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A mage needs no weapon, a mage is a weapon.

Baron Mage Jacques du Pont


Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Epigraph

Author’s Note

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21 

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Afterword

About The Author

Praise For Author

The Chronicles of Jacques the Gigolo

French vocabulary

FRENCH Currency 


Author’s Note




Before you start reading, this story is fiction geared toward adults and it may contain material some consider unsuitable for people under the age of 18.




There are sex acts described and harem like elements. If any of that makes you uncomfortable, please back up right now and ask Amazon for a refund.





Chapter 1




My six wives and I managed to sit down for breakfast before Robin and his two wives had finished eating. They joined us and informed us that they accepted our offer to share a house. We then discussed the agenda for the next few days.




Robin’s wife, Jacquette, said, “I need to visit my family’s business office to deliver the contracts for the trade deals I signed. I’ll also ask my parents when I can bring two others over for dinner so they can meet Robin and Katherine. I’m not sure how they’ll take our marriage, but I owe them the opportunity to hear it from me rather than the rumor mill.”




My wife, Marie the tiny, buxom brunette told us, “I have to mail my contracts to my parents in Paris. I’ll leave them in suspense about our marriage because I really want to see my father’s face when I tell him I’m married… to all of you.”




Katherine said, “I need to start looking for a job, but I want to wait a few days to see if you find a home so I can look for work near where we’ll be living. I’ll visit my parents today and arrange a dinner to introduce them to my spouses.”




Isabel, my smallest wife with raven-black hair and even more buxom than Marie, replied, “I’m with Katherine. I’ll figure out what to do once we have a place to live. I need to visit the academy infirmary today so they can confirm my pregnancy and grant me a three-year deferral from service. I’ll also send a letter to my parents now that we’re official, I know they’ll be happy for me.”




“Robin and I need to visit our mother and prepare her,” my youngest wife, a brunette with a lovely chest and the only non-mage, Margot, added. “I think we should invite her to dinner at the tavern here, since there isn’t room for ten of us at her house. I’ll take care of that today.”




Denise, a blonde with a perfectly rounded derriere, told us, “I’m going to drop my contracts off with my parents, and I agree with Margot that we should invite them here. Even adding six more seats to our dining room is a stretch. While I’m out, I’ll also visit the contact who handled the building sales and see if he can help us find a house that fits our needs.”




“Robin, I think you, Eva, Delia, and I should check in at the academy. Robin, you might even have to start work today. Isabel, would you like us to walk you to the infirmary first? You can meet us at the admissions office when you’re done.”




Isabel nodded.




Eva and Delia were Dutch students who had come to France with their diplomat parents. Both were lovely, tall blondes. The difference between them was that Eva was human, while Delia was an elf. Among all my wives, Delia had the largest breasts, so large that the elf girls in her hometown teased her endlessly. I, of course, found them wonderful. 




“We need to get the keys to our dorm rooms and schedules. Once that’s done, we’ll come back and decide how to spend the rest of the day if there’s any time left before dinner.”




When we arrived at the academy, the guards checked us in at the gate. Robin went to his supervisor to let him know he was back in town. Eva, Delia, and I walked with Isabel to the infirmary, then we headed to the admissions office to wait our turn for interviews. Both of my wives were in and out well before I was called. Unlike most others, I was told I was to see Mage Le Borgne. When he finally had time for me, he asked, “What new surprises do you have in store for me this year?”




I smirked. “I’ll start with this: I’m married to six women. Three are graduates and pregnant, two are current students who just checked in and are not pregnant, and one isn’t a mage. I’ll wait while you process that.”




“I really shouldn’t be surprised, given what I heard about your sleeping arrangements last spring—but I am. Three pregnant graduates, you say? That would be Denise Feret and Marie Chambault for two of them, but the third I have no idea.”




“She graduated last year and did a year of service, which convinced her she’d rather be my wife and have my children. Her name is Isabel Varenne.”




“I remember her. I wasn’t surprised that she opted for service; she’s really a free spirit and wanted to see the world. I’m sorry it didn’t work out as she hoped, but I’m happy she found a solution that suits her. You married the two Dutch girls, didn’t you?”




“I did. That’s why they used their connections to get me assigned as liaison for their trip home over the summer. The last one is the sister of one of your messengers, Robin Erard.”




“Oh, he’s a good lad. I hadn’t realized you were dating his sister.”




“It’s a long story. I’ll tell you one day, maybe when you’re working late and providing the beer,” I said with a wink, and he laughed.




“By the way, Robin got married too. In fact, he married two girls, who happen to be cousins of two of my wives.”




“You must thrive on drama. Tell me about your ‘diplomatic’ mission.”




“I learned a lot about Dutch culture. I met the Prince in a private setting, though we didn’t speak for long. My wife Eva is his second cousin, and we were married in his palace, where he officiated. I also learned some Elven culture and overcame the three traditional challenges to marry one of their women. It wasn’t exactly diplomatic—we were ambushed twice, and I have new scars to show from the second attack, as does Robin. We eliminated an entire company of a hundred mercenaries in under a minute. The first attack was almost a joke, there were only a dozen. Both were instigated by a mysterious Frenchman who had offered a bounty. For the second attack, it was a thousand francs. It’s all detailed in this report,” I said, placing several pages on his desk.




“Mon dieu, someone really hates you.”




“Oui, I just can’t be certain who it might be. I suspect either Count Toury or, more likely, Baron Pellerin, but I have nothing beyond guesses, so I can’t take direct action. I plan to investigate both Pellerin and Toury when time permits. If I find evidence of corruption, I’ll expose it to the king and let him handle it.”




“That’s a prudent course of action.”




“I’m planning to have Eva and Delia in my room this year. Are there any changes to the rules I should know about?”




“Hah! Non. The committee is reviewing the rulebook after your exploit and will provide a new version when they’re done. Even if, by some miracle, they finish tomorrow, it wouldn’t go into effect until next year. Those idiots will probably be working on it until I retire, so don’t give it a second thought. I did make inquiries about building married student dorms, and believe it or not, the board was enthusiastic about the idea. They’re likely to have it built before the rules committee publishes a first draft.”




“Well then, it seems it’s your turn to surprise me.”




“Indeed. Here’s your room key and your schedule.”




I reviewed it and determined that this year I would be teaching a second-year Botanical Lore class. The more interesting change was that I had two class periods as Research Assistant to Mage Lesnier, my Healing instructor, in addition to her third-year class. I was also scheduled as a research assistant to Mage Dorget, the Botanical Lore instructor, and Madame Martin, the Biology instructor. All of this meant I would be receiving advanced education that would enhance my skills as a healer. I looked forward to it, as it should help me in my goal of treating Isabel’s eyes and my friend Emmelote’s burn scars. Of course, the schedule also included the secret Special Operations class as an extra period on Tuesdays and Thursdays.




“Last year I taught first-year Botanical Lore; this year I’ll be teaching second-year. Is this a hint that I’ll serve at least part of my service time as an instructor here?”




Mage Le Borgne smiled. “Maybe. It’s been known to happen, though it is rare. Having married into the Dutch Royal family, however distantly, adds some weight in favor of such a decision. I’ll certainly make sure it goes in your file once you provide a copy of the marriage documents. You did get extra copies, I hope?”




“Oui, though I didn’t expect to use one so soon. I’ll bring it tomorrow.”




“You’re being prepared for additional education in Healing. The Academy offers opportunities for talented healers to work in the infirmary under the guidance of Mage Lesnier and the other instructors after graduation. It is an opportunity to deepen skills beyond stabilizing the wounded on a battlefield. Healers like the king’s personal healer have trained here in this manner. Mage Lesnier tells me you’re on track to qualify for such additional training, which is why she wants you as her research assistant. The goal is to make you every bit as powerful a healer as you are a fire mage.”




“I look forward to the opportunity and will do my utmost to ensure I qualify.”




“Excellent. I hope you have a good rest of your day.”




I recognized a dismissal when I heard one, so I thanked him and returned to the lobby. Isabel was sitting with Eva and Delia, waiting for me. We visited my room first interestingly, it was room 140. Now I was certain the staff had moved us down a floor but retained the room placement, likely because it was simpler than reworking all the locations. Once all the students had arrived, I would check that the surrounding rooms were empty again, though I’d have bet a dinner at Decadence that they were. I confirmed my belongings were present as expected.




On the desk, I found a letter from Nicole my oldest friend, my first lover, and the girl whose family I had lived with after my father disappeared while hunting when I was a child. We referred to each other as cousins since we didn’t want her husband to become jealous or distrust me when leaving me alone with his wife. She remained faithful to him, and I would never tempt her to break that faith. Her letter said:




Mon Chéri Jacques,




I hope your summer plans went wonderfully. You know I dislike it when you keep secrets from me! I’m looking forward to seeing you as soon as we can coordinate a date. I expect you to regale Andry and me with tales of your adventures and finally reveal your secret.




Andry’s family business continues to do well, as does my venture.




I haven’t heard anything from your tenants or the caretaker in the countryside. I’ll be quite upset if we don’t receive an invitation to visit the place. Several of your former clients are disappointed that you’re no longer available.




L and Y send their greetings. L has given birth to twins, a boy and a girl. Y is looking forward to mid-October, and C is anticipating early November. She also mentioned bringing her cousin as a date to see her daughter.




Now that you’re back in the city, please let me know when you’re available for lunch. We have so much to catch up on! Your little cousin Thomas is growing so fast, you’ll be surprised.




Amour,

Nicole Remon




We then checked Eva’s and Delia’s rooms and found everything in order there as well. We would have to wait until tomorrow to confirm how the rooms in my dorm were allocated before borrowing mattresses to recreate our preferred sleeping arrangements.




After that, we walked with Isabel to the army post at the west gate to deliver her documents, showing she was pregnant and qualified for a three-year deferral, effective immediately.




With that taken care of, we returned to the inn to wait for Margot, Denise, and Jacquette to come back, as Marie had already returned before the rest of us. The first thing I did was write a response to Nicole.




Chérie Nicole,




I have some very happy news to share with you, so I would like to invite you and Andry to Le Condorcet, where we had lunch shortly after my arrival at the Académie de Magie.

This time, it’s my treat. Please let me know if the Sunday two weeks after the equinox works for you.




Your friend, always,

Jacques




I pulled out my Dutch book on healing the human eye. The insights I’d gained from my discussion with the Dutch healer, Mother Yolente, helped me understand several passages better, so I started the book over to get the most from it.




Margot was the first to return. “My mother will meet us here for dinner tonight at half past six bells. I made arrangements for a private dining room before coming upstairs.”

I kissed her and pulled her into my lap.




Jacquette returned next, reporting that her visit went well. Denise came back half an hour later with news that her parents would join us for dinner in two days. She also mentioned that her real estate broker had two potential properties and would spread the word among his contacts to offer more options. Robin arrived shortly after, and since we had no other plans, we took a carriage ride to explore the neighborhoods and check out the exteriors of the prospects. Unsurprisingly, fitting ten people in the carriage meant some of the ladies had to sit on laps, though Robin and I certainly didn’t mind. Isabel, playful as ever, wriggled her lovely derriere, which got me fired up.




None of us liked the first house or the neighborhood it was in. The second one, however, had possibilities, and the ladies would visit it to look inside whenever arrangements could be made.




When we returned to the inn, we went to our rooms to freshen up. Once our door was shut, I said, “We really need our new home to be close to a park where we can exercise. Since our family is continuing the ‘free the slaves’ campaign, we can’t afford to slack off. We need to keep our strength, agility, and stamina high. It could also serve as a place to practice some of our magic.”




Denise looked at me and teased, “You’re not just using that as a cover for ‘I don’t want fat wives,’ are you?”




“What? No, I’m worried about our safety.”




She smirked. “I know, I just couldn’t resist teasing you. I agree, and I prefer not to get fat anyway.”




With that settled, we prepared to greet Robin’s and Margot’s mother. All ten of us filed into the private dining room to wait. Not long after our drinks arrived, there was a knock on the door before a server opened it for Madame Erard to enter. We greeted her warmly, and then Robin and Margot stood to announce that they were married and introduced her to their respective spouses.




“I knew you two were up to something when you went with Jacques out of the country, but I never imagined you were marrying more than one person. You both seem happy, and that’s all a mother can ask for, so I’m happy for you.”




I took her hand and kissed her wrist. “Thank you from the bottom of my heart. You’ve given me both a best friend and a beloved wife. I owe you more than you can imagine.”




“You take good care of Margot, young man. Robin can fend for himself,” she said with a smile and a wink.




“You have my solemn promise that Margot will always know she is loved.”




We enjoyed a pleasant meal, and everyone shared a little about themselves and our trip to the Netherlands. By unspoken agreement, no mention was made of the ambushes.




After dinner, I arranged a carriage to take Madame Erard home, as it was dark and she had no business walking alone at that hour.




I think we all went to bed thinking of our futures. Starting in the morning, three of us would move into the dorm at the academy and attend classes. We needed a house for our growing family. I still needed to check in with Juliote at the Red Hen brothel to ensure everyone was safe and well. I wanted to visit Collette, Loyse, and Ysebeau to see my children. We also needed to find time to visit our estate in the countryside to confirm that Emery Mulet and his wife Alipson were well and that the house was in good repair.




On our only visit, I hadn’t realized that the property extended on both sides of the road until we were leaving, so we had only seen half of it. We needed to complete decoding Motet’s log, then plan investigations into the brothels, raid them to free the slaves, and acquire additional assets. We also needed to begin looking into Count Toury and Baron Pellerin, since one of them was likely behind the ambushes. Since Pellerin was in Paris, he would have to wait, but Toury lived in Reims, making him accessible.




I desperately wanted to find a way to heal Isabel’s eyes so she would not go blind, and it would do my heart good to offer healing for my friend Emmelote’s burn scars. My ‘to-do’ list felt like an ever-expanding page.





Chapter 2




We had breakfast together at the inn, and then the three of us students walked to the academy with the few items we’d need in the dorm, taken from the gear we’d brought on our trip to the Netherlands. Robin joined us along the way. The rest of our belongings would go into our future home, so we left them at the inn while the rest of the family stayed there.




I stopped at the administration building and left a copy of my marriage documents with the chancelier’s secretary, as he had requested. After dropping off our personal items in my dorm room, we went our separate ways to attend classes, agreeing to meet later for lunch.




My first class was one of my favorites: Dance. Unlike my other classes, I never found it stressful or boring. My instructor was a lovely woman in her mid-fifties with black hair, probably dyed, a large bust, wide hips, and a round derriere. Had she not been my teacher, I would have asked her to go dancing with me during my first year, as she was always cheerful and had just the kind of figure I was attracted to. As she had last year, she told us that the first two weeks would be a review of dances we had previously learned, and then we’d begin new ones.




Healing III was the class that made me feel good about myself; helping people recover from injury and illness meant I had made their lives better. The instructor, Mage Lesnier, was a tall, attractive woman in her mid-forties with slate-gray hair and an ample bosom. As she had last year, she asked us to review our experiences healing during summer duty. When I recounted how I had healed myself, Robin, and my horse after being attacked, she just shook her head and said, “Why am I not surprised you could find trouble while simply traveling?”




I responded, “I didn’t find trouble; it found me twice. The first time, we avoided injury by defeating them before they had the chance.”




My classmates Thierry, Genevote, and Marion were familiar with my previous escapades since they had been victims of the first attempt on my life so they were not at all surprised nor were most of the others in the class as they’d either heard my report last year or through the rumor mill.




I then explained that I had healed a woman who had become infertile due to an infection that blocked her fallopian tubes and gave a brief summary of how I had accomplished it. Several of my classmates expressed shock that a mere student would have the nerve to try such a procedure. Mage Lesnier quirked an eyebrow at me but let it go at the time.




When all had told of their experiences Mage Lesnier gave us the chapters to read for next class and dismissed all but me. After the rest of the class had left she called me to her desk and asked, “I assume that you’ve noticed you have been assigned as my research assistant for two hours every other day beginning tomorrow afternoon. Do you have any questions?”




“Oui, what will I be assisting you with?”




“As it happens, I am working on innovative procedures to heal injuries and illnesses for which current healers have no established methods. Your interest in treating your friend’s eye condition and the other’s burn scars is one of the many reasons I selected you for this position. From your report this morning, I can see that my decision was well founded.




Your first assignment is to document the method you used to treat the infertile woman. This is exactly the kind of innovation I’m seeking, and it is crucial that the healing community share such information so more people can benefit. I want you to include everything you considered, how you developed your process, and then describe each step in detail so that a competent healer with the necessary affinity can reproduce your results. I will review it and discuss any revisions needed. Once I am satisfied that the report covers all necessary information, the academy will publish it and disseminate it to infirmaries across France.”




“Just for your information, my girlfriend with the eye condition is now one of my wives. We were married in the Netherlands over the summer.”




“One of your wives, you say?”




