… My heart pounded in my chest, and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Goosebumps raced up and down my spine in prickled waves. Instantly, the staff in my hands began to change form, and I pounded forward toward the marchioness with Beatrix at my side.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, Sukizu and Yureru stirred then rolled onto their knees. Their neon-green eyes lifted into the skies and then slammed down to each other as their faces shifted into masks of rage. The younger twin leaned back, squinted her right eye, and lifted both hands into the air. Right as another one of the minions shifted her gaze down at them and opened her mouth to release another attack, a flurry of wine-colored orbs exploded into the air. One of them slammed into her wing and caused her to falter, then the second hit her directly in the face. The thick, gelatinous liquid covered her eyes, nose, and mouth, and terrified screams exploded up from behind the quickly solidifying goo.  
 
    “Got one!” The younger twin cackled.  
 
    “No fair!” Yureru shouted. “My turn!”  
 
    Right as my staff’s shape began to appear, Kleeia raced up from behind me on a long wave of ice, lifted both hands, and shot sharp-looking projectiles at the minions’ wings. A few of them missed their mark, but most of them slashed through the thin metal with loud clangs. Instantly, the minions started to fly around erratically, and my monster-women forced them closer to the ground. Now, all Beatrix and I had to do was take care of the marchioness while my women defeated the underlings.  
 
    The marchioness finally stopped struggling with the apparatus on her back and raised to her full height. Her yellow, bloodshot eyes glared down at us, and her cheeks puffed out from the strain. I knew what she was about to do… but there was no way for me to stop it. If Beatrix and I split off from each other, the marchioness could easily turn and kill either one of us… I didn’t know what to do, and the longer we waited, the worse the outcome would be.  
 
    My blood felt as if it were lava in my veins, and right as the marchioness drew back, I lifted my free hand into the air. Instinctively, I closed my eyes and prepared for what came next, but… the scream I expected from the powerful marchioness seemed much quieter than I’d anticipated. It almost sounded like a child yelling from miles away, and I barely felt the vibrations through a warm, comforting force surrounding both me and Beatrix.  
 
    “C-Charles…” Beatrix whispered from the left of me, and it took me a moment to realize that during my haste, I’d grabbed her and pulled the scientist to my chest.  
 
    Slowly, I opened my eyes, and all I saw was red… It was everywhere, all around us, and it took me a second to realize what’d happened. A dome of scarlet blood swallowed both Beatrix and I. The dense liquid moved as if it were alive, and through the veil of red, I could barely make out the terrified face of the marchioness. Her yellow eyes were wide, and her mouth hung ajar so far that I’d thought her jaw had unhinged.  
 
    “I made this, didn’t I?” I whispered, and Beatrix turned to me with a wide grin.  
 
    “Yes, Charles…” the redhead murmured. “You did.”  
 
    Her four words resounded in my head until finally, they settled in, and I understood. My ability had shown itself a few times, and we’d spoken of it quite a bit, but it still hadn’t hit me that I was the first male born with an ability. I could wield it as any other woman could, and that meant… 
 
    “We can defeat her,” I growled, and instantly, the dome of blood dissipated with a fizzle.  
 
    The marchioness scrambled backward, and above us, more of her minions screamed down at Sukizu, Yureru, and Kleeia, but none of their attacks hit their mark. The three monster-women shot a flurry of projectiles into the air, and more of the women fell to the wooden planks with vibrating crashes. Their screams died out as soon as they slammed into the wood below. 
 
    What could the marchioness do now? She’d used up all of her energy for that final attack, but it’d been wasted. Now, it was our turn to show her what it felt like to be on the wrong side of history.  
 
    Beatrix slashed the metal pipe through the air, and with loud, metallic clicks, it began to transform. The metal elongated and shifted into the shape of a bow, but as she reached up to pull the nonexistent bowstring, a cloud of red appeared in the air. Right as she slammed her arm back, a crimson arrow flew and spun forward. The marchioness scrambled backward and fell to the planks as the arrow buried itself into the meat of her shoulder with a muffled thunk. Blood instantly poured out of the wound, but the arrow disintegrated into even more of the crimson liquid. Beatrix and I stepped forward in unison, and my blood came alive again.  
 
    I breathed in deeply and closed my eyes as I felt something exit my form. I didn’t feel as if I were in my body anymore… almost as if I were crawling along the planks at the marchioness’ feet and circling her with a hunger I’d never felt before. No, crawling wasn’t the right word… I pooled along the ground and headed toward her like an enormous, liquidus creature. The power washing through my body was so immense that I almost stumbled backward, but I held my place firmly and jabbed out both of my hands in front of me. In my mind’s eye, I could see the marchioness, and she crawled backward on her palms as the wave of lifeblood flooded toward her, but she was too slow.  
 
    The scarlet liquid overcame her and swallowed her in its undulating mass. I could feel the substance swirling around her as if I were living through it, creating a cocoon around her, and when I finally opened my eyes, the marchioness was wholly obstructed from view. A massive, thick sphere spiraled right above the planks and dripped blood down in between the cracks. The sphere was so colossal that I wasn’t even sure if I’d conjured it, but I had to have… A black silhouette struggled inside of the liquid, but her screams were muffled, and soon, her open mouth filled with blood.  
 
    Wasn’t it ironic? After all, we both were humans, and ten percent of our body was made from the exact liquid she was drowning in… I imagined what that would feel like. Her terror was palpable in the air, and I relished the taste of it on my tongue. I could see and feel all of her emotions as they rushed through her, and I knew that in some way, they were comparable to the same emotions that brutes felt moments before their mistresses killed them.  
 
    “Feel it!” I ordered. “Feel all of it! You’ve probably done this hundreds of times! I want you to feel the emotion and live it before you die!”  
 
    I wasn’t even sure she heard me through the thick liquid, but the way her silhouette jerked and twitched inside of the orb, I knew she was seconds away from death. In one swift movement, I retracted the power, and the marchioness plummeted toward the ground. Instantly, Beatrix jabbed out her hands, and more crimson liquid bubbled up from in between the cracks in the plank flooring. The blood caught her swiftly and then wrapped around her arms and legs. The marchioness struggled against her bindings, but the redhead held her in place easily. The blue-haired woman fell forward, vomited up blood, and it dribbled down the black fabric of her dress. It may not have even been hers, it could’ve been mine, but there was no way of telling.  
 
    I stepped forward with my flamberge held loosely at my side and never took my eyes off of the wheezing woman. Her yellow eyes were hazy with pain, and when I came closer, I felt something strange within her. While trapped in the orb, she’d accidentally swallowed a belly full of the liquid, but somehow, deep inside me, I knew that my blood was poisoning her. I didn’t know how I knew all of this, but I physically felt it move through her body and eat its way through her organs. There was no way to save her for my machine’s transformation now, even if I had wanted to. All I could do was end her misery. 
 
    “It’s the end,” I murmured to her. “All of it's over. Rezel is ours.”  
 
    I held the sword tightly at my side, swung it back past my shoulder, and then lunged forward. I gripped the hilt of my weapon and stabbed it directly in the middle of her chest. The marchioness’ head fell backward with a guttural gurgle, and her throat strained to allow sound to escape her lips. As I pulled my flamberge out with a moist sound, black, curdled blood poured out of the hole in her chest. It rained down the front of her dress in thick, chunky rivulets, and I finally saw for myself what my blood had done to her insides. The substance started to steam as soon as it came into contact with the air outside of her body, and it ate away at the fabric of her black dress.  
 