“Yes. In the Netherlands, plural marriage is accepted and legally recognized. The treaty the king signed with their prince recognizes marriages performed there. Since two of my wives are from the Netherlands and are daughters of diplomats, we went there to marry.”




“So you now have three wives. I’m sure they keep you busy.”




“Non, I have six wives. Three are academy graduates and currently pregnant, two are the diplomats’ daughters and still students here, and one is from Reims and not a mage.”




“Mon dieu, you can’t stop being controversial, can you? Regardless, you’re a talented healer, and whatever your eccentricities, I think the kingdom will benefit from your skills—and perhaps your audacity as well. Tomorrow afternoon, I’ll show you some documents on other procedures so you have an idea of the format and the level of detail expected in your report.”




Since it was the first day of classes and my discussion with Mage Lesnier had been brief, I arrived at the classroom where I would be teaching second-year Botanical Lore, before any of my students had shown up. I had only set my books down on the desk when a distinguished-looking older gentleman, bald on top with a crown of white hair, walked in. It was Mage Dorget, my former instructor and now my supervisor.




He said, “Good morning, Mage du Pont. You know how this works—here’s the syllabus. I expect these students to be as prepared for the third-year class as the students were when you took it. Any questions?”




“Are you planning to have me teaching here next year?”




“I think ‘planning’ is too strong a word, as I have no control over that. Let’s say I’m priming the pump so that when you graduate, I can show you are more than capable of handling all these classes. I want to spend more time researching new processes and alchemical products. Training my replacement is one of the requirements for earning that time.”




“I believe Mage Lesnier intends to compete with you for my future time.”




“Non. We are cooperating, as is Madam Martin. If we have our way, you’ll do your service to the kingdom in Reims, where you can do the most good.”




I smiled and asked, “Did none of you consider asking me what I think of the matter?”




“Non, that’s not how this works. In any case, would you rather ride circuits around the countryside looking for bandits or fight border skirmishes with the Prussians, Italians, or Spaniards?”




“I take your point. Thank you for your confidence in me. As it happens, I just got married, and my wives will be thrilled if I can serve the kingdom here in Reims—they won’t have to follow me around the country or miss me for nine months out of the year.”




“I know I’m getting old, and my hearing isn’t what it used to be, but did you say wives—plural?”




I repeated what I’d told Mage Lesnier, and he responded similarly.




My students began arriving, and Mage Dorget just shook his head as he left me to do my job. I was glad to see that Delia and Eva were not in my class; I didn’t want to be accused of favoritism. I had enough issues with Adam Pellerin last year and didn’t need to give anyone else an excuse to cause trouble.




As planned, I met my wives for lunch and let them tell me about their new classes. I didn’t bring up the plans Mage Lesnier and Mage Dorget had for me, as I didn’t want to get their hopes up if the plans came to naught.




After lunch, I had Military Tactics III with Capitaine Paru. He was a tall, fit man in his early forties, assigned to the academy to train mages as army officers. Since all students were required to take his classes and he only taught two per level, they were some of the largest, around forty students each, depending on the exact number in each level. That didn’t include the secret class he taught after the normal academy day. When the capitaine walked into the classroom, he scanned to see if we were all there, and I got a brief nod. Then, as was typical for the first class of the year, he outlined what we would be covering, assigned chapters to read, and dismissed us.




Unlike all my other classes, when I walked into Mage Dorget’s lab, he put me straight to work and kept me for the entire hour. As I had for much of last year, I prepared sets of fifty combinations of various herbs and alchemical solutions that he would later use to test ideas for new, more efficient processes or entirely new products. He promised me that this year I would be more involved in the actual testing and research rather than just grinding out the first steps. I was glad to hear that; while preparing batches of fifty or more of the same ingredients all year certainly improved my precision, it wasn’t particularly interesting.




Fitness with Sergent Augier was another class in which we participated for the full hour. The “retired” sergent teaching the class was in his mid-fifties, with scars on his muscular arms and face. The man brooked no slackers and would chase anyone not running full out with a switch, then make the last three run another circuit of the field to further encourage them to keep up with the rest of us. As I had in previous years, I ran at the front and increased my lead each lap. After our run, we did the usual strength and agility tests, which were recorded for comparison to our prior performances.




When we were all finished and his assistant had completed a quick review of the records, Sergent Augier started the rant I had come to expect.




“My job in the King’s army was to protect you soft targets, and what I learned over the years is that mages live longer in battle when they can run fast enough and long enough to get out of danger. Mages successfully complete their missions when they can move quickly enough to get in position. Most of you will fail to complete your mission because you couldn’t get there in time or at all while those who do will die because you can’t get away when the enemy counterattacks.




When you slack off over the summer, that tells me you’ll slack off once you graduate. There are only three students in this class today who performed as well or better than they did before you left for the summer. I think you know who they are. If you aren’t one of them, you make the job of the sergents in the army much harder and more dangerous, and they are more likely to die trying to protect you. I take that very personally, so I’m going to chase you and push you until you outperform your previous best results. Now get off my field and go take a shower.”




I knew from experience that Sergent Augier was not lying. Had I not been in excellent condition and kept up my summer training from the previous year, I would not have been able to return to my unit in time to surprise the ambushers who attacked the caravan we were guarding. My lieutenant had already taken a crossbow bolt to the chest and was near death by the time we defeated the attackers. Most of my unit would have perished that day, along with many merchants and wagon drivers. That knowledge was why I had encouraged my wives to exercise with me while in the Netherlands and why I had insisted on our home being near a park, giving us space to continue our training.




After cleaning up and getting dressed, I returned to my dorm to meet Eva and Delia. On the desk, I found a note with two keys. It was from Robin and read:




Dear Jacques,




The keys are for rooms that will be vacant this year. One is for the adjoining room, and the other is across the hall. Once you’ve borrowed the mattresses, please return the keys to me so I can put them back before anyone notices they’re missing.




I’m sorry I couldn’t see you in person, we had a really busy day, and I just didn’t have the time. I look forward to seeing you soon.




Eternally grateful,

Robin




One of the things I’d always appreciated about my best friend, now my brother-in-law was his instinct for taking initiative. The only time I ever had to nudge him was when it came to proposing to his two girlfriends. He worried he couldn’t provide for them, just as I had been concerned with his sister. Like Margot, his girlfriends were self-reliant, wanting only to love and be loved in return. Once I reminded him of that, he took the plunge and they said oui. Now they were married too, and hopefully, we’d be sharing a house with them soon.




Eva and Delia arrived a few minutes later, and I hugged and kissed them both. I let them know that Robin had provided the keys we needed to borrow the mattresses. We all had reading to do, so we got comfortable and started working. After dinner, we returned to our studies and waited until the hall was quiet. Then we broke down the bed frame, moved it out of the way, and laid the mattress on the floor. I checked my door, confirmed that no one was moving in the hall, and quietly slipped into the room across to put the bed frame parts there. Returning to my room, we carried the other room’s mattress. Next, we moved to the room adjoining mine and borrowed that mattress as well. With three mattresses next to one another on the floor, there wasn’t much room to move around—but it was enough for our purposes.




That night was the first time in months that I’d had only two women in bed with me, and it made me feel like something was missing. I loved them both with all my heart, just as I loved Margot, Marie, Denise, and Isabel. I reminded myself that I would be with the others Saturday night, and in nine months, we’d all be together again somehow.




On the second day of classes, I had breakfast with my wives. I asked if they’d mind having lunch with some friends I wanted to introduce them to, and they agreed.




My first class of the day was The King’s Law, taught by Chevalier Rolet Tahoust. He was a slight man of medium height, making it clear he hadn’t earned his title on the field of battle. I guessed he was a learned fellow who had received his title for his sharp intellect in service to the crown. I looked forward to this class, as I didn’t really know much about the king’s law and its enforcement. I felt comfortable with how I had handled the slavers, since the king’s policy of death without trial for anyone caught holding slaves had been mentioned in passing in my Military Tactics class. I hoped this class would give me a complete understanding of the laws that mages were charged to enforce and it did not disappoint.




After introducing himself, Chevalier Tahoust began the class by saying, “In this class, I will instruct you in the King’s Law as it pertains to military justice, criminal acts, treason, and espionage. We will not cover civil law at all. If you are interested in civil law, such as contracts and related matters, you’ll need to seek outside instruction. The Académie de Magie’s mission is to train mages to become military officers and other officials requiring the unique talents of mages. When you leave this class in nine months, you will be expected to enforce the king’s law both in and out of uniform, and in some cases, even after completing your required service. It is therefore important to review the materials provided, your notes, and updates from the kingdom legal office, which will be mailed to you annually for the rest of your lives. Read chapters two, four, and seven of the textbook, which you can pick up from the table on your way out. Are there any questions?”




“Hearing none, I look forward to seeing you in two days. Dismissed.”




Biology for Healers II had the same students as my Healing class the previous day, which meant it was a small group as well. I let Thierry, Genevote, and Marion know that I was looking forward to lunch with them that day and planned to introduce them to two of my wives. Thierry smiled, Genevote unsurprisingly grimaced, and Marion nodded. Our instructor, Madame Martin, was a woman in her early fifties with salt-and-pepper hair, a modest bust, and ample derriere. She was no-nonsense and highly competent, and I enjoyed her classes as they offered insights that made me a better healer.




As last year, she notified the class that we would spend many hours in the lab, and I would serve as her teaching assistant during those sessions. This meant I would guide the other students in technique and assist with issues as they followed her instructions when dissecting a corpse, since she could not be everywhere at once. I had been assigned as her research assistant during my first year at the academy and continued in the role this year immediately after her lecture. As with most other classes, the lecture period only covered the outline of the material and the reading assignment; afterward, we were released.




Just like last year, I followed her back to the lab where we started dissecting a body and recording our findings right away, even though I wasn’t officially due for another thirty minutes. When the signal sounded at the end of the third hour, I cleaned up and headed to the dining hall to look for Eva and Delia. I spotted them near the entrance, just as we planned, and we joined the line to get our food. While we waited, I glanced over the seating area, searching for Thierry and the others. Once I located them, I fixed the spot in my mind and refocused on my ladies.




When we reached the table, Thierry had already saved three seats for us. I introduced Delia and Eva to him, Genevote, and Marion. Genevote was polite but clearly uncomfortable; Marion, on the other hand, seemed perfectly at ease and was quite friendly. Thierry, in his usual way, appeared to be perversely entertained by his fiancée’s discomfort. I made a mental note to ask him about that once we were back in the dorm, well out of Genevote’s earshot.




Marion was fascinated by Delia, having never met an elf before. She wasn’t as shocked as I had been last year, though, since she already knew elves existed, even if I had not. I still remembered asking Mage Dorget the year before, “Why am I the only one surprised that elves aren’t just fairy tales?”




He replied, “Perhaps because you lived under a rock you insist on calling a village.”




Delia was thrilled to share the story of the three challenges set by her mothers; trials any suitor of an elf woman had to overcome in order to earn approval to marry their daughter. She told the tale with flair but without exaggeration, which I appreciated. Thierry found the story of my bet with her brother, Khidell, absolutely hilarious and couldn’t stop laughing, especially knowing my habit of going overboard in any kind of challenge.




Eva added her own story, talking about being married by her cousin, the Prince of the Netherlands, and the massive celebration held in his palace. From the look in Genevote’s eyes, that detail made her more than a little envious.




After lunch, I had Advanced Spellcraft II with Mage Coquin. He was a tall man in his late forties, his hair beginning to gray. Clean-shaven and surprisingly well built for a mage, he clearly took Sergent Augier’s advice seriously about continuing to exercise even after graduating from the academy. Since he was already in the classroom before the other students arrived, I quietly asked, “Is there a spell that can replace shaving every day?”




He laughed and said, “I see you’ve reached the age where it becomes a chore. I’m afraid I don’t know of one, but if you ever discover such a spell, do tell me. I’d gladly use it myself and share it with my students from then on.”




C’est la vie. I’d have to ask Mage Dorget if he knew of any alchemical concoction that could do the job.




Once class began, Mage Coquin introduced himself as though we hadn’t all taken at least one of his classes over the last three years. He gave us a list of spells we were expected to learn. Then as he had done the previous year, he told us to write down two or three additional spells we wanted to learn that were not on his list. If there was time at the end of the year, he would teach the spells with the most requests. Unfortunately for me, he’d already spoiled my first idea by telling me no spell existed to replace shaving, so I had to think of something else.




Mage Coquin assigned the chapter for our first spell of the year and dismissed us shortly afterward.




My next two hours were spent with Mage Lesnier as her research assistant. As promised the day before, she provided several reports on new healing techniques that she wanted me to use as models for my own paper on repairing the elf woman’s fallopian tubes to relieve her infertility. I created an outline based on the formats the other authors used and took notes on how they referenced previous works. When I showed her my proposed structure, she said it looked fine and told me to proceed with the writing. Fortunately, after two years at the academy writing papers and receiving coaching from Marie and Eva, my handwriting had improved to the point that even Mage Dorget no longer complained about it giving him eye strain.




After my time with Mage Lesnier ended, I had a half hour break before my Special Operations class with Capitaine Paru. The class differed from Military Tactics because it focused on planning and executing covert actions, including assassinating enemy military leaders, conducting prison rescues, and carrying out raids on secure facilities behind enemy lines. Our family’s rescue of nearly a hundred women who had been captured to be sold into prostitution had caught his attention when we realized we needed help to get them to safety after defeating the mercenaries guarding them. Capitaine Paru had been assigned to capture the remaining mercenaries who had been off duty during our operation.




Denise, Marie, Eva, Delia, and I were inducted into the class at its next meeting. We were required to write an after action report on the rescue, which the class then deconstructed and critiqued. They re-planned the entire operation, including the parts we had overlooked, such as what to do if we won and, just as importantly, what to do if we lost. The experience had been enlightening, and we applied what we learned to later missions. The rest of the students had only participated in covert work as perimeter control, mostly to prevent anyone from escaping while the primary team handled the fighting.




Capitaine Paru had also given us a warning shortly before we left for the Netherlands, informing us that someone was planning to have me killed during the journey. His warning proved valuable because it allowed us to prepare for the possibility. Those preparations and repeated practice saved our lives twice on that trip.




After class, I told Eva and Delia I would meet them in the hall in a moment. Once the other students had left, I told the capitaine that his warning had been helpful and handed him a report detailing both incidents. With that done, I gathered my ladies and we headed to the inn for our dinner with Denise’s parents.




When we arrived, Margot was waiting for us. In passable Dutch she said, “Denise arranged a private room for our dinner tonight. Her parents are not here yet, so you have time to go upstairs and change if you wish.”




I replied in Dutch, “I will stay in uniform since it is a mark of being a mage and worthy of their daughter. They already know this, but I think the visual will reinforce it.” I turned to Eva and Delia. “You two may dress however you prefer.” Then I asked Margot, “Do you know if Denise is wearing her uniform?”




“She isn’t, and neither are Marie or Isabel. They’ll be down shortly.”




Delia said, “I’m going to change. Eva, are you coming?”




When I was alone with Margot, I told her, “I’m proud of you and the progress you’re making with Dutch. You’re the strongest of the new learners.” I kissed her, and she smiled.




Dinner went as smoothly as could be expected. Denise’s parents accepted that we were married, though they were still uneasy about our unconventional family. It wasn’t that they disliked any of the women; it was simply that French law and tradition framed marriage as a union between one man and one woman. After living with that understanding for more than forty years, changing their perspective would take time. Still, they wanted Denise to be happy, and because she was, they chose to be supportive.




We chatted a little longer before I finally said au revoir, deciding it would be best to return to the dorm for the night. Eva and Delia came with me after grabbing the bags holding their uniforms from our room upstairs.





Chapter 3




On Friday, I found a note from Nicole slipped under the door, confirming our lunch date.




After classes on Saturday, Delia, Eva, and I gathered our books and notes, then walked to the inn where the rest of the family was staying. When we reached the room, I knocked; the last thing I wanted was to surprise my wives and end up the target of a lightning bolt and held upside down by telekinesis while an earth spear tried to skewer me. I was greeted instead by four smiling women, so I must have made the right choice.




We took turns sharing everything about our week at the academy. After Eva and Delia finished, I said, “I met with Mage Dorget and Mage Lesnier this week. They told me that if I keep performing at this level, I may be offered advanced Healing training and a position as a Botanical Lore instructor after graduation. That means my service assignment could be here in Reims until I finish my training. They don’t control the assignments, but they can argue that keeping me here would add significant value to the kingdom.”




That news lifted everyone’s spirits. None of us wanted me leaving them for nine months at a time; and dragging them with at least six babies to some distant posting wasn’t appealing either.




Denise began her report on the house search. “The house we saw from the carriage looked promising from the outside, but the interior is in terrible condition and would take a lot of work to make livable. The seller has priced it as if it’s move-in ready and refuses to negotiate, so I think we should rule it out. The broker I’ve been speaking with has updated our requirements and sent them to his contacts. We’ll likely have to compromise somewhere, and location might be the sticking point. He said our budget is more than enough; the problem is simply that very few houses for sale meet our needs, especially near the academy.”




“Maybe we just need to find a criminal with a house we like and handle it our own way,” I joked.




Isabel smirked. “I like the way you think. We’ve been trying to finish decoding Motet’s journal, the one listing the women his men captured—and it’s slow work even with the key Eva’s contact gave us. We have to translate nearly everything since the buyers are listed only by personal names. Then we have to match each name to a business, then find the address associated with that business somewhere else. Margot has gotten very good at spotting patterns in the last day or two. At this rate, we should be done next week.”




Margot smiled at the praise.




“I spoke with Nicole,” I said. “She agreed to meet us for lunch next Sunday. Could one of you make a reservation at Le Condorcet?”




“I can do it on Monday while I’m running other errands,” Marie replied.




Margot shifted the conversation. “Over the last few days, we’ve talked about improving our language skills. We agreed that we’d like all of us to speak Dutch while the three of you are here. Would that be acceptable?” She looked at Delia, Eva, then me.




“I think that’s a wonderful idea,” I said. “Mage Coquin once told me that learning languages, mathematics, and music helps mages expand their powers. I see no reason that wouldn’t apply in some way to non-mages as well.”




“I like the idea,” Eva said. “It would be a nice break from constantly speaking French.”




Delia smiled and nodded.




In Dutch, I said, “Then that’s what we’ll do. We can even use it when we raid brothels to make it harder for guards to understand what we’re planning.”




I turned to Denise. “Can you update us on our finances?”




“I’m pleased to say we recovered almost as much from the men who ambushed us as we spent on accommodations and meals during our travels,” she said. “So our only major expenses were the purchases we made in The Hague and Toevluchtsoord. At our current rate, we could stay at this inn for the next nine months and still have more than enough to buy a house and invest a significant amount with one or more merchant families.”




“How should we approach the families about investing? I have no idea how to even begin that kind of negotiation.”




Denise answered, “If it were me, I’d tell my parents that we have a certain amount set aside, about a third of what we’re willing to invest—and ask whether they can offer us a stake in their business. We’d request an explanation of how they plan to use the money, what profits they expect, and what risks are involved. Then we’d decide if the reward is worth the risk.”




I looked around the room. “Are we ready to move forward with these conversations? If so, when we see Nicole and Andry next Sunday, we should let them know we’re interested.”




Everyone nodded.




“Then Denise and Marie, why don’t you contact your families and get the process started?”




Both agreed.




We talked for a while longer before heading downstairs for dinner.




That night, the four women I hadn’t spent time with in almost a week received plenty of my attention. I focused especially on Margot, who had been feeling a little left out since she wasn’t pregnant, wasn’t a mage, and wasn’t attending the academy. I felt a touch of guilt, too. If I had responded to her interest when we first met, things might have been different. I might have married only her, and she wouldn’t be sharing me now. I had held back then because of her young age and because I didn’t feel capable of fulfilling what I believed were a husband’s responsibilities.




But as I’d told her before, I loved all my wives deeply, and I was greedy enough to want every one of them. That meant I owed it to them to make sure none felt overlooked. That night, Margot slept on one side of me and Isabel on the other.




I always enjoyed waking up surrounded by my wives. All that warm skin and soft hair was more than enough to stir me awake and leave me ready to make good use of my morning energy. By the time I finished entertaining them, it was already late for breakfast, so we dressed quickly and arrived in time to load our plates before the kitchen staff began clearing things away for lunch.




While we ate, we talked about our plans for the day, though there wasn’t much to discuss, we had very little scheduled. I let them know I needed a few hours to read the material assigned to me. Eva and Delia agreed they needed to study as well. So we kept to the plan and spoke Dutch to each other all day.




I asked Eva, “When do you want to host your first diplomatic event at our estate in the countryside?”




“Last year I remember a lot of parties during Trinox Samoni,” she said. “Should we host ours then, or will the other events drown us out?”




Denise leaned in. “You’re right. With all the established parties, it might be hard to stand out especially if people have to travel hours to get there and back. We either need to make ours truly special or choose a different time. The same is true for the winter solstice, though less so since the celebrations are spread across more days. We can’t possibly be ready before Trinox Samoni, so I think we’d do better to host something afterward. Maybe the third Sunday of November. What do you think, Marie?”




Marie nodded. “The third Sunday of November is a good compromise. The next best option is a winter solstice event—but if we go that route, it has to be something remarkable. We’d need a guest who draws attention. Maybe we could invite Eva’s and Delia’s fathers as guests of honor.”




“Whenever you decide to host an event, we should start putting a proper plan together. We need to map out how early invitations must be sent, when you should start writing them, where the food will come from, and how far in advance those arrangements must be set. Let’s get a working draft ready now since we’ll use this plan repeatedly and improve it as we go,” I suggested. “Do we have everything required to raid a brothel? Restraints, water pouches, and the rest? If anything is missing, we should acquire it now so we can act quickly once we identify a target.”




Marie said, “I’ll need more rope. We didn’t recover all the restraints we used on the mercenaries we questioned, for several reasons. I’ll handle that along with my other errands during the week.”




“One day soon, I want to stop by the Red Hen and make sure Juliote and the women there are doing well. That’s something I can manage after classes one afternoon.”




Marie showed me Motet’s journal, the decoding guide, and the progress they had made so far. It looked promising, and I was eager to see the full results next week.




“I’d like to begin surveillance on Count Toury’s residence and learn his schedule, where he travels, and whom he meets. Decoding Motet’s journal remains the top priority, but after that, I’d like you to work out a way to keep watch on him. Rent a room nearby, spend time in a coffeehouse, whatever it takes to keep eyes on the count until we know enough to pay him an uninvited visit and search his office. There should never be fewer than two of you together for safety. It would also help if you can determine where his office is located inside his home. Does anyone know whether he has official duties here in Reims or what responsibilities he holds?”




Marie replied, “From what I’ve heard, he has no formal duties here. He oversees a large district in the countryside between here and Paris. He prefers living in a city rather than on his rural estate. The king isn’t fond of him, so he stays here instead of in Paris.”




“That’s interesting. If we find incriminating evidence on him, the king may be less inclined to overlook it since he doesn’t favor the count.”




Eva, Delia, and I finished our reading, and afterward, they took turns continuing the work on Motet’s journal.




We stayed at the inn Sunday night and returned to the academy Monday morning. It technically bent the rules, but I doubted anyone would complain as long as we attended classes and spent most nights in the dormitory.





Chapter 4




Tuesday afternoon, after Capitaine Paru dismissed the Special Operations class, he called me to his desk and waited for the rest of the students to leave. Eva and Delia noticed the gesture and waited for me in the hall.




“I read your report. I’m returning it to you, as it isn’t part of my official records. I had the chance to discuss you and what I understand are now your wives, not just girlfriends with my superior. He agreed that your group’s initiative and success, even without formal training, offer the kingdom an opportunity to develop a clandestine unit unlike anything we currently have.




He added that if your French wives choose to re-enlist, even while pregnant, he will count their time in class and on any special assignments toward the remainder of their service requirement. As long as they remain in the Special Operations unit, they won’t be assigned to patrols or sent to distant posts for long stretches. Generally, your team’s missions will be just long enough to get the job done. That could mean months of investigation or surveillance, followed by an operation and then a return to Reims. I hope you’ll discuss this with your wives. I’m happy to meet with all of you and answer any questions.”




“Are you aware that I’m being groomed for advanced studies in Healing? If I continue to perform well, my instructors plan to recommend that I be assigned to the infirmary here to complete that education, and I may also be teaching Botanical Lore.”




“I’m aware, my superior is too and that’s part of our interest in your family. That position would give you plausible cover during certain types of clandestine operations.”




“As I’m sure you know, two of my wives are the Dutch women in this class, and while they aren’t French citizens, they’re from an allied nation. Will this unit accept them if they want to participate?”




“Oui. In fact, my superior encourages it. We are working closely with the Prince’s government,” the capitaine said.




“My other concern is that one of my wives isn’t a mage, but she has become an important part of our team. Will she be allowed to attend this class and participate when necessary?” I asked.




“I don’t see why not. Most teams have only one or two mages; the rest are regular soldiers. If your family chooses to enlist, I’ll ensure she receives credentials to enter the academy grounds as if she were a graduate,” he said.




“Excellent. I’ll discuss this with them and give you our decision a week from today, if that works.”




“That will be fine.”




After we arrived at the library and settled into our study room, I told Eva and Delia what Capitaine Paru had offered. Both of them lit up with excitement at the thought of new adventures.




Later that night, after dinner, Delia and Eva were already feeling playful, and I wasn’t about to disappoint either of them. The moment I closed the door to our room, clothes were off, and warm bodies pressed against mine. I wrapped my arms around them, enjoying the smooth softness of their skin against me. I kissed their necks, stroked their backs, and felt my cock swell with how close they were.




Delia, always the more assertive in bed, didn’t waste time. “I want Eva on her back,” she said. “I’ll lie on top of her and kiss her. I want you to put that marvelous cock to work, giving us each a little at a time.”




“So, you want me to thrust into you for a bit, then switch to Eva, then back again?” I asked.




“Oui.”




And that’s exactly how our night began. Before we finally drifted off to sleep, I’d had a blowjob from each of them, one sucking me while the other sat on my face and moaned as I pleasured her with my tongue. At one point, I watched the two of them kiss while I recovered. The sight alone got me so worked up that I picked Delia up, pressed her against the wall, and took her from behind just like she’d demanded back at her family home when she wanted to prove to her mothers that I could satisfy my women.




Eva soon wanted her turn. She bent over a chair and gave her hips a teasing wiggle. I slid into her from behind, our thighs slapping lightly as she hummed and gasped. When she climaxed with a long, drawn-out ohhh, I leaned over her, cupped her breasts, and squeezed them while catching my breath.




I fell asleep surrounded by them, Delia’s generous breasts pressed against my face, Eva curled against my stomach with her arm draped over my thigh. Pure paradise.




Friday afternoon, once classes were done, I took a carriage to the Red Hen to check on Juliote and the women there. Gervaise wasn’t at the entrance, and when I asked about her, Juliote told me she’d received an offer to sing at a tavern not long after I left for the summer. She’d become something of a rising star. I was genuinely glad for her.




Juliote said everyone else was doing well, and the two women we’d rescued from the brothel months ago had settled in nicely with the others. I told her we might have similar cases in the future and asked how many more they could take in. She said two or three at most, since there were no more rooms available.




Once everything was squared away, I told her she could reach me at the academy if anything came up, then headed back just in time to grab dinner before the dining hall closed.




Saturday night went as expected. My other four wives were in a playful mood, and we almost missed dinner because of how much fun we were having in bed. After we finally returned to our room, we talked about everything that had happened during the week. I explained Capitaine Paru’s offer.




“His superior said that if you academy graduates re-enlist even while pregnant, your time in class and on any special assignments will count toward the remainder of your service requirement.




“Margot, he said you’re welcome to enlist as well, and you’ll be paid like any other soldier. If you join, Capitaine Paru will give you credentials granting you the same access to the academy as Isabel, Denise, and Marie. He also said that as long as any of you are in the Special Operations unit, you won’t be assigned to patrol duties or sent away to distant posts for long periods. Generally, our missions will last only as long as it takes to complete them. At most, that might mean months of investigation or surveillance, followed by an action and a return to Reims. He’s willing to meet with all of you to answer any questions.”




Isabel spoke first. “I’m sure I’ll love the children I give birth to, but I wasn’t looking forward to having four even if your sex magic lets me do it with just two pregnancies. If I’d gotten an offer like this before getting pregnant, I wouldn’t have rushed into having children. I’m very interested, especially if we get foreign assignments.”




“I’m not ready to commit to re-enlisting,” Denise said, “but I am intrigued. I want to hear more from the capitaine.”




“I’ve been getting a thrill from our escapades,” Marie added, “and the idea of more and different opportunities sounds exciting. I want to clarify a few details, but I’m probably going to agree.”




“What about you, Margot?” I asked.




“You really want me to join you?”




“You’re an essential part of everything we do. Capitaine Paru said most Special Operations units only have one or two mages, and the rest are regular soldiers. You’ve worked with us and know we rely on you just as much as you rely on us. I won’t do it without you,” I told her. “Besides, you have a real talent for languages, and if we get foreign assignments, that skill will be incredibly valuable.”




“If all of you think I can help, then I’ll do it,” she said.




“Good. Then on Tuesday I’ll tell Capitaine Paru that you’re all interested and want to schedule a meeting. I’ll let you know when he sets the time. Maybe we should invite him to dinner in the private dining room here. Does next Wednesday or Thursday night work for everyone?”




All agreed.




Denise reported, “The house hunt is ongoing. The four of us have visited a few prospects, but none appealed to us.”




Marie added, “I took care of the reservation at Le Condorcet as we discussed. I think we’re all looking forward to seeing Nicole and your nephew. Now, Margot has the big news.”




“I finished decoding Motet’s journal,” Margot said. “Eva should review it, compare it to her notes, and mark the locations on her map. I think we can have a target for next weekend, even without that.”




I got up and kissed her. “Well done, Margot. This is exactly why we need you on our Special Operations team.”




Isabel reported next. “While house hunting, we made a point of passing Toury’s home a few times to scout the area. It’s a three-story house, surrounded by a wall topped with iron spikes. From the view through the wrought iron gate, it appears to have gardens on at least three sides; we’re unsure about the back. An alley runs along the block, and the wall has a wooden door there. Across the street and down the block is a café with a balcony, which should give a good view of Toury’s home to watch who comes and goes. We’ll need to do more scouting on foot, but I think we have enough to start next week.”




“Excellent. It sounds like we’re making progress on all fronts,” I said.




That night, we had a free-for-all in bed and kept it up until the early hours. Since we only needed time to dress and get to our lunch date with Nicole and her family, we slept in to make up for it.




As intended, we arrived first and took our seats early. I was eager to see Andry’s reaction when I announced that I was married to all six women. It was worth it, he was left speechless. I think he tried to say something; his jaw moved, but no words came out. Nicole rolled her eyes. “I knew you were up to something audacious. I just never guessed it would be this. Congratulations to you all. I always knew Jacques would make someone a wonderful husband.”




Andry decided that nodding in agreement would suffice. Nicole’s little boy, Thomas, was ten months old and had grown quite a bit since I last saw him in the spring.




After the introductions, we enjoyed a pleasant dinner conversation. We recounted our trip to The Hague and Toevluchtsoord to meet Eva’s and Delia’s families, as well as the challenges I faced.




Andry spoke of his success in expanding his family’s business.




When he finished, I said, “After dinner, we should discuss some business, if you have time.”




“Of course,” he replied.




Nicole told stories about caring for an infant, and Marie added that she and two others were carrying twins. Nicole’s eyes nearly popped out. “Mon dieu, you’ll have six babies in your home by this time next year. I don’t envy you.”




Isabel replied, “It’s the price women pay to avoid service to the kingdom. They make women’s service miserable so we’re anxious to pay that price. We’ll manage.”




Once the table was cleared and coffee was served, I said to Andry, “We’ve accumulated substantial funds through our personal efforts over the last year. We’re now looking for opportunities to invest those funds in businesses run by people we trust.




“Denise and Marie come from merchant families, and we’ll be having similar discussions with them. We want to know if you have any plans to expand your business and whether you need additional capital. If you do, perhaps we can provide that capital, or at least a sizeable portion of it, and share in the rewards. Denise and Marie will handle the discussion and negotiate any agreement. Is this something you wish to consider?”




“What do you consider substantial funds?” he asked.




I looked to Denise, who managed our accounts. She gave him a figure representing a third of our currently available funds, adding that we expected to accumulate more over the next year.




Andry nodded. “Oui, that is a substantial amount. Not enough to start a new business as large as my family’s, but certainly enough to discuss expanding an existing one. I can imagine opening another route similar to the one I’ve recently established. My father would need to be involved, of course, as he has the final say in such matters. Let me speak with him this week, and I’ll get back to you with a day and time to meet.”




I told him, “We’re staying at an inn while we look for a house. Here’s the address where you can reach Denise and Marie directly.”




“I look forward to our next meeting,” he said.




We chatted a little longer before saying au revoir and taking a carriage back to the inn. On the way, I asked my wives in Dutch whether they thought it was worthwhile to pass by Count Toury’s home. The four staying at the inn glanced at each other and then nodded. Denise gave the driver instructions that took us past the house without revealing our interest. As agreed, we spoke entirely in Dutch, which allowed Isabel to point out the proposed surveillance point and the parts of the house visible from the street. It was clear that when the time came for an uninvited visit, the alley in the back would be our only option.