    Instantly, the flamberge transformed into a staff, and I brought the core closer to her wound. The brilliant colors inside of the weapon flashed, and a distant scream sounded as I stole her abilities away from her. When I pulled the staff back, and the marchioness slumped forward with a low grunt, I held the core closer to my face. I watched for a moment as the core took the ability and added it to the collection of others held inside. When I pulled the weapon away, I stared down at the marchioness for a long moment.  
 
    Beatrix retracted her ability, and it fluidly moved back toward the scientist. The marchioness fell to the wooden planks with a deadweight crash, and using the tip of my boot, I flipped her over onto her side. The redhead and I stood in silence for a long moment. When I finally turned my head toward my monster-women and Celty, my stomach immediately clenched. The metallic dire wolf was hunched over a body, and the wet noises that lifted into the air told me exactly what she was doing.  
 
    I knew this was part of the instinct that Beatrix had added into her hardware, but seeing it out in the open… it was horrifying, especially since we’d come to know the mechanical woman so well. When the metal beast pulled away with a low grunt, its maw was painted red from the minion’s blood. There was something oddly poetic about it…  
 
    “We did it,” Beatrix breathed, raised her blood-spattered face to me, and grinned. “We did it! Well, actually, you did most of it, but I helped.”  
 
    “You more than helped.” I smiled and opened my arms to her.  
 
    For a moment, the redhead stared up at me with wide eyes and then shook her head before enveloping herself in my embrace. I held her tightly to my chest, and suddenly, the tiny scientist started laughing. The sensation felt as if she were tickling me, and I held her at arm’s length for a second as she giggled even harder.  
 
    “You protected me, didn’t you?” Beatrix giggled and reached up to swipe at her eyes. “When the marchioness attacked, you… you saved me?”  
 
    “I did.” I nodded. “I don’t understand why that’s so funny?”  
 
    “I don’t think you would understand, Charles,” Beatrix uttered and let her hands drop from around me. “This is a dog-eat-dog world we live in, and men barely see that part of it. No other person except for you or maybe even your women would’ve done that for me. If it were any other person, especially an aristocrat, they would’ve pushed me closer to the danger and then protected themselves.”  
 
    “I still don’t understand why that’s so funny,” I stated. “That’s… that’s horrible.”  
 
    “You see, you have such an unearthly kindness about you,” the redhead explained. “I’ve never experienced that before, Charles. You’ve made me feel welcome in your little family, and when danger arose, you protected me just as you would have for any of your women.”  
 
    “It’s second nature.” I laughed. “I think I’ve always been this way, and now I’m able to show everyone finally.”  
 
    “Well, then you truly are a diamond among stones,” the redhead breathed. “I am delighted that Celty and I found you. Speaking of Celty, I think it’s time to reel her in before she goes too crazy and gets a bunch of meat clogged in her gears… again. Celty!”  
 
    “Defense mode: deactivated,” the eerily calm voice stated. “All threats have been neutralized. Returning to base mode.”  
 
    As soon as the scarlet light died inside of the mechanical woman’s eyes, she started to transform back into her standard form. It only took a few seconds before the robotic woman I recognized stepped toward us assuredly.  
 
    “Did you see me, Charles?” Sukizu cried and skipped over. “Did you see me shoot down those women?”  
 
    “I did!” I laughed as the squid-girl launched herself into my arms. “You and your sister did wonderfully! I’m so proud of you!”  
 
    “I got more than you did!” Yureru teased.  
 
    “You did not!” the younger twin pouted. “I counted! I got eleven, so that means you only shot down nine!”  
 
    “Nuh-uh!” The older squid-girl shook her head. “You only got the eleventh one because I hit her wing, and then you smashed her in the chest!”  
 
    “Girls,” Kleeia soothed, came up behind them, and rested her hands on their shoulders. “It was a collective effort. All of us worked together to shoot them down… but if we’re talking statistics, my strikes hit their mark nine times out of ten, so in reality, I shot down more than you did, and you only aided me.”  
 
    “Hey!” both twins cried and grinned good-naturedly up at their sister.  
 
    “What do we do now, Charles?” Celty asked.  
 
    “We do what we planned,” I explained. “The four of you will raid the town while A.B. and I search for the museum Eveline told us about. Uhm… Celty, where is A.B.?” 
 
    “I’m right here!” the brain cried, and in one motion, Celty turned, then she gestured toward the apparatus strapped to her back.  
 
    “You were there the entire time?” I balked.  
 
    “Yep!” A.B. shouted. “So, technically, I helped you fight in this battle, too! My first battle… Hmmm, Charles, I think I deserve an honorary medal! Maybe for bravery or something along those lines.”  
 
    “Celty…” I grunted. “How… uhm, how did you keep him safe? When you transformed into the dire wolf, he certainly wasn’t attached to your back.”  
 
    “Oh, it’s a safety precaution that Beatrix installed within me,” the robotic woman stated in her emotionless monotone. “Just in case. Usually, if we’re in the presence of a child and something dangerous happens, there’s enough space in the core of my ribcage for a child or a tiny person to fit in while we escape the area. So, when I shifted into that mode of defense, my back opened up, pulled A.B. in, and kept him safe for the time being.”  
 
    “A child?” Kleeia asked and wrinkled her nose. “When would you ever be in the presence of a child?”  
 
    “It’s just a precaution.” The redhead tittered. “You know, if the situation ever ari--” 
 
    “It’s specifically for Beatrix,” Celty interrupted. “But she doesn’t like to admit it, so she uses it as an excuse in case anyone asks.”  
 
    “Celty!” the scientist gasped. “I can’t believe you! That’s supposed to be a secret!”  
 
    “Beatrix,” I snorted. “You can really fit in there? I don’t doubt it, but I’d love a demonstration.”  
 
    “Yes, I can fit in there!” the redhead protested. “And no, I’m not going to show you! Celty’s second defense mode is based on a dire wolf, and those creatures had abnormally large chests, large enough for a petite or average-sized person to fit inside!”  
 
    “So, A.B..” I chuckled. “What was it like in there?”  
 
    “Well, very warm from all of the gears and electrical components,” the brain uttered. “Also, extremely dark, but I can at least say that that I’ve been inside Cel--” 
 
    “Alright, that’s enough,” I interrupted and gestured toward the robotic woman to hand over the apparatus. “A.B. and I will search for the museum while the rest of you raid the city.”  
 
    “We’re on it,” Beatrix nodded and grabbed the bag full of devices I offered her.  
 
    As I slipped A.B.’s apparatus over my shoulders, I turned toward the main street that led away from the marchioness’ manor. I held my staff loosely in my hands in case I came across any aristocrats and then started walking. I’d never been to Rezel before, and I had no idea where I was going, but I knew that I’d eventually find the museum no matter what street I went down.  
 