Back at the inn, we went up to our room intending to change into casual clothes. That was the plan—but with so many women around me in various stages of undress, I became quickly aroused. Before long I was on the bed with Isabel riding me while Margot sat on my face, my tongue lashing her clit as I pushed magic into both of them. Marie and Denise wanted their turn, then Eva and Delia. We kept busy until dinner. I did take a few minutes to check on the health of my pregnant wives and the children they carried. When I reached Isabel, I was able to announce, “I’ve confirmed you’re carrying twins, mon chérie.”




After finally getting downstairs, we sat with Robin, Katherine, and Jacquette, chatting with them until bedtime, actual sleep this time.




We woke early so Eva, Delia, and I could get to the academy for our first classes. The week was mostly uneventful, though Eva found time to plot Motet’s slave-sale locations on the map she made last spring, marking off the ones we had already raided. That left us with six brothels and seven individuals in Reims to investigate. There were dozens more in Paris and other northern cities. We would need excuses to travel, because now that I knew where these enslaved women were, I couldn’t bear to leave them.




Eva pointed out several entries that looked like substantial payments to the same people. Without full names we couldn’t confirm, but we suspected bribes. Smaller payments appeared more frequently.




The brothels in Reims were scattered throughout the city, while the individuals were clustered in two wealthy neighborhoods. We knew how to raid brothels, we’d had plenty of practice and they were often owned by men without families, though not always, as with the Motets. Raiding private homes was different. We wouldn’t be able to scout the interiors or ask victims for guidance. Worse, there might be children inside. We needed contingency plans before moving forward. The brothels, though—we would start on those soon.




Another complication was the pregnancies. Denise was due near the end of the year and already less mobile than usual, and that would only worsen. Marie was only six or seven weeks behind her, so the issue wouldn’t resolve quickly. We had to move on the brothels soon, while the whole family could still participate.




Tuesday, after Special Operations, Eva, Denise, and I stayed until the rest of the students had left. We informed Capitaine Paru that my wives were interested and asked if he was available for dinner at the inn later in the week to discuss his offer with them directly. He agreed to Thursday evening, an hour after Special Operations class ended.




On Thursday, the capitaine arrived out of uniform, which was probably prudent. At dinner, Denise asked the first question: “As you can see, I’m quite pregnant, Marie isn’t far behind me, and Isabel is a bit further off. How do you envision your offer working given that?”




“You will receive no assignments until Jacques graduates,” he replied, “by which time all three of you will have had a year of training and given birth. Generally, a team’s first several assignments are less complex and lower risk. Since two of your team members won’t graduate for another year after Jacques, you are unlikely to receive an assignment of any significant risk or complexity until all members are ready.”




Isabel asked, “How much does it pay?”




“While you attend my class at the academy, you will receive half pay. When you are on assignments, you will receive the same pay and benefits you did during the nine months you have already served the kingdom. You will have the same opportunities for advancement as any other officer, with the commensurate increase in pay. All graduates are automatically junior lieutenants, even if they haven’t served a day. I realize that isn’t much, but you’ll be getting paid even between assignments. How often you are in the field will depend on the assignments that require your skills.”




Marie asked, “If we do this, can we get out of it like Isabel did, when she decided that assignments for female mages were designed to make them accept pregnancy?”




“You’ll need to commit to a minimum of three years, the first eight months of which will be classes at the academy,” the capitaine replied. “During those three years, you will only be called upon as a group and only for special assignments. You won’t be sent to some obscure village in the countryside for the remainder of your enlistment.”




Denise asked, “Will we have that condition in writing?”




“Oui,” he added, “it will be in your enlistment contract, along with the rest of the terms we have discussed.”




“Can we have until Tuesday to think about it?” Isabel asked.




“Of course,” Paru replied.




Denise said, “Thank you for coming to discuss this with us.”




“It was my pleasure. The food here is better than in the mess hall at the barracks,” he said with a smile.




After the capitaine left, we went up to our room to discuss Eva’s findings. Once she presented her results, I said, “We have a very narrow window of opportunity to free the women at these brothels. If we do one a week starting this Saturday night, we can finish about a month before Denise is ready to give birth. I doubt she’ll be comfortable moving around or being at risk at that point. I believe we must start immediately, then adjust as needed. Denise, what are your thoughts?”




“You’re right. I’m already having balance issues and moving slowly, especially on the stairs. I can unlock the door to let you in, then wait outside as lookout. Margot, if you’re comfortable with it, you could go in behind the others and help restrain anyone Jacques or Marie has already taken down, just like when we were traveling. Once the guards are handled, I can still help with telekinesis to open compartments and locks to avoid traps, and I can dispose of the corpses out the back door.”




“Marie, you’re not far behind Denise. What do you think?” I asked.




“I’m sure I can manage my part for at least the next six weeks. When is Trinox Samoni? If it’s on a weekend, we may have to skip parties, and people might wonder why,” Marie said.




Margot replied, “Trinox Samoni this year is Thursday, Friday, and Saturday. If we go to parties on Thursday and Friday, will that be enough to avoid anyone noticing our absence?”




I said, “We could even attend a party on Saturday and simply not stay too late. We never raid brothels until after they close anyway.”




Marie responded, “Then it isn’t a problem. I vote we go with your suggestion and adjust as needed.”




“Any objections, ladies?”




“Non. I’m actually looking forward to this. It will be a new experience,” Isabel remarked.




Everyone else shook their heads.




“Eva, which target should we hit first?”




“The brothel that appears to have purchased the most young women is The Pleasure Chest. I recommend that one, since we’ll either free the most victims or save them if they’re being killed regularly.”




“Oui, I understand your reasoning,” Denise said.




“Then we need to head back to the academy. We’ll see you Saturday evening. Let’s have dinner somewhere close to the target, then arrange a room before we scout it.”





Chapter 5




Saturday night, we found a carriage near our inn and gave the driver an intersection two blocks past the brothel. That way, we could ride by without drawing attention. When we reached the location I had given him, I told the driver I’d been informed the place I was looking for was nearby but hadn’t spotted it yet. I asked if he could take us around the area for a bit and explained that I would pay extra for his time. He agreed without hesitation.




We rode up and down the surrounding streets, noting an inn with a restaurant beside it and observing that the brothel’s block had an alley running through the center. Once we felt confident about the layout of the area, I pretended to recognize our supposed destination and paid the driver generously. After he left, we walked to the restaurant where I dropped off Denise, Marie, and Delia. Eva, Margot, and I continued on to the hotel to secure a room and store our gear.




After dinner, we returned to our room to prepare for my reconnaissance pass at the brothel. I’d learned from previous mistakes, so most of my wives positioned themselves nearby to back me up if anything went wrong. Denise stayed behind for now since her particular skills weren’t needed yet, and there was no reason to make her walk and stand for no purpose.




My wives chose a couple of shadowed spots where they could remain unseen while I crossed the street and entered the brothel.




The moment I stepped inside, it became obvious the place needed to be shut down. Nearly every woman there was bruised, and most of them looked younger than Margot. Anger simmered beneath the surface, but I had to stay in character, so I forced a smile instead of showing my disgust. I scanned the room for the girl with the most bruises, guessing she would be the one who resisted or attempted escape, someone who might cooperate.




After purchasing an overpriced drink, I signaled to the girl I had selected. She hesitated, only moving after a guard gave her rough encouragement. I noticed there were more guards here than in the previous brothels we had raided.




When she reached my side, I slid an arm around her waist and whispered, “Let’s go to your room. I promise I won’t hurt you.”




She was still reluctant but nodded and led me down the hall. I saw one of the guards smirk, and the urge to attack him nearly overwhelmed me, but I forced myself to stay focused. It would be better for everyone if the customers cleared out before violence erupted.




Inside her room, I shoved a chair under the doorknob—another precaution learned after nearly having my skull cracked by a guard who barged in on an earlier investigation.




“My name is Jacques,” I said softly. “I just want to talk. I’ll pay the full amount as if you had pleased me, and I’ll speak loudly about your skills as I leave. Will you answer a few questions?”




“If you’re lying, I’ll tell the guards you are a gendarme.”




“Here, I’ll pay you first. Now, will you answer my questions?”




She continued to look at me suspiciously but relented. “Oui.”




“Thank you. I’m here to free you and all the other girls from this place. What is your name?”




“Martine.”




“Martine, will you help me?”




“Maybe. What kind of help do you want?”




“Just information, nothing more. How many guards are here tonight?”




“There are always five.”




“When do the ones here now get relieved?”




“There will be two coming in an hour or so, and the other three come at closing time.”




“Will the same five be on duty tomorrow, or are there five more later in the day?”




“The same five will be back tomorrow: first two, then hours later the other three.”




“Good. Is the owner here tonight?”




“Oui, he is always here. He lives upstairs in an apartment facing the street.”




“Does he live alone?”




“Oui. Who would have such a pig?”




“I don’t disagree, but you’d be surprised.”




“Does he take one of you to bed with him? And if so, does he keep the girl there all night or send them back to their room?”




“Oui. The pig takes one of us nearly every night but sends us back to our room because he knows some of us would kill him in his sleep.”




“What about the guards? Do they ever—” she cut me off, saying, “Every night, one or more of them rapes us. That’s how I got my latest bruises.”




“I promise you that after tonight they will never rape you again, nor will they harm another woman. Is the kitchen on the first floor, at the back of the building?”




“Oui. There is a door that opens onto an alley there. I tried sneaking out that way, but the door is locked and I don’t know where the key is.”




“Where are the guards during the night? Do they roam the halls, sit in the kitchen, or somewhere else?”




“Two are upstairs with the girls on the second floor at all times. One roams the hall on the first floor sometimes, but not constantly. The others sit in the parlor.”




“How many girls are here?”




“Thirty-two now. They killed one last week when she started biting a customer.”




“These men have much to answer for, and I promise you they will all pay for their crimes very soon. What time is closing?”




“Two bells.”




“I need to leave soon, but I will be back later tonight after closing. Once you’re back in your room, stay put until one of us comes to get you. No matter what you hear, don’t leave the room. It’s for your own safety.”




“Fine.”




I knew enough about women to recognize that tone. It wasn’t fine, but she’d probably comply. I hoped she would—for her own good.




I moved the chair out of the way, unbuttoned my shirt a little, then mussed my hair. When I opened the door, I loudly exclaimed, “Martine, you were worth every denier. I’ll come back and see you when I get paid again.”




I left the building with a stupid smile on my face, like a fool who thinks sex with an unwilling woman is satisfying.




I walked down the block, made sure no one had followed me, then crossed the street where I met with my wives and briefly reported my findings. The partial shift change, expected in less than an hour, presented both an opportunity and a risk if we tried to take advantage of it. I decided to pass on the opportunity, as the risk wasn’t worth what little we might gain.




Once back at the inn, I told all my wives everything I had learned. We then adjusted our plan to accommodate the additional guards and took a nap until two bells. We geared up and headed to the brothel. Upon arriving, we put on our masks. I’d had the tailor I used make them last spring, so we could go about our business unidentified most of the time.




After confirming that the place was closed and all the girls appeared to be in their rooms, we formed our stack at the front door. Denise stood off to the side, ready to unlock the door and keep watch until we had subdued all the guards. Delia led the front with her mage shield spell active, followed by me, then Marie prepared with her lightning spell, Eva carrying two skins of water for drowning opponents if needed, then Isabel, and finally Margot with a bag of restraints and a set in her hands, ready for use.




At my signal, Denise used her telekinesis to unlock the door and gently pushed it open. Two guards immediately turned toward us. I cast freeze on the heart blood of the nearest one. As he grunted and began to fall, I switched to the other and took him down before he could call out.




Delia advanced to the first door. I opened it from the side while she held her shield and moved into the room with Marie close behind. After confirming the room was clear, Delia moved past the guards on the floor and faced the hall toward the back of the building. Margot restrained the fallen guards while Isabel watched the stairs in case the noise or light drew attention from upstairs. Once Margot finished, I healed the two guards so we could interrogate them later.




Delia, Marie, and I carefully proceeded down the hall, listening for the third guard we expected. At the fourth door on the left, I heard a struggle suggesting he was attacking a girl. I opened the door and cast a small globe of light. Spotting my target, I cast freeze on his heart blood as I had with the others.




After dragging him off the girl, I asked Margot to console her while I restrained and gagged him, then healed him and left him in the hall. We continued to the kitchen to confirm it was empty. After clearing the kitchen, I noticed Margot holding the girl and quietly encouraging her to kick the guard. I couldn’t blame her and walked past, heading for the stairs to finish the job.




Eva and Isabel were calmly waiting for us. I asked Eva to fetch Denise so she could come inside and sit down. When she returned, she followed us up the stairs. Delia and I were halfway up when I spotted a guard and cast freeze on him. The noise of his grunt and fall apparently drew his partner, who ran to him without checking elsewhere, so I froze him as well. Delia maintained her shield directed up the stairs to the third floor, while Marie and Eva restrained the fallen guards, whom I then healed.




We checked the second-floor hallway to be sure but found no other men. Resuming our stack, we worked our way to the third floor. Knowing where to find the owner, we turned to the front of the building and ran into our first problem: I’d forgotten the door was locked and Denise was downstairs.




I quietly asked Marie and Eva to watch our backs, then kicked in the door. I moved aside to let Delia go first with her shield, and I was glad I did, as a pistola fired a ball that struck the shield and ricocheted off. I ducked behind her shield while Isabel cast a small globe of light above him. Now that I could see my target, I cast Freeze on his heart blood. The portly man collapsed onto his pillow, and Eva assisted me in putting on the restraints before I healed him.




We let him stew while investigating the other rooms on the third floor. One room was storage for old furniture and linens; the other was an office. I turned Eva loose in the office to look for documents and money, reminding her not to touch anything that might be trapped. We had Denise for that; she could use telekinesis to detect traps and either disarm them or let them trigger safely.




I asked Delia to go back downstairs and stay with Denise. Marie and I began interrogating the owner while Isabel took notes. We used a standard set of questions developed during last spring’s brothel raids to ensure consistency and that nothing important was forgotten.




“What is your name?” I asked.




“You have no right to be here. I pay my fee every week,” he protested.




“I don’t know anything about a fee. We don’t work for anyone.”




“Monsieur Touchon will not abide you working his territory,” he warned.




“Monsieur Touchon is not here to help you, and I will be gone by the time he learns of my visit. Now, what is your name?”




“You can’t be here!” he yelled.




“My darling, would you kindly encourage this man to respond more productively to our interrogation?” I asked Marie in Dutch.




She shocked his balls with a touch of lightning after shoving a pillow over his face to prevent him from waking the neighbors. Marie was not one to trifle with.




After removing the pillow, I asked again, “What is your name?”




“Emile Soret.”




“See? That wasn’t so hard. I’ll be sure to let Monsieur Touchon know that you are a loyal customer. Monsieur Soret, how long have you run this brothel?”




“Three years.”




“And how long have you been buying women to enslave in your brothel?”




“I don’t buy women; they are here on their own. I just charge them room and board,” Soret claimed.




“I see. You believe I am a fool. I happen to know that you and your guards beat these women and rape them at will. Now answer my question: how long have you been buying slaves?”




Since he didn’t respond, I nodded to Marie, who covered his face and shocked him again.




When his screaming subsided, she removed the pillow, and I asked, “How long?”




“Three years.”




“Do you own any other brothels?”




“Non.”




“Do you keep women anywhere else?”




“Non.”




“Do you have family or someone who could pay a ransom for you?”




“Non.”




“That’s all right. I’m sure you’ll help us find enough money to ransom yourself. You can start with where you keep your money here in the brothel.”




“I don’t keep much here. What I have is in the top-left drawer of my desk. You found the office, didn’t you?”




“Indeed we did. I’m sure my colleague has already found that money. You’ll have to do better than that.”




“I deposit my money at the bank every Friday. I only have money from two nights of business here.”




“That’s fine. You can write out a draft, and we’ll get the money from the bank.”




I stepped out of the room and into the office to let Eva know where to find the ready cash and to check for any records showing Soret’s deposits and bank balance.




When I returned, I asked Soret, “Who do you buy the women from?”




“A man named Motet.”




“Have you ever bought them from anyone else?”




“Non, no one else.”




“Have you bought any women lately?”




“Non. Neither he nor his men have come by. I wanted three more to replace the women who left recently.”




That irritated me, because I knew full well they hadn’t left alive. “Monsieur Soret, these euphemisms aren’t necessary. I know the women you’re referring to are dead. One of them died recently after being beaten by your guards for biting a customer.




I know many things, and if you lie to me, I will know it. If I don’t know immediately, I will find out later. You’ve already experienced what happens when you fail to cooperate. Imagine what it will be like if I decide you’re lying.”




I asked, “Do you own this building?”




“Oui.” He seemed proud of it.




“Can you prove it?”




“Of course. I have the deed.”




“I don’t believe you, but I’ll give you a chance to prove it. Where is the deed?”




“In the cabinet behind the desk. Top drawer. Inside an envelope with the bank’s name on it.”




I stepped out and searched carefully. The deed was exactly where he said it would be, and I showed it to Eva.




When I returned to Soret’s room, I said, “You’ve been prudent with your money. Good for you. Is the bank you borrowed from to buy the building the same one where you deposit your money every week?”




“Oui.”




“How did you pay for the building in less than three years?”




He stayed silent until I looked at Marie and nodded. As she reached for his balls, he blurted, “With the money I made from the women here.”




“Well done, Monsieur Soret. Don’t make me wait next time, or she’ll shock you anyway.” I continued, “Do you own any other businesses, buildings, or homes?”




“Non. I want to buy a warehouse, but I haven’t found one within my budget yet.”




“A prudent investor. I assure you your prudence will pay dividends soon.”




“When you go to the bank to deposit your money, I imagine you bring a guard so you aren’t robbed of your hard-earned money. Is that correct?”




“Oui.”




“Which guard?”




“Thomas.”




“Is he here now?”




“Non.”




“When will he return?”




“Two bells.”




I continued asking our standard questions and didn’t need to request any more encouragement during the session. When we finished with Soret, we questioned each of his guards and confirmed as much of his story as possible. Anything he lied about, I would revisit later.




At nine bells, I asked my wives—except Denise—to wake the women and bring them to the parlor, which took up a third of the bottom floor. I found Martine among them and pulled her aside.




“Martine, I returned as I promised. Later today, you and all the others will be free to go. Two of the day guards will return soon, and we want you to be safe. Can you help me make sure all the ladies cooperate?”




“Oui. So far you seem truthful.”




“Thank you. We want you all to go free, and we want to ensure you have the means to do so. Give us a little time, and we’ll make sure of that. This woman will explain what’s happening and what will happen next. She’ll organize everything for all of you.”




Denise had done this before, so once all the women were gathered in the parlor, she began her explanation. I asked Isabel to stay with Denise and closed the door for their safety, as we would soon be dealing with the first two returning guards.




Delia and Marie took their positions by the wall near the entrance door while I watched from the window, waiting for the guards to arrive.




The first one stepped inside, munching on a croissant, completely unaware of me before I froze his heart-blood. After pulling him out of sight, I secured him with restraints and a gag, then healed him. I was nearly finished when Delia whispered, “Guard.”




The second guard paused in the doorway, clearly unsettled by the empty room. I needed a clear view to cast my spell, so I waited to see what he’d do. He called out the names of two guards I had already interrogated, and when no one answered, he stayed where he was. I removed my mask and motioned for Delia to cast her shield in front of me. Once she nodded, I stepped into his line of sight.




He asked, “Who are you?”




“I’m the new owner. I purchased the business from Monsieur Soret. And whom do I have the honor of addressing?”




“Emile didn’t mention selling the business.”




“Of course not. I made the offer this morning, and we concluded the purchase only minutes ago. He’s a very wealthy man now. You’re welcome to go up to the office and confirm it with him.”




“Oui, I think I will.”




“Emile spoke highly of a few of the men scheduled to come in this morning. He suggested I should hire them. What is your name?”




As expected, he straightened his posture and said, “Dreue.”




“Ah, oui. You’re one of his favorites. We’ll talk after you’ve spoken with Emile. I have plans for you.”




I stepped back from the doorway and let him walk toward the stairs before freezing his heart-blood. Marie restrained and gagged him while I closed the door. After healing him, I told Marie and Delia they had done well to stay patient, since it had allowed everything to unfold smoothly. I dragged the new captive to a separate room and began my interrogations.




I confirmed that the guard Thomas was due at two bells and that he normally escorted Soret to the bank and other locations. No one knew where else they traveled together, and I needed that information. I returned to Soret and asked, “Monsieur Soret, aside from the bank, does Thomas escort you anywhere else?”




Non.”




I nodded to Marie, and she shocked him a little longer this time. When Soret finally caught his breath, I asked again, “Besides the bank, where else does Thomas escort you?”




“Once a month, I meet with the gendarme capitaine to provide silver… encouragement… so he’ll look the other way.”




“What is the capitaine’s name?”




He hesitated so long that Marie reached for the pillow, ready to muffle his screams again, before he finally stammered, “D-d-Denis Tillet.”




“Are you the only one Capitaine Tillet grants this courtesy?”




“Of course not. Monsieur Motet introduced me to him.”




That was interesting. When Capitaine Paru reviewed our intelligence last spring after we rescued nearly a hundred young women and girls from being enslaved as prostitutes, he pointed out that we never learned how so many captives had been moved into the city so quickly. I hadn’t thought to ask about bribing the gendarme during our previous raids. Now I wondered where this would lead.




I asked for more details about Tillet and where he could be found, then returned to the guards to clarify a few other points.




Margot had inspected the kitchen and offered to prepare lunch if some of the girls assisted her. Martine was among the volunteers. I later learned she asked many questions about our plans and motives. Margot told her only what we always told the rescued women: we couldn’t allow them to remain in captivity, they would share in the money we recovered, and they were not the first we had freed.




For now, we kept Soret and the captured guards alive in case the three guards expected at two bells revealed new information. If they did, we could return to the others for confirmation and additional details. While we ate, I spoke with Eva about her findings and briefed her on what the interrogations had uncovered. She confirmed she had found Soret’s journal documenting deposits and withdrawals from his bank account, nearly one thousand francs in total.




After everyone finished eating, I began healing the former slaves. Some had hairline fractures in their arms and ribs. Nearly all of them were bruised. Those without bruises seemed too meek to have struggled and had simply accepted their fate. 




Margot and Denise watched the windows so they could warn us when the last guards were about to enter. I still had about ten girls left to heal when it was time for us to take our places near the entrance. Eva stayed with the girls in the parlor while Delia, Isabel, Marie, and I moved to the doorway.




Margot whistled three times, letting us know all three guards were coming in at once. I told Marie to be ready with her lightning, knowing I couldn’t freeze all three before one of them caused trouble. Fortunately, they weren’t as cautious as Dreue had been. They walked straight into the building without noticing that none of their colleagues were anywhere in sight.




As soon as the last guard stepped through the door, Isabel kicked it shut. I triggered my spell and froze the blood of the nearest guard. As he crumpled, I began preparing another spell, but before I could finish, one of the remaining guards charged me. He didn’t get far. Delia had already summoned her shield and slammed into him, breaking his nose and knocking him backward into the third guard. The third stumbled from the unexpected hit, and by the time he regained his footing, my second spell was ready. He collapsed with a groan. The broken-nosed guard tried to stand, but Marie shocked him and ended the attempt. Isabel, Delia, and Marie quickly gagged and restrained all three.




I dragged the guards into separate rooms, and we began the interrogations. I was most interested in Thomas, and I told him so. “Thomas, Monsieur Soret says he trusts you and that you can confirm everyone he’s visited. Let’s see if your list matches his. You already know what Marie’s lightning feels like. If you don’t lie and you don’t refuse to answer, you won’t feel it again. Nod if we understand each other.”




He nodded. I removed his gag.




“So,” I said, “let’s talk about that list.”




Thomas was thorough, and everything he said matched Soret’s list. Marie can be very persuasive.




When we finished questioning all the guards, I asked where Soret kept the money he stored at the brothel. Thomas’s answer was surprising enough that we needed to investigate immediately. Unfortunately, the money was supposedly hidden in Soret’s bedroom, and I hated the idea of Denise climbing two flights of stairs.




When I told her, I ended with, “Why not float yourself up like you floated me when I had those crossbow bolts in my leg and chest?”




It was meant as a joke, but the look in her eyes told me she thought it might work. I stepped aside and watched her rise from the chair. I didn’t want her abilities revealed, so I made sure all the girls stayed in the parlor. Denise floated up the stairs first, and I followed close behind in case she fell. She didn’t.




Thomas was certain the money was in Soret’s bedroom, even though he had never seen it. Soret always returned there before going to the bank, and Thomas said he heard furniture moving each time. It always came from the left side of the room. I let Denise search with telekinesis while I stared at Soret and shook my head, disappointed he had lied.




Denise moved a cabinet away from the wall with no effort at all. We slipped behind it and found a carved-out hiding place covered by a small door. Denise raised her hand and warned, “Step back. When I open this, it’s going to snap forward, and I think there’s a tiny pistola inside aimed directly ahead.”




I stepped back. She unlatched it, and the door snapped open, followed by a sharp explosion. A tiny pistola had been set at my chest height. It wouldn’t have been pleasant.




Taking no chances, Denise used her telekinesis to pull everything out of the compartment. Four heavy bags of silver, journals, documents, and the little pistola came out. I pocketed the weapon for later. Denise slid the cabinet back into place.




I asked her to take the documents to Eva and count the silver to see if there was enough for us to split so the girls could pay for their way home and still have something left to start new lives. Once she floated out, I turned to Soret and shook my head again. Marie recognized the signal and struck him with lightning, nearly burning his balls off.




When the screaming died down, she removed the gag.




I asked, “What else have you lied about?”




He confessed, “I own two warehouses. I met Motet years ago when he needed space to store kidnapped women. He paid me by giving me the first five girls for my own brothel.”




“Are any of those women still here?”




“Non.”




He was one of the worst men I’d ever met. Maybe not the one who killed the most girls, but he was responsible for more than his share. Then again, Motet had a hand in all of it. None of it really mattered. They were all going to pay.




“Monsieur Soret,” I said, “you’re going to ransom yourself. You will write a draft for nine hundred eighty francs so one of us can collect it from the bank. Once I receive confirmation the money is in our hands, I’ll walk away. You can figure out how to untie yourself or hope someone comes along. If you cooperate, I’ll even send a message to Monsieur Touchon and tell him to send his men to release all of you. Are you going to write that draft?”




“Oui, just don’t let her shock me again.”




After I had the draft in hand, Isabel put his arms back into the restraints and gagged him. I took the draft to Denise and asked her to review it in case something in it might cause trouble when we tried to get the bank to release the funds. I had him leave the name section blank because I wasn’t sure it was wise for one of us to put our own names on it. She said she would think about what name to enter, but otherwise everything looked fine. I also asked about the money we found in the wall of Soret’s room, and she told me that even split thirty-two ways it would still be more than we had ever given the women and girls we freed. That made me happy, so I told her to handle the distribution and prepare the girls for release. I trusted her to organize everything in the safest way for them.




I went out to the alley behind the brothel to see if I could burn the guards and Soret without drawing too much attention. I decided I could, as long as I made it quick, but I knew I needed to do it soon because it would attract more attention as the alley darkened later in the day. I burned the brain stems of each guard first, then dragged them to the kitchen. After that I collected the ones from the second floor and dragged them into the hall leading to the kitchen since there wasn’t enough room for ten bodies in the guard room. Finally, I dragged Soret out but didn’t kill him yet; I wanted him to feel a little of the fear those girls had lived with for months or even years. I left him in the middle of the corpses while Denise prepared the girls to leave.




As I suspected, she sent them to the inn where we had stayed earlier since it was likely they could find carriages there to take them to the city gates. From there they would be able to find caravans going toward their homes.




Martine stayed behind to speak with me. She said, “I have nowhere to go. When I was captured a year ago, the men who took me killed my father. My mother died long ago. I have no skills beyond farming, and I have no farm.”




I truly felt for the girl. Like Emmelote, whom I met and befriended during my first patrol with the army, she had no one.




I told her, “Wait here,” then went to find Margot.




When I found Margot watching the street from a window, I asked her, “If your mother had the money, do you think she would want to expand her business and hire more people?”




“Oui. She talked about it a couple of years ago but could never save enough, especially when Niquart kept demanding more than agreed.”




“Would you ask her how much she needs? I’m going to gather the others and suggest that if it’s less than nine hundred eighty francs, we’ll invest in her expansion. We won’t expect anything in return except that we might send her people to hire from time to time.”




“Oui, I agree to both. You want jobs available for the girls we free who have nowhere to go, don’t you?”




“You read me like a book.” I smiled and kissed her.




I gathered the rest of my wives and explained the idea. They all agreed it was worthwhile and that Madame Erard deserved the benefit of our help just like the other families.




I returned to Martine, who was sitting on what had been her bed for some time, and told her, “I might have a job for you—if you’re willing to work at a laundry owned by a kind woman I know.”




“Oui, I can do laundry. If I can have a place to sleep and food to eat, I’ll do almost any work, as long as no man ever tries to use me again.”




“I can’t promise anything yet, but I should know within a week. There’s an inn nearby that isn’t too expensive—go there and rent a room for a week. They serve cheap meals too, so get a room-and-board deal. Once I know for sure, I’ll send someone for you. Can you read?”




She frowned. “Do you take me for a fool? Of course I can read.”




“Not everyone in farming villages can, so I needed to ask. I want to be sure you can trust the person I send. I’ll send a note with him that only you will expect. I’ll also give you extra money to cover the inn for the week in case the job falls through so you’re never left without what you need.”




She hugged me and said, “You really are a good man.”




I sent her on her way to the inn. Once she was gone, Eva hung a sign on the brothel door reading “Closed for Renovations.” It had become a family joke after each brothel raid.




I confirmed no one was watching from a back window, then asked Denise to levitate the corpses and the still-living Soret into the alley. I stepped back into the doorway and pulled all the heat in the area down onto the bodies, incinerating them just as I had done with the fifty mercenaries who ambushed us on the way to The Hague over the summer. It was over in an instant, and this time I didn’t lose my eyebrows like Delia’s brother had. I summoned the wind to blow the ash away, and it was done.




It was only four bells, so Margot, Isabel, and I went to loot the guards’ residences while Eva, Delia, Denise, and Marie went to a nearby tavern to look for a carriage to take them back to our inn.




We managed to loot eight of the ten residences. Two either gave us false information or we misunderstood something. Either way, what we found wasn’t as valuable as what we had already confiscated, but it was still worth the effort.




By the time we returned to the inn, we had just enough time for a late dinner before Delia, Eva, and I had to get back to the academy. I had class preparation to do and couldn’t stay long. I kissed all my wives goodbye and left, feeling as though I was leaving my heart behind.




On the walk back, I asked Eva, “Think carefully about what we learned regarding Capitaine Tillet taking bribes. And remember, we never discovered how the slavers brought all those women into the city without being caught. Perhaps Tillet had a hand in that.”




“Oui. I’ll add questions about bribery to our list, and I think we should have the others look into exactly what Capitaine Tillet is responsible for.”





Chapter 6




On Tuesday, Margot sent word through Robin that their mother had accepted the offer to expand her business and could use another laundress right away. Margot had already explained our plan to Robin, so I gave him a note and the address of the inn where Martine was staying so he could bring her to his mother for the job. I also instructed him to ask Martine how she’d been brought into the city. Naturally, he earned a generous tip.




Robin also delivered news that my wives had accepted Capitaine Paru’s offer to return to active duty as part of our Special Operations unit, and all four would be attending the afternoon class.




After class, Denise said, “I talked with Marie, Margot, and Isabel about our housing needs. We agree that being close to the academy is convenient, but it’s not essential. We can live farther away if needed, and we no longer require a nearby park since we can exercise and practice magic at the academy. I’ll have my contact begin searching for homes that match the new requirements tomorrow.”




She was right, and I agreed.




Over the next two weeks, we raided two more brothels using enslaved women. We freed more than thirty in total, including one who, like Martine, had nowhere to go. We made her the same offer, and she accepted. One brothel owner held the deed to the building, while the other rented his building but owned a separate home in a quiet neighborhood. As always, I paid my contact to file the deeds in my name before passing them to Denise so she could arrange their sale.




Our questions about bribed officials paid off: Capitaine Tillet had been accepting bribes from all of them. It explained why the gendarme ignored Juliote’s pleas over a year ago when she’d tried to save a few girls.




When we questioned the rescued women, everyone who could remember said they were brought into the city by boat. All recalled being asleep or too groggy to resist until they awoke in the warehouse cages. They had clearly been drugged to keep them quiet. I regretted not asking that earlier, it made me wonder if I’d been too quick to kill Motet, since he clearly knew more. But we’d had nowhere to hold him, and what was done was done. All I could do now was move forward with a clearer eye.




One evening after Special Operations class, Isabel reported, “I made good use of my time this week. I learned that, in addition to commanding the entire city gendarme, Tillet’s men also collect taxes at the river docks. I’m willing to bet he ordered the dock officials not to inspect the boats transporting the captives, so they never even realized what was happening. I think Tillet should be our next target once we finish with the brothels. If we gather enough evidence, the Duke might take action himself.”




“I’d like to free the girls who were sold to individuals,” I said, “but I agree they’ll have to wait. I think the Tillet problem is larger than we realize. I’ve also been thinking about something we should have asked earlier: how did the slavers avoid being caught by the countryside patrols? We need to know who commands those patrols and whether any locals filed complaints. Marie, didn’t you say Count Toury is responsible for the countryside?”




“Oui, that is correct,” Marie replied.




“Could he be helping shield the slavers?”




“It’s possible,” she said. “But we’ll need evidence to bring before the king. The Duke may not have the authority to act against a Count.”