    The city’s quaint streets reminded me a bit of my hometown, especially from how all of the houses were pressed together in a single straight line. From what I could tell, Rezel was comprised of five main roads that branched off into smaller side streets, and all of these ultimately led to the marchioness’ home. Once I made it onto one of the quiet side streets, I spied a large building in the distance. It reminded me a lot of the other manors, but there was something different about it. The architecture was distinct, and it was a single-story higher than all of the others. I headed for it entirely out of curiosity, but when I stood in front of it, I spied the telltale sign affixed to the wooden planks. 
 
    “The Grand Gallery of our Lady of Endless Time,” I read aloud and then sighed before I rolled my eyes.  
 
    “What was that?” the brain asked. “Sorry, I can’t see anything from back here.”  
 
    “It’s the name of the museum,” I snorted. “Kind of a silly name.”  
 
    “You’d think they’d name it ‘Thee Grande Gallery of this random, really old woman who won’t die, goddamnit, why won’t she just kick the bucket already?’.” The brain laughed. “That name seems a bit more fitting for the situation.”  
 
    “You also have to remember that they don’t want her to die,” I reminded my incorporeal assistant. “Or at least when they built this, they didn’t. She was their beloved leader for a very long time until recently.”  
 
    I stepped forward and then hurried up the four stairs to the small porch. The wood underneath my feet groaned from age, and when I wrapped my hand around the cold, metal doorknob, I felt the black paint flake off into my palm. I half-expected the door to be locked, but it opened with a loud creak, and when I glanced in, the foyer was dark. There was a small desk in the tight space where an attendant would’ve sat, but it was empty. I listened for a long moment, but no other sounds came from inside the old house except for the usual groans of an older house settling.  
 
    I quickly closed the door, glanced at the walls, and took in everything around me. It seemed that the Queen had lived long before photography was invented, so most of the things hanging on the walls were oil paintings of a beautiful young woman or legal papers with her signature scrawled across it. In a few places, old dresses were hung from the ceiling displayed like art. When I looked at them, I could almost imagine the young version of my mother wearing them.  
 
    “So, that’s your mum, huh?” A.B. asked, and when I glanced over my shoulder where he looked, I spied yet another enormous oil painting.  
 
    In this rendition of the Queen, she looked to be about eighteen or nineteen years old. She was seated on a plush, red velvet throne and adorned in spotted furs. Her dark, curly hair was pulled back and styled elegantly. Large golden necklaces hung from her thin neck, and large jewels were pressed into the metal. I stared at the picture for a long time and tried to find any resemblance between us. Of course, the eyes and hair color were the same, but other than that, I didn’t think I looked anything like her.  
 
    When I stared into her green eyes, one thing was clear. How utterly sad and scared she looked… The Queen appeared as if she was nothing more than a terrified, lost child in a world she didn’t understand. I didn’t know if this was just my interpretation of the painting or if she looked that way to anyone else. I turned away from the picture and entered into what looked like a drawing-room. All of the furniture was expertly placed, and even more items hung from the walls. Large, ceramic dolls that resembled Calistia were positioned in various poses in each room, and every time their emerald eyes met mine, shivers raced down my spine. 
 
    “This is bloody creepy, Charles,” A.B. whispered. “It’s more like a crypt than a museum.”  
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” I murmured. “I wonder… Rezel seems so proud of this place, but has the Queen ever visited? Do you think she likes coming back here, or does it haunt her?”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” the brain barked. “Are you trying to make me feel bad for such a horrible person?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” I shook my head. “I just… get this feeling in this house, as if it’s filled with such a strange combination of sadness and happiness. She was born here, and she probably grew up here, but what made it so horrible that she’d turn against the male population?”  
 
    A.B. didn’t answer me, so I moved on to the next room in silence. What we entered into looked like it was the formal dining room with a massive wooden table in the middle. I maneuvered around it while looking at the pictures, clothing, and trinkets affixed to the walls. When I exited the room and came around the corner to a small hallway, I spied a large staircase in the distance.  
 
    “Her bedroom was most likely on the second floor,” I uttered. “Probably the same for her parents, and I could guess that’s the same room where she was born.”  
 
    “Do you really want to go in there?” the brain asked. “I doubt they’d leave important information just laying around for people to find, especially letters or notes that pertain to her lover, Edmund.”  
 
    “He wasn’t just her lover, A.B.,” I corrected. “He was her husband.”  
 
    I crept along the hall, and the old smells of the house filled my nostrils. Mold, dust, and the faint smell of dried roses. Had the house smelled like this when she lived here? I turned suddenly when we were almost at the end of the hall and imagined Calistia skipping down this very space as a young girl. She probably dragged her extended fingers along the smooth wooden paneling at hip height. Right as I pressed my hand down on the railing at the bottom of the stairs, a sound caught my attention.  
 
    “Oh, science,” A.B. shrieked. “Did you hear that? Oh, what was that?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” I quieted him. “Listen.”  
 
    The sound came again, but this time, it was louder. It sounded like a voice emanating from underneath our feet. My breathing nearly stopped, and I shuffled closer to a door just a few feet away. I pressed my ear to the wood and listened for anything else, then it came again. 
 
    “Hello?” the voice echoed. “Is anyone there?”  
 
    Something about this person’s voice was eerily familiar. I didn’t hear it come up from downstairs but felt it vibrate through the confines of my brain. A cold sweat beaded on the back of my neck, and I immediately reached for the doorknob. When it swung open, it revealed a set of stone stairs into the basement.  
 
    “What is it?” A.B. gasped.  
 
    “Stairs,” I replied. “The voice is coming from the basement.”  
 
    “No, nope, no way,” the brain cried. “Noooo, thank yooooou. Bad stuff happens in creepy basements. We’re not going down there. We’re not.”  
 
    “Yes, we are,” I grunted and took the first step down. “We have to find out who that voice belongs to.”  
 
    “You never listen to me,” A.B. grumbled. “And it’s certainly not my fault if we, or specifically, you, die down here. I don’t even think I can die since I’m a reanimated brain…”  
 
    The air in the stairwell was unbelievably cold, and as we descended, I wondered how this was even possible. The whole city was built on top of a body of water. How did they manage to make an entire underground basement? I pushed those thoughts away as the voice sounded again.  
 
    “Hello?” it whispered. “I know you can hear me… Please… come find me…”  
 
    The voice was deep with age, and as it whispered to us, its inflection sounded like an older man. It was groggy and sore as if it’d been gargling rocks for a few centuries.  
 
    “I don’t want to find it… I don’t want to find it… I don’t want to find it…” A.B. whimpered as I stepped down the final stairs.  
 
    I glanced around the room, but it was mostly empty except for a few wooden crates and shelves. As I moved further into the room, I glanced around and looked for the person who spoke. There was no sign of him, but when I turned to head back up the stairs, I spied a padlocked door at the far end of the room. I moved toward it and tried the rusted lock, but it wouldn’t budge. In one swift movement, I brought up my boot and smashed it against the old, rotten wood. It cracked explosively, and I repeated the process until it crumbled in on itself.  
 
    The room beyond was dark, but not dark enough that I couldn’t make out the shapes of objects in the distance. Something neon-green glowed in the distance, and I kept my eyes glued to it as I stepped over the broken pieces of the door.  
 
    “So, you found me,” the creaky voice murmured. “Good… good, I’m glad. My life force is growing weaker, so I’m grateful you’ve finally found me, Charles.”  
 
    As the voice spoke, the lime-green light glowed even brighter from the mid-level shelf. I tried to focus on it, but it was far too dark to see anything from that far away.  
 
    “How do you know my name?” I asked.  
 
    “There is a candle and some matches on the table to your left,” the voice whispered. “Bring it closer, and I’m sure you’ll understand.”  
 
    My hands fumbled through the dark, found the table, and then almost knocked the candle holder over. Thankfully, I grabbed it before it fell and managed to snatch up the box of matches, too. As I lit one, light burst around the room, and I immediately recognized a few stray objects.  
 
    “Was this a laboratory?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes,” the man’s voice confirmed. “But that was a long time ago… Now, it’s nothing but a crypt that collects dust and old memories.”  
 
    I held the burning match to the candle’s wick, and as soon as it was lit, I lifted the candle holder into the air. I stepped closer and squinted toward the glowing green light ahead of us. I’d realized that every time the voice spoke, the light flickered brighter. As I came closer, I noticed the shelves of jars along the entire back wall, and before I had to guess, I already knew what was inside them. 
 
    “You’re a reanimated brain,” I uttered.  
 
    “I am.” the glowing green creature nodded. “These were my brothers, but as you can see, they didn’t survive the experiment.”  
 
    “You didn’t explain how you know my name,” I murmured.  
 
    “Ah, that’s fairly easy,” the brain tittered. “Your companion said it.”  
 
    “Ah, I see.” I nodded. “But why did you call out to me?”  
 
    “I sense that you are pure of heart, Charles,” the brain muttered. “I can see it in your thoughts, and I know why you’re here… You want to know more about Calistia, don’t you?”  
 
    “I do…” I grunted. “But there’s no information here of use.”  
 
    “It’s a good thing you’re talking to a historian.” the brain laughed. “The last one ever in existence.”  
 
    “What?” I growled.  
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t call myself a historian,” the green creature explained. “But I worked closely with Queen Calistia for a very long time… I would’ve even called us friends… until she did this to me.”  
 
    “Tell me,” I ordered, paused, and then started again in a pleading tone. “Tell me, please.”  
 
    “Your mind is torn,” the glowing brain whispered. “You want to kill her, but there is part of you that sees something in her to sympathize with… I can understand that. I knew her quite well, and for a long time, I aided her. She was such a sad, lost girl after Edmund died. He was my closest friend. We grew up together, you see.”  
 
    “Start at the beginning,” I urged. “I need to hear it… all of it.”  
 
    “My name is Jonathan Wellsworth, Archduke of Granhamn,” the brain went on. “Well, I used to be the Archduke, but I doubt they’d accept me now. Edmund was my cousin, but he was more than that… he was my friend. He was such a bright and wonderful young man. The heir to the kingdom, and on the eve of his eighteenth birthday, it was announced he was to be married to a young princess from one of the northern cities. Together in their union, they would unite the country into a single kingdom. Of course, that girl was none other than Calistia, our Queen. Usually, in arranged marriages, they’re unhappy ones, but that’s what was different about Calistia and Edmund. They met and instantly fell in love. I’d never seen him so happy.”  
 
    “How did he die?” I asked.  
 
    “He passed at the age of twenty-one,” Jonathan told us. “He was wounded in battle, and infection stole his life from him… That’s when it went bad for my dear friend, Calistia. As per the customs of the kingdom, she took the throne and ruled in his place… but I wouldn’t even call it ‘her rule.’”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I probed.  
 
    “The courtiers and privy councilors,” the older brain growled. “They intended to marry her off to another prince, Edmund’s younger brother, so they wouldn’t lose total control of the country, but he was a drunk and a womanizer. He spent all of the money given to him in his inheritance, and Calistia knew that if he became king, we’d fall into ruin. So, she used her tiny ounce of power and didn’t marry him.” 
 
    Finally, she thought she’d be the one in control of the country, but the king’s helpers wouldn’t let that happen. For a time, she was nothing more than a symbolic figurehead while the privy council abused her royal powers and abilities. Calistia was utterly powerless and hopeless as these men ravaged and took advantage of the country she’d received. Disease and poverty devastated every city across the country, and Calistia couldn’t stop them from taking and taking.”  
 
    “So, she decided to take that power back…” I muttered.  
 
    “In a way, yes,” the brain confirmed. “Every time she addressed the public and recited the lies that the privy councilors told her, a little piece of her died. I saw it for myself, Charles… She loved the northern countries more than she loved her life, and she watched them suffer then start to die at the hands of the men who were supposed to aid her. The country was crippled and broken, and the only person to blame was Calistia because she was the weak voice of the united country. So, she began to research ways to take back her power from these men. She once told me, ‘Jonathan, I was thrown in a nest of vipers, so I had only one choice if I wanted to survive.’”  
 
    “That’s when she found the elves, wasn’t it?” I asked.  
 
    “Found the elves?” Jonathan balked. “No, she didn’t find them. She saved them.”  
 
    “What?” I barked. “No, that can’t be true.”  
 
    “The privy councilors and courtiers kidnapped and tortured them,” the brain assured in a firm tone. “The last surviving one was so twisted and brutalized from what they’d done to her, she wouldn’t have survived. Calistia found her deep in the dungeons underneath the palace, and the young Queen saw something in the elf that she’d felt as soon as she’d taken the throne. Powerlessness, helplessness, and utter defeat. Calistia agreed to kill her as an act of kindness… When she gave in to the elven woman’s pleading, the elf wept with gratitude and offered Calistia some of her blood, saying that if she consumed it, it would give her a gift that only the elven people possessed. Abilities beyond the imagination…”  
 
    “What you’re saying…” I whispered and then faltered. “The Queen hasn’t always been evil?”  
 
    “I have been locked in here for a very long time,” Jonathan murmured. “But the Calistia that I knew was a caged animal. To put it more plainly, the Calistia I knew didn’t have the ability to be evil… she was merely a scared and powerless girl. The King’s helpers and courtiers were supposed to aid her, but all they did was use and abuse her and her power. At first, she was docile and accepted her treatment with the naivety of a child thrown into an unfamiliar situation, but an animal can only be abused for so long before it becomes aware of what’s happening around it and lashes out. Then she did just that… She killed every male in the palace after she injected herself with the elf’s blood. So, to answer your question, Charles Rayburn, I don’t think Calistia is evil. I think she’s been caged and misunderstood for far too long.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    “No,” I whispered with a shake of my head. “I won’t let you change my mind about this… The Queen is evil. She’s been that way since she took power, and it’ll stay that way until someone kills her.”  
 
    “Listen to yourself, Charles,” Jonathan urged. “You already had that thought in your mind… You already thought there was some part of her that was redeemable, and that’s why you came here to seek out more information. I’ve given it to you. I cannot give you answers for anything that’s happened after I was turned into a reanimated brain, but I know far more about the situation than any living being. I was there. I saw it. Hell, I was the only male spared in her attack against the courtiers and the King’s helpers.”  
 
    “Then why are you like this?” I barked and gestured toward the jar. “You said yourself that she was the one who did this to you. If you were her most trusted friend except for Edmund, why would she have such a horrible thing done to you? Why would she have stuffed you in the back room of a museum to rot in your own juices? Does that sound like a friend? Does that sound like something a person who cared about you would do?”  
 