Denise added, “Tillet must have noticed that his usual brothel bribes have dried up. And while the academy took credit for the warehouse raid, your name is on every deed for the buildings we’ve seized. If he checks, he’ll realize who’s been shutting them down—and wonder how much you know about the bribes. He hasn’t warned the brothel owners so far, but we should move more cautiously. Maybe don’t record the deeds for the remaining locations until we’re done with Tillet.”




“If Tillet has figured us out, he may have already warned the last three brothel owners or worse, he might have his men waiting for us. I don’t want to kill gendarmes who are just following orders without knowing they’re protecting slavers,” I said. “If that happens, the Duke’s trust in us could be destroyed. It may be smarter to focus on Tillet and ensure he’s dealt with before we risk any confrontation with the gendarme. Even weak evidence of bribery would likely be enough for the Duke to launch an investigation and possibly replace him.”




Let’s not be greedy. We should find out where Tillet works and where he lives, then make a few uninvited visits. If we can get a journal or anything that proves he’s corrupt, we can show it to the Duke. Maybe he’ll even work with us to expose Tillet and free the remaining girls.”




Margot’s eyes widened. “You’re right. If we bring this to the Duke before we get into a bloody fight with the gendarme, he’s unlikely to investigate our past activities. But if he has to clean up after a fight with Tillet’s men, he’ll review everything. That might not end well for us.”




“We know the tavern where Tillet takes bribes. We’ll get the locations of his office and home, then talk about how to collect evidence for the Duke,” Isabel added, almost daring anyone to disagree.




The Trinox Samoni holiday was upon us, giving us four days off. After classes on Wednesday, Eva, Delia, and I returned to the inn and met the rest of my wives in our room. One look at Denise’s face told me she was excited, so I nodded for her to speak.




“We found a house to rent,” she announced. “It has plenty of space for our growing family. It’s in great condition, so we can move in immediately. Too far to walk to the academy, but close enough by carriage. It’s under budget and the lease is for a year.”




“You ladies will live in it most of the time, so I’ll leave the decision to you,” I replied.




Denise smirked. “Good, because I already signed the lease and paid the first month’s rent this morning.”




I laughed. “When do we move in?”




“Today, if we had furniture.”




“Well, that would slow us down. Make sure we get a really big bed.”




“Mais oui. We’re not fools. You’ll probably find more wives, so we ordered a custom bed bigger than what we need now.”




“I think six is enough.”




“I recall when you thought two were enough, then four, and now six. Delia wants more, so I’m planning for ten just in case. Everything we need is ordered and should be delivered a week from today. If all goes well, we’ll move in that night.”




“That’s excellent news. I look forward to breaking in the new bed,” I said with a grin.




“The bed is reinforced, so nothing will be breaking,” Marie giggled.




“Enough of that, we have more pressing matters,” Isabel cut in. “We have Tillet’s home and office addresses. We know his daily routine. We know where he eats lunch and where he takes bribes. We even saw him make notes afterward. What we don’t know is whether he brings those notes home or leaves them at the office. The office isn’t manned at night, and all the lights at his home go out by midnight.




If the holiday didn’t start tomorrow, I’d say we should visit the office tonight. But with people out late, the risk is too high. If we find anything, the Duke will be harder to reach and Tillet may already be tightening security. I recommend we wait until next weekend.”




After everyone added their thoughts, we decided to take the holiday off from our campaign and enjoy the celebrations. It also gave us more time together. We recorded the measurements we’d been keeping since summer and compared them to past values.




We measured height, weight, bust, hips, heart rate, and magical performance statistics. Pregnancy made many of the physical values unreliable, so we’d need another year or two of data to learn whether my magic pulses during intimacy affected them. Margot’s breasts had grown again, making them even more enjoyable to fondle. Her hips kept their shape but felt more toned, and her waist had slimmed an inch, possibly from regular exercise.




Isabel, always the adventurer, asked for a triple shot. Over the summer we learned that if one of my wives performed fellatio while I pleasured her then I added a finger to her sphincter and pulsed my magic through all three points of contact, the resulting orgasm was so intense she passed out. We suspected this sudden overload also expanded her magic reservoir.




“I tested my earthen spears at the academy Tuesday,” Isabel said. “I wanted to see how large an area I could cover and how densely I could pack them. The result was bigger than when we were ambushed returning to The Hague after visiting Delia’s family. I’ll test again tomorrow.”




Eva and Delia chimed in immediately. “Me too!”




I wasn’t going to refuse. My orgasms during a triple shot were incredible, so I was more than happy to continue our scientific research.




I lay on my back and Isabel positioned herself over my face. I teased her inner lips with my tongue, avoiding her clit to build her excitement. She lowered her chest onto mine and wrapped her mouth around my already hard cock. I massaged her hips and the soft round curves of her derriere. When I felt her excitement rising, I asked Eva to oil my finger and gently pressed it to Isabel’s sphincter. As I slipped inside, I pulsed magic through my tongue, cock, and finger.




Her hips bucked wildly. I thrust upward in sync with her movements. We both climaxed hard. Isabel spasmed like one of the men Marie had shocked with lightning. She pressed down on my head so firmly I thought I’d sink into the mattress. When she finally collapsed unconscious, I checked her heartbeat and breathing with my healing magic. Everything was fine.




The first time we did this, she said it felt like standing beside a lightning strike in pitch darkness. When she came to, she confirmed this one had been just as intense, maybe more.




Eva and Delia took their turns, with similar results though Margot and Eva had to lift Delia off my cock so she wouldn’t choke. Elven anatomy was subtly different than human anatomy and put the nerves that caused the gag reflex further down her throat. That slight difference allowed an elven woman to take a man’s cock down to the root without gagging. Her extra long and slightly pointed tongue gave her an additional advantage in providing the best blow jobs I’d ever experienced. Marie really enjoyed Delia’s tongue when they ate each other out; I think all the girls did.




Margot joined in, climaxing moments before I did. Her back arched so sharply her mouth slipped off me, and my release landed all over her face and breasts before she, too, passed out. Marie and Denise skipped the triple shot, they were too uncomfortable with their pregnancies, but we still made love gently. With slow thrusts and soft pulses of magic, they felt the euphoria without the overwhelming intensity.




We spent the whole morning in bed, satisfying our bodies and bonding through intimacy. When we finally went downstairs, I tipped the maid to change our sheets.




At lunch, we ran into Robin, Jacquette, and Katherine, so we ate together. Denise suggested we all take a carriage to the new house since she had the keys. Everyone was excited, including me.




There were too many of us for a normal carriage, so a few compromises had to be made. Robin and I each had a wife in our laps. I slipped my hand under Margot’s blouse, playing with her breast. Our make-out session grew so intense Isabel elbowed me, something I thought was a warning until she added, “It’s my turn on the way back.”




Jacquette, sitting on Robin’s lap with his hand inside her blouse, giggled.




The house Denise found had four large bedrooms, two smaller ones, and four bathrooms, two with showers big enough for several people. Not as much fun as the massive tub at Eva’s home in The Hague, but good enough. The backyard had a lovely patio, and Isabel was already imagining an herb garden. Margot adored the kitchen. There was a large parlor and a study as well. A year ago, I wouldn’t imagined living in a home like this.




After exploring, we returned to the inn, had dinner, cleaned up, and dressed for the Trinox Samoni party. It was our first social event in Reims as a married family. Arriving in our Dutch finery, with Denise, Marie, and Isabel visibly pregnant, drew plenty of attention, some envious, some appalled, many simply curious.




We mingled, danced, and the ones not pregnant drank a bit. Margot became playful again. We didn’t stay late; everyone wanted more attention from me after the morning’s activities.




Friday morning, we went to the academy’s practice fields to test our magic. Isabel was right, the triple shot had expanded her magic pool. Eva and Delia showed similar boosts. I wanted to see how far we could push their abilities. My own power was hard to test. I’d long surpassed what the academy grounds could safely contain, so I focused on control and casting speed, which had improved. I also wondered whether the triple shot affected Margot, who normally had no magical talent.




We exercised for an hour, then returned to the inn, had lunch, and spent the rest of the day in bed satisfying our carnal urges. I was insatiable, and only Delia kept up. By the time we had to dress for the party, the others were worn out. Marie and Denise napped. Isabel and Margot curled up together. Eva sat alone, exhausted but envious, as I took Delia from behind while she bent over a chair. With both hands on her hips, I gave her a long slow rhythm until she said, “I’m almost there, go faster.”




I always listen to a lover.




We climaxed together, and Delia nearly collapsed. I lifted her onto my lap, and once she caught her breath, she whispered, “This is why you need more wives.”




“I’m not so sure about that. We’re already short two, and with Denise and Marie close to giving birth they get tired more easily.”




“It may take a few years, but one day you’ll see I was right,” Delia said. “I need to wash up. It’s almost time for dinner, and then we have to get dressed for the party tonight.” She kissed me, our tongues briefly tangling, before she stood. I glanced at Eva and raised an eyebrow to ask if she wanted another round, but she only gave a small smile and shook her head.




My thoughts drifted to the Festival of Giamonios that Isabel had invited me to during my first spring in Reims. After dark, the central square became an open celebration of lust for the young men and women in the region. That night I ended up with every woman there. When Isabel and I returned to the academy in the early morning, I took her from behind in the small wooded park between the dorms and the front gate. The more women I had around me, the stronger my desire seemed to burn.




The party that night went much like the one before. Isabel, Denise, and Marie caught up with old classmates. Eva and Delia chatted with merchants about trade in the Netherlands, and Margot enjoyed meeting people she’d never expected to share equal footing with. I danced with all my wives at least once, which made the evening perfect.




Saturday was nearly the same, only with a different host and venue. On Sunday we had our family orgy in the morning, and after lunch I worked on my Botanical Lore lecture and reviewed material for the week’s classes. We stayed at the inn that night. In the morning Eva, Delia, and I returned to the academy at eight bells to drop our belongings in my dorm before lessons began. The week went smoothly, and Mage Lesnier was largely pleased with my paper on the procedure for healing damaged fallopian tubes. Her notes were minor, and I completed the final draft by the end of the week.




During the week, Denise, Marie, Margot, and Isabel moved into the house we were renting. Robin and his wives did as well. All the important furniture had arrived, including our massive bed. Friday evening, I received a message from Marie that her cousin Collette had given birth to fraternal twins, a boy and a girl, children of my own blood. I appreciated her letting me know.




After classes on Saturday, Eva, Delia, and I arrived at the house and enjoyed the wonderful meal Margot had prepared. I made sure to thank her properly for it. After dinner, dessert came in the form of pleasures of the flesh. Even Denise, only six weeks from giving birth, insisted on having me twice that night.




To make sure everyone received attention, they took turns riding me, while another sat on my face and I used both hands to pleasure the clits of two more. They faced each other, kissing and playing with one another’s breasts as the magic passed through us with every surge. We climaxed together, perfectly synchronized. It took more than two hours for each of my wives to ride me twice. They each reached eight orgasms, and I reached twelve. Every release felt more forceful than the last, and if we hadn’t had an important task ahead of us, I would have spent the rest of the night driving into them until none of them could stand. It was a good thing Marie had bought several sets of sheets.





Chapter 7




Isabel had arranged a carriage to pick us up at midnight, and it arrived on time. We got out a few blocks from Tillet’s office and walked the rest of the way.




Denise had been practicing levitation and could now maintain it effortlessly for as long as she liked. When others might be watching, she swung her legs gently to appear as if walking, barely touching the ground.




Isabel led us to the dark spot she had used to observe the building on previous nights.




“You and Denise go in and look around while the rest of us keep watch and prepare to back you up if there is trouble,” Isabel said. “If you don’t find evidence there, we can visit his house afterward with the same plan.”




“The directional mage lamp Mage Coquin teaches is going to be very useful tonight,” I said. “How long will it take to get to Tillet’s home from here?”




“Just over half a bell,” Isabel replied. After observing for several minutes to get a feel for the area, Denise and I cautiously made our way to the building while staying in the shadows. Isabel had determined that Tillet’s office was on the second floor, so after Denise used her telekinesis spell to unlock the door, we immediately went up the stairs. Once we located his office, we found the door locked, and Denise took care of that as well. I made sure to close the curtains on the office window, then cast a directional mage lamp facing away from the window. I began investigating the material on the desk while Denise searched for hidden compartments in the walls and floor.




We found nothing other than official documents, reports, and a couple of mementos. Apparently, Tillet kept his bribery notes close. We hadn’t really expected to find the evidence here, but it would have been foolish not to check, given the low risk of searching his official office. I reopened the curtains, and we made our way downstairs after locking his door. Denise secured the building’s door, and we returned to the rest of my wives before locating a tavern where a carriage was available, as expected.




Upon arriving near Tillet’s home, we circled the block to get the lay of the land. Isabel provided descriptions again and suggested where the ladies should hide and where Denise and I should enter.




The problem was that Tillet’s home office was on the third floor, and while we could attempt to sneak in and climb two flights of stairs, the risk to Denise made me very uncomfortable.




“Denise, can you lift both of us to the third-floor window and open it if it’s locked?” I asked.




“There’s no ledge to stand on or anything to hold onto. I’d have to do both at once. I might manage, but I’m not practiced at doing both simultaneously, and I don’t want to risk losing my concentration at that height.”




“I agree, but I don’t want to risk going into the house when we know his family is there and someone might notice us.”




I sighed. “Please gather close so I can tell you all something.” After a moment, I continued, “I’ve revealed nearly every secret I have to you, but there is one more that I have kept since I was a young child, so deeply ingrained I couldn’t bring myself to tell anyone. Tonight, I’m going to use a magic I’ve never spoken of because, according to my papa, it is dangerous for anyone to know what I can do.




He once told me, ‘There are three types of wind mages: those who work for the king as spies for their entire lives, those who refuse the king and become thieves, both of whom live short lives and die painfully, and those no one knows are wind mages, who live long lives quietly.’ He said he wanted me to live to be an old man, so I should never tell another soul about my wind magic. I haven’t withheld this knowledge because I don’t trust you — it’s just that I’ve held it so long it’s almost painful to tell anyone. Can you all forgive me?”




Denise responded first. “Mon dieu, Jacques, there is nothing to forgive. You revealed yourself to protect me. How can I be angry with you? You have always been there for me. I will always be there for you.” Then she kissed me fiercely.




Isabel smirked. “So that’s how you found all those herbs and the boar when we went on the expedition for Herbal Lore.”




Delia frowned. “That’s how you knew about the mercenary attack in time to warn me.”




“You made the wind change direction when we were having trouble leaving the wharf back in The Hague,” Eva snorted.




I received a kiss from each of them, without a single word of chastisement for withholding the secret.




“I love you all. Thank you for understanding.”




Margot responded, “We’ll punish you later,” then winked.




“Denise, I’m going to lift you with the wind so you only need to focus on the window. Once you’re inside, I will lift myself and we can look together. If we hear someone coming, get yourself out safely on the ground. I’ll be right behind you. Once you’re on the ground, close the window so if anyone checks the room, they won’t suspect anyone was there.”




I used my fire magic to snuff out the nearby street lamps, then Denise and I quietly walked across the street. Once in front of Tillet’s home, I called the wind and lifted Denise up to the third-floor window we believed was his office. Denise wasted no time opening the window but struggled a little, being about six weeks from giving birth to twins.




Once she was in, I called on the wind again and lifted myself to the window, climbing in. Denise had used the time wisely and was already searching for hidden compartments. I closed the curtains and lit a directional mage lamp; Denise did the same. I searched the desk and found nothing like what Isabel had described Tillet using to keep his bribe log, so I moved on to the shelves and a cabinet, still finding nothing. Denise was running out of walls and floor to check when she finally located a hidden compartment in the door frame. It took her a couple of minutes to figure out the latch mechanism, then she folded it open. Inside were three books similar to what Isabel had described; after a quick look, it appeared two were full and from years past, while the third was only half-full and the dates were current.




Just as I realized all three were important, we heard footsteps on the stairs outside the door. Denise closed the compartment while I stuffed the notes into the pouch I had brought for the purpose. When Denise tried to get out the window, she had trouble maneuvering in the tight confines while anxious about being caught. Seeing her struggle and knowing we had only seconds to escape, I softly whispered in her ear, “Stand straight, make your body stiff, then lean back into my arms.”




She obeyed without question. I picked her up, shoved her out the window feet first, and let go. She levitated to the ground quickly. I jumped out the window, then called on the wind to hold me while I closed the window. Once done, I moved aside so that when the door opened, Tillet wouldn’t notice anything blocking the window. I heard a light “snick,” probably the window lock being set by Denise just before the door slammed open. The wind deposited me safely on the street below. We stayed in the shadows, carefully walking down the street a few houses before signaling to the others to meet at the corner. Once the window no longer showed any light, I relit the street lamps, and we found a carriage at a rowdy tavern.




In Dutch, we discussed what to do next. The bribery logs were unencoded, though they didn’t explicitly say “bribe.” Still, it was hard to believe that men paying the capitaine of the gendarme the same amount weekly could be anything else.