    “Yes,” the older brain uttered. “Because I specifically requested to have this done. Well, not stuffed in a dusty backroom, but I wanted this.”  
 
    “Why the hell would you want this?” A.B. finally spoke up from behind me. “Why the fuck would you ever ask for this?”  
 
    “Who is that?” Jonathan asked. “I knew you had a companion, but you walked in here alone…” 
 
    In one swift movement, I swung off the apparatus, shifted the candle in my hands, and lifted A.B. in front of the much older brain.  
 
    “This happened to me at the hands of a wicked scientist,” my assistant nearly shrieked. “I would’ve never asked for this. Never! I can’t even remember my fucking past because of what she did to me!”  
 
    “I was sick,” the older brain barked. “Dying. Riddled with disease and lying in my bed in agony, praying that death would come for me and take it all away. I had the plague after Calistia asked me to go and survey the poorer parts of the city. I caught it from caring for those who couldn’t even get out of bed. I wore the fucking mask, you know the one, the one that looks like the raven… but I still caught it despite my best efforts. She brought a scientist to me and promised that if we did the procedure, eventually, Calistia could build me a new body through alchemy.”  
 
    “And you’re still waiting for her to fulfill that false promise?” my assistant sneered. “It’ll never happen.”  
 
    “Where have you been?” Jonathan asked. “Have you been here in this room with me this entire time? No, I think not. If you had, you would’ve known that Calistia visits this house every month to see me and report back on what she’s found. When the scientists put me into this jar, alchemy wasn’t as developed as it is today. When I was in my physical body, they were still struggling to make beer and failing to craft gold bars, but from what Calistia has told me, they’ve come extremely far in the hundreds of years I’ve been gone. As I said before, my life force is waning, and she’s in a race to build me a body to inhabit before it finally dies. She’s close, but the bodies she’s built me out of flesh and bone all die… they’re missing something. The last time I saw her, she was so distraught about it. She said there was a compound missing, and none of the scientists could figure it out.” 
 
    “She’s… she’s building you a body?” A.B. croaked in a mystified tone, his anger wholly forgotten.  
 
    “We want to build A.B. a body, too,” I explained. “We’ve run into a few issues with it. We have a third brain, but she has a body, though it’s completely mechanical, and she’s not happy with it. We need to find out how to make one before we reach the capital. If you tell me everything that the Queen has learned so far, I can help you and work to create all three of you bodies. You deserve to live life in another state than just a jar filled with liquid. You deserve to have a body… I wish I could say the same for the rest of your brothers…”  
 
    I gestured toward the massive wall of grey, dead brains surrounding him, and I felt another wave of anger toward the Queen. I knew that no matter what I said to Jonathan, his opinion on Calistia would never change… but it was also similar to how I felt about the Queen. I’d come here to learn more about her, and I thought if I had more information, it would solidify how I already felt, but I felt even more conflicted. I raised my eyes toward Jonathan one more time, and the brain bobbed silently in his greenish liquid.  
 
    “It wasn’t her who did that to them,” the older brain assured. “You probably don’t believe me, but those are from the King’s helpers. I can assume that your friend there is also another experiment that survived, but from the look of the surface and texture of his grey matter, he’s fairly young in comparison to me. I would say, roughly fifty to sixty years old. I would love to have a body, Charles, but my Queen will return to me soon, and she may have news.”  
 
    “She won’t be coming anytime soon, Jonathan,” I explained. “After we leave Rezel, we will rejoin my army and then head straight to the capital.”  
 
    “You’re going to kill her, aren’t you?” the older brain asked. “You want to destroy the world she’s created simply out of fear…”  
 
    “It’s not an excuse,” I grunted. “She may have been afraid, but that doesn’t give her the right to enslave the entire male population.”  
 
    “If you’d gone through what she did…” Jonathan whispered. “I think you would change your mind. When the retinue weren’t trying to marry her off to Edmund’s distant relatives, they were actively trying to poison her, and when that didn’t work, they stripped her Queenly powers away.”  
 
    “Can I ask you one question?” I murmured.  
 
    “Of course,” the older brain assured.  
 
    “Did she love Edmund?” I probed. “Did she really love him? Or was all of it a ruse?”  
 
    “Calistia and Edmund were an unlikely pair.” Jonathan started. “They were thrown together at such young ages and from extremely different backgrounds. Edmund was exceedingly wealthy with lots of power and control, and… well, Calistia, though her family ruled half of the country, was extremely poor for the time. I’ve never seen two people more in love. Arranged marriages rarely work out and usually end up in vindictive and spiteful relationships plagued by adultery and betrayal, but that wasn’t them. They fell in love almost immediately. They were partners and lovers. Of course, our country was ruled predominantly by men at the time, but Edmund wanted to change that since he recognized the genius within her, so he gave her a lot of power in the capital. She had more influence than a woman ever had, and it made their love even stronger. Edmund saw the two of them as equals, and he wanted that for the rest of the country.”  
 
    “Did she want that, too?” A.B. asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Jonathan muttered. “She saw how women were treated… like property, something to buy land or bargain with. She hated it. She’d been part of it. Her father practically gave her to Edmund as a prize after their families united the country, and luckily, it turned out to be for the better. They worked together to even the weight and loads of both men and women, but the courtiers and King’s helpers didn’t like the things they were changing.”  
 
    “Then Edmund died,” I breathed.  
 
    “Yes.” The brain bobbed. “Then my dear friend Edmund passed shortly after his twenty-first birthday, and everything went to shit. The courtiers pressured Calistia and then undid all of the changes she and Edmund had worked so hard to make. They gave even more power to men and stole everything from the women of our country. They weren’t even property anymore; they were pets that produced children. They had no say or control in their households, and if they went against their husband’s orders, they could be sent to asylums or, worse, hung in the streets for all to see. All of this happened because of the collective greed and selfishness of the human race, not men or women individually, but society as a whole.”  
 
    “That doesn’t excuse what happened,” I growled. “Or excuse what’s been happening for the last two-hundred years.”  
 
    “I know it doesn’t,” Jonathan agreed. “You also have to see it from her perspective. I know that isn’t easy. You’ve grown up in a world where no man has the right to his own life. The male gender is only seen as slaves, workers, and a method to conceive children, but try to imagine if the world were reversed. When Calistia took power and lost everything to the King’s helpers, to them she was nothing more than a glorified womb that would give birth to the future’s leader. You see every aristocrat as your enemy, don’t you? You look at them, and you see your oppressors at every step of your life.”  
 
    “I do,” I snapped. “What does that have to do with anything?”  
 
    “Don’t you think she feels the same way about every man?” the brain asked. “She stepped into the position emptied by her beloved husband, and the men around her took advantage of her naivety. They knew that she didn’t know how to rule a country, but they saw her desperation to help those in need… By the time Edmund passed, she was twenty years old, barely out of adolescence. I don’t ask for you to feel pity for the Queen, Calistia, but I do solicit you to feel pity for the powerless child who didn’t know what she was doing.”  
 
    “I don’t think I have the strength to show her pity,” I uttered. “Especially after finding out that I’m one of her many discarded sons.”  
 
    “Ah!” The older brain gasped. “Now all of it makes sense.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” A.B. asked for me.  
 
    “There was a point in time when she came to see me,” Jonathan murmured. “It was completely out of the blue. She was out of sorts… almost completely out of her mind, and I could barely understand a word that came out of her mouth, but she kept repeating two words over and over until it sunk in.”  
 
    “The boy,” I whispered.  
 
    “Yes,” Jonathan agreed. “The boy. After she calmed down, I understood. She looked in the face of her son moments after his birth and saw Edmund in his eyes. She saw all of the horrible and deplorable things she’d done to the male sex. Edmund loved her, freely and truly as any soulmate would, and… he was ashamed of her. It’d taken her that long to realize that not all men are the same… not all men are the retinue or King’s helpers who abused her for many years. She immediately sent him away, but she told me she couldn’t stop thinking about him. Even though Edmund wasn’t his father, he looked just like him as if he’d been reincarnated into the boy she’d birthed. I believe that was her moment of reckoning.”  
 
    “Then how does she explain or justify everything that’s happened after my birth, huh?” I demanded.  
 
    “You believe everything you hear, don’t you, Charles?” The older brain chuckled. “People paint Calistia as this figurative boogeyman, a monster with no regard to life… Let me ask you this. Do you believe everything you hear about ‘the brutes’ and how stupid and disgusting they are? That they’re just mindless creatures only good for manual labor and rutting in the sheets?”  
 
    “No, of course not.” I shook my head. “Look at me. I’m a man of science and medicine. I don’t fit that description.”  
 
    “The saddest thing about the Queen’s revolution is that those who she tried so hard to free betrayed her  too,” Jonathan explained. “Think of the Queen as a phantom-like person that many broad statements and excuses can lay upon. Aristocrats have justified killing their servants, workers, and consorts simply by saying that the Queen approves of it… I’ve read her laws, hell, I was the one who drafted them for her, and they are far from such cruelty. The passage of time and horrid human nature have twisted what she wanted for the future world… Charles, I can tell you one thing… it certainly wasn’t this.”  
 
    “You can’t convince me not to kill her,” I stated. “Even if this reality isn’t what she pictured, it still ended up this way. She could’ve done something. She could’ve stopped it. She’s the goddamn Queen. As soon as it went awry, she could’ve stepped in, but she didn’t. She never has, and if things are left as they are, they never will. That’s why I have to do something.”  
 
    “I will not argue with you,” the older brain broke in. “This topic is a double-edged sword. If we continue like this, we’ll debate until the end of time. I agree that she could’ve handled things a lot better than she has, but she is also crippled by her fear and reluctance to change. Then she saw you, Charles… and the guilt set in… She stepped away from the ultimate goals she’d set for herself the moment the retinue and King’s helpers died and let the aristocrats take over.”  
 
    “So,” I growled. “She’s not even in control?”  
 
    “She did what she actively avoided during her first few years of power,” Jonathan sighed. “She fought against her oppressors for the power she was given after her husband died, and now… the retinue in her own court has taken control. She’s not nearly as involved as she used to be, and it’s been to the detriment of the country…”  
 
    “Charles…” A.B. whispered. “I know this is very intriguing, but we need to get back to the others.”  
 
    “You’re right.” I nodded. “Jonathan, I implore you to come with us… even if I decide to kill the Queen, your insight and knowledge could help us along the way. I can help you. I can build you, Celty, and A.B. bodies if only you lend us your aid.”  
 
    “As much as I’d like to agree to come, Charles…” Jonathan whispered. “I cannot. I won’t allow myself to betray my dearest and oldest friend in a time like this…”  
 
    “Even if it means staying locked in here for the rest of your life?” I probed. “Even if it means she’ll never find a way to make you a body and your life force ultimately wears out?”  
 
    “You are still angry,” the brain pondered. “It’s clear in your voice… Have you listened to a word I just said? Have I not planted the seed of doubt in your mind? She is not the person that you think she is. The person that you refer to as the ‘Queen’ is a figment. She doesn’t exist, and behind that flimsy curtain of a person is nothing more than a scared, abused girl that I met so many years ago.”  
 
    Finally, my anger got the best of me and boiled in the pit of my belly. I felt my face heat up until it burned in the darkness.  
 
    “You have!” I roared. “I have so much doubt that I don’t know what to do in this situation! She’s been the reason so many of my gender have died, but now you turn around and tell me that it wasn’t her, but her retinue? What am I supposed to believe? You, or the proof I’ve seen my entire life? I’ve never been so confused! I know what I want to do, and that is to kill the Queen who’s made hundreds of men suffer, but there’s part of me that knows she is my mother, and there are redeemable parts of the story! Who am I supposed to believe, Jonathan? What am I supposed to do?”  
 
    “Exactly.” The brain stated. “And now that you’ve admitted it, I will agree to go with you… There is good in you, Charles, I see it, and you may not want to believe it, but you may have received that trait from your mother.”  
 
    “Let’s not push it,” A.B. warned. “He might decide to leave you here and then go kill the Queen anyway.”  
 
    “Good always overcomes evil,” Jonathan spoke. “And evil may last for centuries, but it will come to an end eventually, and it may not always be resolved at the end of a blade, but with words and forgiveness. Sometimes, that’s all we humans need… At least, that’s what we can hope for in this world, Charles.”  
 
    His words struck a chord in me, and immediately, I strapped A.B. onto my back and then reached for Jonathan’s dusty jar. I held it tightly to my chest and hurried toward the stairs as I thought over what he’d said. I’d come looking for answers, but now I felt as if I’d learned too much. I didn’t know what I’d hoped to find in the museum, maybe letters or a ledger, but not an actual living being who could recount the last two-hundred years of the Queen’s life.  
 
    The three of us moved through the crypt-like museum, and I couldn’t help but feel so torn… We planned to attack the capital within the next few days, but what would I do with this information? I couldn’t push it away and pretend I hadn’t heard it. All of it seemed a little too real, as if Calistia was the one telling me and not Jonathan. A part of me wanted to go back to the way I was before I even entered the building, but that wasn’t true. The only thing Jonathan had done was confirm the feelings I already felt after reading Calistia’s letter to the Abbess.  
 
    Now, I had to find my way back to the marchioness’ manor and reunite with the rest of my party. I hadn’t given them a direct order to kill the aristocrats who lived in Rezel, but it was heavily implied. We wouldn’t take them and turn them into monster-women yet, but we’d return eventually. As I’d said before, as soon as a city’s leader fell, the rest of it would come after.  
 
    The moon was bright overhead as I stepped out of the museum and glanced around the empty street. It was eerily silent except for the sound of the water moving below the planks. Rezel was a lot different than any other city we’d visited, but I did think it would’ve been a nice place to live. 
 
    “It’s down to the left,” A.B. reminded me. “I clearly remember the way my apparatus shifted when you came around the corner.”  
 
    “Thank you.” I chuckled and then headed that way with Jonathan’s jar held tightly to my chest.  
 
    I walked for a long time but kept my eyes glued toward the sky. I knew that the marchioness’ manor was the largest out of them all, and I would spy it over any other buildings. Before long, I saw the bright-white columns in the distance and headed that way. Right as I reached the main street, I came across my first collapsed aristocrat. She looked so peaceful with her arm tucked underneath her, and if I hadn’t known about the devices, I would’ve thought she was sleeping. A few feet away from her, another one laid across the planks in a more awkward position, but I quickly stepped over her and headed straight for the manor.  
 