I heard the third bell ring. “We need to take this to the Duke immediately so Tillet can be arrested before he notices the logs are missing. We know three of the men paying him and where to find them. I’ve also identified the brothel owners we haven’t raided yet. If the Duke arrests them, he’ll have corroboration and explanation for the logs. We just have to convince him to act quickly.”




Marie’s eyes nearly bugged out. “You’d attempt to wake the Duke at this hour? He might vaguely remember you from the fire a year and a half ago. Even if it were just a week later, how would you expect his staff or the Duke himself to listen?”




Isabel spoke up. “Most city officials are off on Sunday, just like the academy students. They usually spend the day with family, and Tillet won’t be taking bribes with his wife and children nearby, so he’ll likely ignore his logs. Why not wait until ten bells to speak with someone at the Duke’s residence? We can all wear our mage uniforms so they take us seriously.”




I was anxious not to let Tillet slip away, but rushing to the Duke’s residence at this hour would make us look foolish. I took a breath. “You’re right. While we wait, I want to review the logs further and identify more of Tillet’s clients. Some might need to be paid visits later.”




By the time we returned to the inn, it was nearly four bells. My wives, especially Denise and Marie with their advanced pregnancies, took naps knowing we had to rise at eight bells to dress and have a quick breakfast, aiming to leave at nine. I wanted to be at the Duke’s residence no later than ten bells.




Margot stayed with me in the inn’s lobby, helping compile a list of all the men paying bribes: amounts, start and stop dates. I recognized many brothel owners we’d executed and found a surprising name: Gracien Navarre. I wasn’t sure, but I thought he was Collette’s husband. I’d confirm with Marie when she woke.




The eight years of logs showed Tillet had accepted bribes from hundreds of men, most only once or twice. Nearly a hundred paid regularly, and half that were still paying. Each year he collected several thousand francs. The logs also detailed his payments to subordinates, whom I didn’t recognize.




We finished just after seven bells. Rather than risk waking the rest of my wives, Margot and I leaned back in our chairs to rest. At eight bells, I awoke suddenly; Margot was only seconds behind. We went upstairs. Just as I was about to knock, Isabel burst open the door, nearly running me over.




Everyone got cleaned and dressed in their uniforms before we went downstairs for breakfast. I asked Marie, “What is Collette’s husband’s name?”




“Navarre, Gracien Navarre. Why?”




“That name appears repeatedly in Tillet’s logs, even from the earliest pages,” I said. “What is his business?”




“Mon dieu! Once the Duke investigates all of this Navarre will be arrested and his property forfeit. Collette just had her twins, she and her three children will be left homeless.”




“Non. They are my children, and that cannot stand,” I said firmly. “If necessary, I will provide a new home just for them. My loves, are you willing to meet Collette and see if she will fit into our family?”




It happened so fast that my wives stopped eating to look at each other.




“It’s not just about my children, or that I feel awful for ruining someone’s life. I truly care for Collette, and I’ve loved her for some time. I’ve been her lover since shortly after arriving in Reims.”




Margot was first to respond. “Mon Chéri, when you told me I’d have to share you if I wished to be with you, I worried you wouldn’t show me the love I needed. But I had faith. In the months we’ve been together, you’ve shown me all the love and care I could ask for and more. You then asked for Delia and Eva to join us. Even with six of us, you’ve never wavered in showing each of us how much you care. If she is anything like her sister Jacquette, I’m sure she will fit in, and I am willing to meet her.”




Delia said, “You know I want our family to grow. It is a mark of a powerful man to have many wives. I want to meet her.”




“Jacques is not the kind of man to let his children suffer, and he never leaves us feeling that anyone gets less attention or love. I know he will continue to love each of us as we love him, no matter how many there are. Oui, I’m biased, Collette is my cousin, and we’ve always been close but I hope you will all meet her.”




Eva and Denise said nothing, simply hugging Marie. Isabel gave a small nod. I breathed a sigh of relief.




“Marie, we need to know exactly what Gracien Navarre’s business is,” I asked again.




“He operates riverboats, bringing in produce, cattle, and other foodstuffs from the countryside. Mon dieu… he might even be involved in smuggling the captured women,” she replied.





Chapter 8




In the carriage on the way to the Duke’s residence, we continued speaking in Dutch as I explained to my ladies what Margot and I had discovered, and we discussed how best to present it.




It was quarter to ten when we arrived at the Duke’s home. I had promised not to disturb his household until ten, so we strolled around the area until the bells rang. Gathering at his door, we tried to look as formal and official as possible, and I knocked.




A moment later, an older gentleman in the Duke’s livery opened the door partway, raising an eyebrow. “What may I do for you, esteemed magi?”




“We have an urgent matter of official corruption to discuss with His Grace,” I said.




“I’m sure you understand that His Grace takes care to spend his day off with his family and doesn’t take kindly to interruptions. You should make an appointment at his office tomorrow. I’m sure they’ll find a time for you in a week or so.” The man began to close the door, so I stuck my booted foot in it.




“I’m sure the Duke will not take kindly to missing the chance to capture a high official accepting thousands of francs in bribes each year, when he might recover lost taxes. What do you think?”




“Perhaps you’re right. Please come in.”




We were led to a parlor and served refreshments while the old gentleman went to speak with the Duke.




Our collective anxiety rose as we waited. Nearly half an hour later, a guard stepped in, glanced at us, nodded, and stepped back. Then the Duke arrived at a brisk pace, scowling.




“I don’t take kindly to interruptions of my time with my children for matters that could wait for a regular business day. My maître d'hôtel says you are here about a high official accepting bribes. If you weren’t a group of mages, I would have had you thrown out without a hearing. If you have interrupted me for a matter any of several other officials could handle during office hours, you will know my displeasure. Present your accusations succinctly, so I don’t have you arrested immediately.”




“Your Grace, we have evidence in the form of journals written by Capitaine Tillet of the gendarme, showing he has been taking bribes totaling thousands of francs a year for several years. We can identify three of the men named in the journals as proprietors of brothels, holding women against their will and taking their earnings from prostitution.”




“You have my undivided attention. Present your evidence,” said the Duke.




I handed him the journals, the most recent on top, and opened to a page listing the three brothel owners, along with payment dates. I flipped through pages showing repeated payments from them and indicated that many others were listed as well. “This journal alone covers the most recent eighteen months. The other two contain roughly six more years of bribes. We also know that about half a dozen of these men operated brothels using enslaved women and are no longer in Reims, which is why they haven’t continued paying Tillet. Additionally, we have strong reason to believe some of these men operate boats or ships docking in the city to unload goods. We suspect that at least some are paying Tillet’s men to look the other way while women captured in the countryside are smuggled in for prostitution. One of these men, Gracien Navarre, listed as paying Tillet, operates riverboats and we suspect smuggles these women into the city.”




“How did you come by these journals? How do you know these men own brothels? Why do you believe the women were brought in on boats?” the Duke asked.




“Your Grace, last spring the academy rescued nearly a hundred women and girls from a warehouse on the river. We were involved in that operation and learned from the enslaved women that they had been brought in on boats. During the raid, we captured a journal from the man who owned the warehouse and organized the trafficking.”




“The man’s name was Monsieur Motet. The journal was written in code. Over the past few months, we learned to decode it and have been investigating since,” I explained, presenting a copy of the journal, the decoding method Eva’s family intelligence chief provided, and the results of our work.




“Your Grace, we came to you because Capitaine Tillet is a high official, and we were unsure whom to trust with this information. We hoped you would act before he realized the journals were missing. Might I suggest...”




The Duke cut me off. “You have not explained how you came by these journals you claim are Capitaine Tillet’s.”




“I stole them from his home earlier this morning, Your Grace.”




“How can you prove that?”




“I can show exactly where they were located in his third-floor office, in a hidden compartment in the doorframe, and how to open it. You might also want to have your men arrest the three brothel owners I identified and question them about paying bribes to Tillet. You could also ask the women you rescue how they came into the city. Some won’t remember clearly due to being drugged; others will likely recall enough to tell you.”




Looking at my wives, the Duke said, “None of you have spoken in support or contradiction of this young man’s accusations. If you speak now to denounce him, you will not suffer if he is lying. If you do not, and I find you’ve lied, you will all face execution. Do any of you have anything to say?”




“Every word he has spoken is true, Your Grace,” Denise responded instantly. The others nodded in agreement.




“Very well. I will follow your suggestion and have my men visit these three brothels. If the women are not held against their will, you will be hung by week’s end,” the Duke said as he swept from the room, taking the documents with him. Before he was out of earshot, I heard him instruct the guards to keep us in the parlor until further notice.




I had to admit, the idea of his men keeping six mages captive in his parlor was laughable, but we had no reason to leave, so it mattered little.




A quarter hour later, someone nearly ran past the parlor door. I hoped it was carrying orders for the arrests. My wives chatted quietly, but I couldn’t engage; I worried something would go wrong or that Tillet had covered his tracks.




An hour later, a maid brought a cart with sandwiches and wine. She seemed unsure whether she was serving guests or giving the condemned their last meal or perhaps I was just anxious. After another hour, she returned and removed the cart.




It was nearly two bells when a knock came at the front door. I had kept my wind magic active, allowing me to hear most of the conversation. “Tell the Duke we have arrested three men and ask where he wants them interrogated.”




“Oui, Lieutenant,” replied a voice that sounded like the old gentleman who had greeted us in the morning.




Relief flooded me. I told my wives, “The Duke’s men have made three arrests. So far, so good.”




A few minutes later, someone returned to the door. “Lieutenant, please bring your captives this way.” Several men, some in chains, walked past the parlor door. I stood and moved closer, hoping to hear the lieutenant’s report and the interrogation that would follow.




I heard the Duke’s voice clearly: “What did you learn, Lieutenant?”




“Your Grace, these men each operated a brothel where the women unanimously claimed they were held against their will and forced to provide sex for customers. They were not permitted to keep any of the money. When asked how they came to be there, all said they were captured in the countryside and brought to a warehouse on the river, then sold to the men running the brothels. Only a few could remember how they arrived at the warehouse, and each of those said they had been transported on cargo boats. They all believed they had been drugged after their capture.”




“Remove this one’s gag,” the Duke ordered.




A moment later he spoke again. “You know the penalty for slavery is death?”




“Oui, Your Grace.”




“If you tell me the truth about everything I ask, you will live. Will you answer truthfully?”




“Oui, Your Grace.”




“Who sold the women at your brothel to you?”




“Monsieur Motet, Your Grace.”




“Have you paid anyone a bribe to avoid arrest?”




“Oui, Your Grace. I paid Capitaine Tillet every week.”




“Put his gag back on and remove the gags from the other two,” the Duke said.




“I believe this man might be lying, but if he is not, he will live. I will make you both the same offer. Tell me the truth, and you also shall live. Who sold you the women for your brothels, and have you paid bribes?”




Both men answered immediately, speaking over one another, but I was certain they named Motet and Tillet.




“Lieutenant, have your men place bags over their heads and take them to the barracks until I send word. But you stay here,” the Duke commanded.




Moments later, the Duke swept into the parlor. “Your story has held up so far. How do you suggest I proceed?”




“Your Grace, Capitaine Tillet will certainly realize his journals are missing by tomorrow morning at the latest. If he has not been arrested by then, he may attempt to flee. Perhaps you should send a carriage with orders for him to attend an emergency meeting either here or at your office, whichever seems less suspicious, and arrest him upon arrival.”




“It seems the education provided at the Académie de Magie is not wasted on all its students,” the Duke said with a faint nod. “Aren’t you the young man my wife and I honored over a year ago after you extinguished most of the catastrophic fire?”




“Indeed I am, Your Grace, and the young woman who attended with me is now my wife.”




“I have orders to give. We will speak more when I return.”




A few moments after he left the parlor, I heard him say, “Lieutenant, take six men and go to Capitaine Tillet’s home. Present him with this written order to attend me at once concerning an emergency. If he asks what the emergency is, tell him you do not know—you received only written instructions. Except for the carriage driver, your men are to remain out of sight and follow the carriage. If Tillet attempts to escape, they are to apprehend him. They may use whatever force is necessary, as he will be arrested regardless. At this point, I care little whether he arrives alive. The evidence shows he is complicit in slavery and likely many other crimes. He will be executed shortly unless he provides information worth keeping him alive. If he is not brought to me—dead or alive—I will know why, and you are unlikely to survive my wrath. Are your orders clear, Lieutenant?”




“Oui, Your Grace.”




“Sergent, go to the barracks and bring six more men to guard the house. Make them conspicuous. I want Capitaine Tillet to believe there is an emergency when he arrives. I intend to question him before he has time to think.”




“Oui, Your Grace.”




A few moments later, the Duke returned to the parlor. “Mage du Pont, as you and your team appear to have studied this situation in great detail, what else should I know before I question Tillet?”




“The only matter we have not yet discussed is our suspicion that someone with access to patrol routes or someone who controls where the patrols are deployed is enabling the slavers to operate undetected. We would not be surprised if Capitaine Tillet knows this person, or even coordinates with them. It may be in your interest to question him about that and offer leniency if he provides evidence and testimony against that individual.”




“Do you have someone in mind who might be this protector of the slavers?”




“I do, but I fear personal bias may be clouding my judgment.”




“It is good that you recognize such things. It is uncommon in one so young. I will question Tillet carefully and let you know what he says. I will be interested to see whether he names the person you suspect.”




“One other thing before you go, Your Grace. May I ask a small favor?”




“You may ask, though I make no promise to grant it.”




“One of the ladies with me is the cousin of Gracien Navarre’s wife and three children. We would appreciate being allowed to accompany your men during his arrest, so she may be comforted and offered support.”




“I will ensure you are informed when the arresting team sets out.”




“Thank you, Your Grace.”




Later, I heard the lieutenant return with Tillet, who was taken deeper into the house, so I could not hear what transpired. A couple of hours later, we heard the sounds of half a dozen booted men marching down the hall past the parlor and out the front door. Shortly after, the Duke returned.




“You were proven correct in every way, yet you have put me in a difficult position,” he said. “Now I know who is protecting the slavers in the countryside. Only the king can act against him, though I suspect he will relish the opportunity. I have reason to believe this man has spies among my guards—or at least some who know he will pay for information about Tillet. He is ruthless, and I have no doubt that if I sent Tillet to Paris under guard, he would not arrive alive.




I see that some of you are graduates of the academy, though you, Mage du Pont, are still a student. It is beyond my authority to assign any of you to a task, so I can only ask: will you take Tillet, along with my letter and all evidence supporting Count Toury’s prosecution, to the king in Paris?”




“For your information, Your Grace, it seems I was also correct about who is protecting the slavers,” I said, turning to my wives. “Denise, Marie, do you agree that you are too far along in your pregnancies to undertake this journey in the manner we will need?”




Marie frowned. “I don’t like it, but you’re right. I cannot do it in my current state, and I’m not sure our children would survive if I tried.”




Denise nodded in agreement.




“Margot, I believe we could use another pair of eyes, especially when we arrive in Paris. Will you come?”




“Oui.”




“Isabel, I doubt I need to ask, but I will: will you help get Tillet to the king?”




She grinned fiercely. “I look forward to it.”




Before I could ask Delia, both she and Eva said in unison, “We’re going.”




“Your Grace, five of us will take Tillet to the king. Where is he being held?”




“I had my men move him to the carriage house, as I had not yet decided how to handle him.”




“Can you keep him there while sending a decoy to the usual holding location, allowing us to retrieve him around two bells so that our visit is unlikely to be noticed?”




“Oui. I see the sense in that.”




“We will travel on horseback to move faster than a carriage, and speed is safety.”




“I will prepare a letter of introduction, so you can deliver the documents and Tillet directly to the king’s chancelier. Offer any assistance you can to the chancelier in prosecuting this matter. Regardless of what happens in Paris, you have my thanks and will be rewarded. Go get some rest. Leave your address with my maid so I can contact you regarding Navarre’s arrest.”




“Thank you, Your Grace. Two things: we can reach Paris quickly, but it may be late at night. You might want to note in your cover letter that it is worth waking the chancelier for what we are delivering. Also, how should we notify your guards that we are here to pick up Tillet? Should I just tell the man at the gate?”




“Non. Say the Duke’s sister has been in an accident. I will instruct the sergent to prepare for your arrival.”




We arrived home in time for dinner. Margot prepared a quick but hearty meal, though we could hardly enjoy it, knowing we had to prepare for our sudden trip to Paris. Eva, Delia, and I drafted letters for Mage Le Borgne and our instructors, which we gave to Robin to deliver in the morning. We packed enough clothes for several days, along with some snacks, then retrieved our horses from the stable, where they had remained since our return to Reims. Finally, we took a nap until one bell. We kissed Denise and Marie goodbye, all trying to hide our anxiety.