    In the distance, I made out the familiar shapes of four women. I rushed toward them and immediately felt relief wash over me in huge waves. All of them lifted their heads as I appeared in the courtyard, and their excited expressions immediately shifted to confusion once they saw the second brain I held tightly to my chest.  
 
    “Uhm, hello.” Beatrix tittered. “What is that?”  
 
    “Is that another brain?” Kleeia asked.  
 
    “Another brain!” Sukizu shouted and rushed over. “How exciting! Now we have a third! What’s your name? You have to meet Celty! She’s so smart and strong! She’s amazing!”  
 
    “What about me?” A.B. barked dejectedly. “Am I not smart or strong? I’ll have you know, my brainstem can work as a tail, and for a reanimated brain, that’s pretty impressive!”  
 
    “No one’s forgetting about you, A.B.,” the older twin soothed. “But he’s a newcomer. Of course, we’re going to be excited.”  
 
    “I get it. I get it.” My assistant cried. “I’m old news! I’ve been around for a long time, and the shine has worn off. You don’t have to tell me! I already know!”  
 
    “That’s not true.” I laughed. “And you know it. This is Jonathan… He’s probably the oldest reanimated brain in history.”  
 
    “Really?” the scientist gasped, stepped closer, and peered into the jar. “Oh, man, we need to get you inside so we can clean you up a bit. You’re simply coated in algae.” 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “We need to head back to the army immediately. I have some news.”  
 
    “We can assume you found out more information about the Queen?” the turquoise-haired woman asked.  
 
    “Yes,” I breathed. “In fact, Jonathan… well, he--” 
 
    “The Queen is one of my closest friends,” the older brain interrupted. “I’m sure what I have to tell you may change your mind about everything that’s taken place over the last hundred years.”  
 
    “What?” Beatrix boomed. “No… That can’t be true.”  
 
    “It is.” I nodded. “Let’s go back to the submersible, and once inside, I’m sure Jonathan can explain.”  
 
    My women looked at me in utter disbelief but did as I ordered. The six of us hurried back down the ramp and inside the submarine. As Beatrix closed the door behind us, I rested Jonathan’s jar on top of the worktable. It took a few moments before the petite scientist sat down at her place at the helm and maneuvered us out of Rezel. After we’d gone out the way we’d come through, I settled myself in at the small table while the rest of our party except for Beatrix huddled around the newcomer. I’d already heard everything he had to say and closed my eyes as I reached out to Josephine.  
 
    I repeated her name over and over in my head as I imagined her stunning face before me. It took a few tries, and I was about to give up until her sweet, feminine voice resounded in the confines of my brain.  
 
    “Charles?” the honey-blonde asked.  
 
    “Yes, I’m here,” I replied. “We just made it out of Rezel. Where are you?”  
 
    Our connection went silent for a few seconds, and I could only assume that the drake-woman asked someone their location. A little later, her soft, lilting voice vibrated in my ears.  
 
    “We’re east of Sothhill,” the heiress explained. “We’ve stayed close to the canal, so you’ll be able to find us. Aschere said that we’re about three or four hours away from the capital.”  
 
    “Okay,” I murmured. “We’ll meet you there. Beatrix, we need to head east of Sothhill.”  
 
    “You got it!” the redhead cried from the far side of the room, and immediately, the submersible shifted to the left.  
 
    When my eyes opened, Jonathan was still speaking quietly to the rest of my monster-women, but all of them stared down at him with different expressions of disgust, disbelief, and shock. I waited for a long time before there was a change within one of them. To my surprise, the one who reacted so strongly to the brain’s words was Celty. There was no change in her expression, but a flicker of light behind her icy stare turned a darker blue as if she was really feeling the emotion through his words… The robotic woman leaned forward across the tabletop and listened intently to everything he said. Maybe it was nothing more than shared experiences as a reanimated brain, but I didn’t think so. When he finished his story, Celty was the first to speak, and all of my women turned to stare at her in surprise.  
 
    “I remember that,” the mechanical woman whispered. “I remember the retinue. There were seven of them, wasn’t there?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jonathan said. “That’s correct.”  
 
    “They were horrible men who wanted nothing more than the power and wealth they didn’t receive through birth,” Celty growled, paused, and then spoke in a softer tone. “She was always kind to me… It’s such a strange notion, isn’t it? The person who can hurt a whole nation befriending you…”  
 
    “Wait… what?” Kleeia blurted out.  
 
    “I was an attendant,” the robotic woman started to explain. “Though the technical term back then was a lady-in-waiting.”  
 
    “You never told me this,” Beatrix bleated.  
 
    “I didn’t remember it until just now,” Celty admitted. “I attended to her after Edmund died and while the retinue were taking advantage of her. She was so scared of them… They could do whatever they wanted to her, and she was utterly powerless to stop them. I… I was the person who injected her with the dose of elven blood. I remember it clearly now. She was so scared. She’d lost nearly twenty pounds during this time, and she pleaded with me to help her.”  
 
    “Was she the one who...?” I asked and then vaguely gestured toward her head.  
 
    “No,” Celty barked. “I was her friend, or at least, that’s what my memories tell me. That’s the funny thing about being a reanimated brain… Sometimes, you only remember certain things, and then a word or a phrase will trigger a flood of memories you didn’t even know you had. When Jonathan started telling his story, that’s when it all came back.”  
 
    “If the Queen didn’t do this to you,” I said. “Then who did?”  
 
    “The retinue,” the robotic woman stated. “Calistia fell ill after I injected her with the elven blood. The King’s helpers thought I was too close to her… plotting with her, and had… this done, but before that, they had me imprisoned in the dungeons under the palace. I was kept there for years, tortured, and left to rot in my dank, dark cell. The retinue were the ones who started extracting brains from their bodies, except then, it was a rudimentary version of what they do now. That’s why you saw so many dead brains along with Jonathan. They hadn’t perfected it, and many men and women died at their hands.”  
 
    “This is wild…” Beatrix uttered from the helm. “I can’t believe we’re actually talking about this right now. It’s insane.”  
 
    “What is?” Celty asked.  
 
    “That there’s something redeemable about the Queen,” the scientist growled. “There’s nothing good about that woman.”  
 
    “But we don’t know,” I breathed. “And I don’t think we will truly know until we stand face to face with Calistia.”  
 
    “So, we’re calling her by her name now?” the redhead grumbled. 
 
    “She’s a human,” I stated. “Even though terrible things have happened under her rule, we can’t be sure if all of them were by her orders. As Jonathan said, it easily could’ve been one of her underlings calling the shots under Calistia’s name.”  
 
    “I don’t like this,” Beatrix grunted. “I don’t like any of this.”  
 
    “Do you not like it because it’s about the Queen?” I asked. “Or because it forces you to think differently about her?”  
 
    The redhead stayed silent for a long time before she slipped down in her chair, and I couldn’t see the top of her head anymore.  
 
    “Because it makes me think of her in a sympathetic light,” Beatrix grumbled. “And I don’t like that…”  
 
    “And that’s alright.” I nodded. “But I’d rather us have this information and go to the capital than go in totally blind to her past.”  
 
    “I guess I see where you’re coming from, Charles,” the scientist sighed. “And I’m glad that we know these things before we reach the capital… I’ll accept your decision, whichever one it is.”  
 
    We fell into silence for the rest of our journey to Sothhill except A.B., Celty, and Jonathan, who spoke quietly at the other side of the room. The weight of the situation started to press down on my shoulders. We’d waited so long for this moment, this journey to the capital, and now it was happening. When I looked back over the last few months, I cringed at the memory of how angry I was. When all of this started, and I collected my army, I was on the warpath to the Queen, and now…I didn't know what to think.  
 
    At the very least, we would march to the capital, dispose of her, and free the country. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how long we rode in silence, but by the time my eyes cleared and my thoughts dissipated, my body was numb from sitting on the bench. When I leaned out from my seat, the water ahead of us was darkening, and from the way Beatrix nervously jiggled her chair, I knew we were getting close. It wasn’t until she grabbed both levers on either side of her then pulled back on them that I realized that we’d made it to Sothhill. The submersible rose through the water, and bubbles brushed up against the glass dome excitedly. When we reached the surface, the sun looked as if it were just starting to rise. It’d be a few hours before it fully came up, and I guessed that by the time we reached the capital, it’d be morning. 
 
    I stood from my seat and came to stand at the window as the two of us searched for any signs of my army. Unlike before, there were no bright tents in the distance to mark their location, but as I scanned the horizon, a dim torch caught my attention. Without speaking, I pointed toward it, and Beatrix pushed the left lever forward. The submersible’s engines started up, and we blasted through the water toward the light.  
 
    “They’re a lot farther than they thought,” Beatrix whispered. “They’re almost out of Sothhill…”  
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked.  
 
    “Once they come over that big hill over there.” The redhead pointed. “You’ll be able to see the capital in the distance.”  
 
    “Josephine,” I called out to the honey-blonde. “Tell them to stay where they are. We’re almost to you.”  
 
    Instantly, the lamp stopped bobbing then slowly moved closer toward the side of the canal. Even in the dim, grey light, I made out their moving silhouettes, and my heart beat a little faster in my chest. I could see the rest of my monster-women standing on the thick side of the canal, and they anxiously waved their hands in the direction of the quickly approaching submarine. Beatrix slowed to a stop, turned the submersible, and then tapped an orange button on the panel. A low groaning sound came from underneath our feet, and I immediately assumed it was the dropped anchor.  
 
    I crossed the room with the rest of my women in tow while Celty carried both Jonathan and A.B. at the same time. As I hurriedly opened the door, the sound of feet outside told me that the rest of my women had excitedly clambered onto the deck. When I opened it, they all fell forward and grabbed me into their arms. I held them tightly to my chest, kissed their faces, and listened intently to their sweet words.  
 
    “You’re finally back!” Daisy gasped and smashed her lips to mine.  
 
    “Oh, it’s so good to have you home, Charles!” Rian cried and wrapped her arms even tighter around my middle.  
 
    “Oh, you look so handsome!” Cecelia laughed. “Did you get more handsome while you were away?”  
 
    “No.” I chuckled, ran a hand through my messy hair, and then pinched her cheek. “But all of you certainly got more beautiful.” 
 
    “Let’s go back to the caravan and rest,” Edony bleated. “You’ve been traveling so much, Charles, you must be tired. We can take the capital after we’ve slept.”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head, and my women stared up at me with surprised expressions. “I want to be awake when we get the first look at the capital.”  
 
    “Very well.” the wolf-woman nodded with a smile. “You can do that. It’s fine. Aschere said we’re very close now…”  
 
    “I heard that, too,” I stated, let my arms drop from around them, and then stepped off of the deck onto the side of the canal.  
 
    The rest of my soldiers were waiting for me in the grass, and as soon as they laid their eyes on me, they let out roars and applauded. I brought up my hands for silence, looked each of them in the face, and then clapped my hands together. I didn’t deserve any praise; they did. My soldiers had worked so hard for me in the past weeks and months. They’d earned every ounce of respect from their leader. Aschere stepped forward and offered me a hand before he helped me down into the grass. Instantly, my old friend clapped a hand to my back and brought me in for a tight hug.  
 
    “My lord!” the soldier grunted. “You made it. How wonderful! We’re almost to the capital… It’s really happening.”  
 
    “It is.” I nodded, led him through the crowd, and found my place at the front of the group on the dirt path. “Now, shall we start our journey there, or do you want to wait around all day? I’m sure there’s plenty of bugs in that grass, and I know how much you love them.”  
 
    Aschere hastily scurried out of the grass while brushing off his armor, and we started walking the beaten path toward the capital. I would later realize this was our march to war. It seemed unbelievably tranquil with the chirping crickets and the fireflies floating by on the sweet wind. When we left Granhamn, it was winter, but it almost felt like spring or even early summer here in the capital. The air was scented with sweet honeysuckle and distant night-blooming water lilies. How could we be on the verge of war on such a peaceful night?  
 
    The rising sun streaked bright oranges and neon-yellows across the sky, but closer to the horizon, inky-blues and-royal purples blotted everything out. There were no clouds except a few puffy, baby-pink tinted ones that floated lazily by. Within a day or even a few hours, there’d be so much blood spilled… Didn’t the earth know or at least sense it?  
 
    My women fell into place behind me, and I listened to the soft clink of my soldiers’ armor. No one spoke, and it was eerily quiet except for the singing of the crickets in the grass. It was as if they were trying their best to warn the capital what was coming, but their voices were drowned out by everything else.  
 
    Finally, we came over the last hill, and the brimming sunlight on the horizon bathed the capital in oranges, golds, and yellows. It was such a beautiful city that it took all of my breath away and almost forced me to take a step back. The walls surrounding the first and largest ring were bright white in the brightening light. The second ring sat a little higher, and massive open estuaries flowed crystal clear water down into the first ring. The last ring sat even higher and was much smaller than the other two. Within its marble walls was a massive, towering palace. It reminded me of those I’d seen depicted in history books with its massive spires, enormous, open archways, and its colossal clocktower directly in the middle.  
 
    My mother and the Queen, Calistia, was somewhere hidden within that massive structure. It was her home, and it’d been her home for hundreds of years. Before I’d learned what I knew now, I’d imagined this moment so many times before, and in my thoughts, I certainly hadn’t felt this way. I paused for a long moment and studied the capital, a city that Edony’s family helped build so many years ago, and now was nothing more than a crypt to the woman who gave birth to me.  
 
    I took a breath, curled my hands into fists, and then took another step forward toward my future as King. 
 
      
 
    End of Book Nine 
 
    

  

 
   
    End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Making Monster Girls 9 I hope you really liked it. I’ll start working on the next (and last) Making Monster Girls as soon as this book has 100 reviews, so leave a review right here! 
 
    Don’t forget about my Patreon! You’ll get advanced audio chapters (for your ears) or written chapters (for your eyes), and nude/sexy versions of my covers (for your… uhhh… well…) I also have an audiobook subscription so you can get 3-4 of my books every month at a discount along with all the other stuff. Check it out here! Or search for my name on Patreon.com. 
 
    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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