Chapter 9




When we arrived at the Duke’s residence, I gave the gate guard the passphrase and we entered his estate. I administered an alchemical sedative, commonly used in surgery, to Tillet. Once he was unconscious, we wrapped him in a blanket, tied it into a bundle, and laid him across the saddle of a spare horse we had brought, covering it with a tarp to look like ordinary cargo.




Once outside the city walls, we unwrapped Tillet and gave him the antidote. Upon awakening, I seated him on his horse with a rope around his waist that Margot controlled to prevent escape. Tillet’s horse was already tied to Margot’s saddle, so he wasn’t going anywhere against our plan. I rode at the front, Isabel at the back, with Delia and Eva flanking Margot and Tillet. We traveled as we had to and from the Netherlands—hard riding for fifty minutes, followed by a ten-minute break to rest and heal the horses and riders as needed.




Even if Count Toury learned that Tillet had been captured and was testifying against him, it didn’t matter—we outran any attempt to stop us, arriving at the gates of Paris just after nine bells. Ten bells rang as we approached the king’s palace, where I presented the Duke’s cover letter to secure an audience with the chancelier.




The guard hesitated, but I reminded him he only needed to inform his immediate superior. When the old sergent arrived and read the letter, he immediately instructed the gate to be opened and our horses tended. He assigned a guard to escort us to the chancelier’s office and another to deliver the letter of introduction to the chancelier’s secretary.




A few minutes before eleven bells, the chancelier and his secretary arrived and invited us into his office. I handed over the packet provided by the Duke, which contained a detailed letter outlining the events of the previous day, Count Toury’s misconduct, and the source of the information.




“You may remove the gag, then step outside. I wish to question the man myself.”




“As you wish, my lord. We’ll tie him to the chair so he doesn’t get any ideas while you are alone with him,” I replied.




The secretary escorted us to the hall, leaving me unable to overhear the chancelier’s questions or Tillet’s responses.




Within a quarter hour, the chancelier ordered Tillet gagged and instructed his secretary to summon four guards to take him into custody in the king’s name.




Once the guards removed Tillet, the chancelier instructed his secretary to arrange rooms for us for the night and told us to remain at the palace for further instructions. As we left the office, Isabel spoke to the secretary, “We only need one room, as long as it has a big bed. We’re all family.”




The secretary raised an eyebrow but agreed.




Exhausted, we quickly undressed, cleaned up, and fell asleep within minutes. Fortunately, the interior room shielded us from sunlight, though our empty stomachs soon reminded us it was morning. After inquiring with a maid, we found the dining room serving breakfast to courtiers. Isabel and I, wearing our mage uniforms, drew attention but were left alone. We spoke in Dutch, much to the chagrin of nearby diners who had evidently hoped to eavesdrop.




I suggested we check on the office and home of a certain antagonist’s father, since we were in Paris. My ladies agreed. I had packed the notes about Baron Pellerin’s office, which Delia’s mother, Saelihn, had provided. After breakfast, we followed her map to his office.




Margot knocked on the door, and hearing no response, tried the handle it was locked. Talented girl that she was, Margot pulled out a hairpin and began working on the lock. In no time she had it open.




“Apparently we don’t need Denise anymore,” I joked. My humor fell flat, as usual, my ladies loved me but didn’t share my taste in jokes.




Delia and Eva moved down the hall in opposite directions, hoping to stall the Baron if he returned while I searched. Margot stayed by the door to warn Isabel and me if she overheard anything.




Fortunately, there were only two rooms. The first was clearly the secretary’s, leaving the second, more spacious office for investigation. I examined the desk while Isabel checked behind paintings, inside a painted vase, and under furniture and cushions. We found nothing incriminating.




As we prepared to leave, Margot quietly whispered, “Get out!” She led us down the hall away from approaching voices, and we continued in hushed conversation about the weather. Returning to our rooms, Eva informed us that Pellerin hadn’t suspected a thing. We entertained ourselves with books until lunch, managing to locate the same dining room again. The food was slightly better than the academy’s hall, though perhaps it was only different, not superior.




Upon returning to our rooms, we found a note instructing us to report to the chancelier’s office at three bells. We arrived a quarter to three, waiting in the hall until called. Three bells came and went, approaching four, when we were finally summoned.




“Have a seat,” the chancelier said. “I have reviewed the Duke’s interrogation of former Capitaine Tillet and your investigation. I wish to hear, in your own words, how you discovered Tillet’s bribe-taking and why you suspect someone has been protecting slavers by warning them or diverting patrols. You will likely testify before the king within days, as an order for Count Toury to attend the king promptly has already been dispatched.”




I recounted the same information I had given the Duke, answering his questions. Once satisfied that our narrative matched the Duke’s documentation and evidence, he said, “You may continue using the rooms provided, but you are otherwise free to leave the palace during the day. A page will leave a note under your door informing you when and where to present yourselves to testify. Any questions?”




“Non, thank you, my lord,” I replied.




Upon exiting, I asked Eva and Delia, “Shall we visit your parents? I’m sure they’d like to see you and hear a summary of events to prepare them.”




“Oui, thank you for suggesting that,” Delia replied.




“Lead the way, then.”




Delia and Eva each grabbed one of my arms, and we walked to the palace gate to take a carriage to the Dutch embassy. Delia’s mother, Saelihn, greeted us once we checked in with the secretary. In Dutch, Delia briefly explained why we were in Paris, and her mother suggested withholding the full story until others could join. “They won’t be long; the discussion is over restrictions on French cattle imports, and our instructions are unchanged. We must present it politely,” Saelihn said with a grin.




I informed her we had searched Baron Pellerin’s office and found nothing. She agreed that it was unsurprising.




Moments later, Eva’s parents, Aalbert and Margriete, arrived, followed by Delia’s father, Keryth. My wives’ parents were clearly surprised. After hugs and kisses, Eva recounted our presence in Paris and Tillet’s testimony against Count Toury, exposing bribery and collusion in the enslavement of young women.




Keryth said, “No wonder my adventure-loving daughter is attached to you, Jacques, you’re always up to something new.”




“Oh, we’re all in this together,” I replied.




Delia added, “Yes, but you provided the initial momentum. Ultimately, none of this would have happened without you.”




“Indeed. Had you not accepted my brother’s request to save me from Monsieur Niquart, none of us would be where we are now,” Margot asserted.




Mother Margriete commented, “Oh my, Margot, your Dutch is nearly perfect. If I weren’t listening for it, I wouldn’t have noticed your French accent at all.”




“Thank you. I’ve been practicing every chance I get with Eva and Radelia.”




We accepted their invitation to dinner. Afterwards, I told them, “There is a good chance we will visit Baron Pellerin’s home uninvited in the next few days. If we find anything incriminating, I might use the opportunity of staying in the palace to slip that evidence under the chancelier’s door with a letter explaining where it came from without claiming responsibility. We’ll let you know somehow if that takes place so you can be prepared for the impact of such a revelation.”




All four parents looked at each other and nodded, as if to say, let’s start planning now.




We bid them adieux, and once on the street again, I asked my wives, “Do you ladies feel up to a carriage ride past a certain person’s home?”




Isabel and Margot smirked, and all four nodded in agreement. Our carriage ride took us down the street where Baron Pellerin lived. Once we were a few blocks past his house, I paid the driver, and we continued on foot to explore the area. Over the course of the evening, we walked past the house several times and stopped in at a few taverns, working to appear like young people out on the town.




Once it was late enough, we made a final pass by the Baron’s home to observe the area deep in the night. There was no traffic for long stretches. I briefly used my fire magic to extinguish the nearby street lamps and felt confident that, unless someone was looking directly at Pellerin’s office window where I planned to enter, we would not be seen. I relit the lamps and we walked the two miles back to the palace.




The bed was comfortable, and I woke to find my four lovely companions still asleep. I let them rest until they were ready to wake before putting my hands and lips all over them. I showered Margot with kisses as she was the first to wake. Once she started squirming as I ate her out the rest woke soon after.




Seeing I was otherwise occupied Eva and Delia began their own make out session while Isabel kissed Margot and played with her breasts. Once Margot had her climax she switched places with Isabel and I gave her all the attention she desired with my tongue until she too had an orgasm.




I was more than ready to use my cock by that point and moved over to Delia who was then on top of Eva and slip my cock into Delia’s love canal easily as Eva had her all juicy there. The warm, silky feeling of her walls excited me even more and in no time I was thrusting into her hard and fast, pulling her hips into mine. Eva licked my balls now and then as they passed her mouth. When Delia’s back arched and she groaned it set me off and I shot my load into her. I kept thrusting into her and my balls seemed to find more semen to pump out. When I finally went flaccid and Delia rolled off Eva we all saw Eva’s face was covered in my semen and Delia’s juices. The girls gathered around and licked it off.




By the time they were done, my cock was hard again so I moved into position between Eva’s legs then put her knees over my shoulders and entered her. Margot reached over and started rubbing Eva’s clit while Isabel and Delia rubbed each other’s. We enjoyed the pleasures of the flesh until lunch time.




Over lunch we discussed how long we thought it would be before Count Toury arrived in Paris to answer the King’s call. We agreed it would likely take at least two more days but once he arrived things would move quickly so we should make the visit to Pellerin’s house as soon as possible. Given the timing and opportunity we decided to do it that night.




In the evening, before leaving our room at the palace, we discussed how we would break into Pellerin’s house and search his office. I asked Margot, “You made short work of the lock on his office door in the palace. Do you have any tricks for opening the latch on a window?”




“Of course. Haven’t you ever locked yourself out of your house?” she replied.




“Non. The last time I had a house I was eleven, and we didn’t even have locks. Only the guest rooms and the chef’s quarters at the inn had locks, and I never needed to get into those without a key.”




“What about the rest of you? Any of you ladies know how to do this?”




Delia and Eva shook their heads, though Isabel answered, “Oui.”




“Then I’m taking Margot with me. You need to stay on the ground where you can summon your stone spears if we’re chased.”




Upon arriving near Pellerin’s house, we slipped into the exceptionally dark spot we had identified the night before and waited to confirm the neighborhood was as quiet as expected. After twenty minutes of complete stillness and no lights appearing inside the house, I extinguished the nearest street lamps by pulling the heat out of them. Margot and I crossed the street carefully and slipped up to the wall surrounding the property.




I called the wind and lifted Margot over the wall, lowering her gently on the other side. I repeated the process for myself. We moved silently along the side of the house until we reached the window to Pellerin’s office. I summoned the wind again, lifting Margot toward the second-floor window. I tried to keep her steady, but the wind resists delicate control, and she bobbed slightly.




Unlike Denise, who used magic to open locks, Margot relied on simple tools—hairpins and thin pieces of flexible metal. Her task was made more difficult by the fact that she swayed in the air, but after patient effort she managed to work the latch loose, slide the window open, and climb inside. I followed a moment later.




Once inside, I activated a soft wind barrier to muffle any sound we made. After drawing the curtains across the open window, I conjured a directional mage lamp to illuminate the room discreetly.




I asked Margot to search the desk while I examined the rest of the room. I hoped that, unlike Tillet, Pellerin did not keep a hidden compartment for sensitive papers. I found nothing, so I turned to Margot.




“There’s nothing useful on the desk or in the unlocked drawers,” she whispered. “Just unpaid bills. The Baron owes a lot of money and hasn’t paid anything in nearly a year. There’s one locked drawer, though. I’ll see if I can open it.”




While she worked, I made notes about the delinquent bills in case they proved useful later. Not long after Margot knelt beside the locked drawer, I heard her whisper, “Voilà,” and she eased it open.




Margot lifted out a thick stack of documents, placed them on an empty section of the desk, and began flipping through them. There were so many that I worried we’d be there until dawn. I asked her to split the pile, and I took the bottom half to examine.




Halfway through my stack, I found several documents I couldn’t read—some of the words resembled French, but not quite. I handed one to Margot, and she said, “These are written in Spanish.”




“How do you know that?” I asked.




“I’ve been studying Spanish since shortly after we returned from The Hague.”




“Wait, I thought you were working on your Dutch. That’s how you became so fluent.”




“I am when you and our Dutch wives are with us. But when you’re not, I’ve been learning Spanish. There’s an old man from Spain who owns the grocery near the inn. I talk with him in Spanish when I work there twice a week. He lends me his old books too.”




“Mon dieu, I’m so proud of you. Why didn’t you tell me?”




“It just didn’t seem important.”




“Mon chérie, it doesn’t matter if it’s important. It’s something you’ve been working on, and you’re clearly getting good at it. I’m proud of you. And now it’s extremely useful. Mark where these were in the stack and keep reading. I’ll finish the rest of the documents while you check whether these are incriminating.”




The first group of Spanish papers contained typical diplomatic rambling about strengthening relations between the Spanish crown and the French king through trade concessions.




Near the bottom of my stack, I found the last of the Spanish documents and passed them to Margot.




After a brief silence, she inhaled sharply. “Jacques… this is it. This letter offers Pellerin gold if he passes French diplomatic and military secrets to the Spanish envoy here in Paris.”




While she continued reading, I finished my stack and picked up where she left off on hers.




“Jacques, one of these letters agrees to provide the assistance of two Spanish mages to communicate across distances. The dates match the period between our departure for, and return from, the Netherlands. An earlier letter urges Pellerin to stop the treaty with the Netherlands. And he kept copies written in Spanish of both his requests and his responses. There is so much more.”




“Pellerin has committed treason. He’ll hang for it without question. Find the clearest incriminating letter that isn’t tied to our Netherlands trip and put the rest back.”




When we returned to the window, Margot said, “You need to go first so I can latch it behind me.”




I didn’t like the idea of leaving her alone in the room in case someone discovered us, but everything was still silent, unlike our visit to Tillet’s house. I nodded. “If you hear someone open that door, dive out of the window. I’ll catch you with the wind. Don’t worry about falling, just get out.”




Margot smiled and nodded.




It wasn’t any easier to hold her steady while she closed the window than it was when she opened it, but the process was quicker. After we scaled the wall again and slipped back across the street to our waiting wives, I restored the street lamps’ light and pulled Margot into a deep kiss. I turned to the others and said, “Margot was magnificent. She found the evidence we needed because she could read Spanish.”




Isabel, who apparently knew about Margot studying the language, reached up to the taller girl and kissed her, then said, “You’ll get your real reward when we’re back in the palace.”




Eva and Delia were as surprised as I was that Margot had learned another language in less than two months. Perhaps her skill was related to the triple shot. I really wished I knew more about what was happening, if for no other reason than to make the most of it.




The guards at the palace didn’t bat an eye when we returned in the early hours of the morning, as we weren’t the only ones doing so. Though most of the others staggered from drunkenness, we showed our passes and cleared the gate quickly. Isabel had promised Margot a reward once we were in bed, and she promptly kept her promise. We all showered Margot with our affection, and she was quite worn out by the time I was done. Everyone slept well that night.




After a late breakfast, Margot set about translating the documents in full. Delia wrote the cover letter explaining that there were more incriminating documents in the desk drawer of Pellerin’s home office. Not wanting us to be connected to the “discovery” of the documents, she didn’t mention anything about the long-distance communication via mages Pellerin had arranged or how we knew it had been used. The ladies finished just as dinner was served, so we ate our meal and worked out a plan to deliver the Spanish-language letters, Margot’s translations, and the cover letter to the chancelier’s office late that night.




We knew that five of us roaming the palace so late would be suspicious, so I reluctantly agreed to let Isabel and Margot make the delivery. All they needed to do was slip the envelope containing the letters under the door of the chancelier’s office and return to our room. I found myself quite anxious while they were gone, but half an hour later, both returned safely. I was finally able to relax, and we enjoyed a good night’s sleep.




In the morning, Delia and Eva returned to the Dutch embassy and informed their parents about the contents of the letters we had given the chancelier, as well as what Margot had discovered in the letters we left in Pellerin’s home.




When Margot, Isabel, and I had lunch in the palace dining room, nearly every conversation revolved around Baron Pellerin’s arrest just an hour earlier. I couldn’t help but smirk. Delia and Eva returned to our room later that afternoon, and we relaxed together in bed until dinner.




The next morning, we received a message from Eva’s father asking us to meet them in the King’s throne room at two bells for Pellerin’s trial. I doubted there would be enough space for us, but we went anyway. As we approached the massive doors, Eva’s mother, Margriete, found us and escorted us inside. We sat with both sets of parents.




When two bells struck, the King entered immediately. After taking his seat on the throne, he said, “Chancelier, we understand you have a matter of great import to present. Please make your report.”




“My King, sometime during the night before last, a package was delivered to my office. My secretary found it on the floor just inside the door the next morning. Inside were a cover letter, two letters in Spanish, and translations of those letters into French.




“The cover letter stated that the Spanish letters were found in a locked drawer in the home of Baron Pellerin, and that other letters of a similar nature were present as well. The translations indicated that Baron Pellerin had agreed to provide intelligence and assistance to the Spanish envoy in exchange for gold. Naturally, I did not trust that the Spanish letters truly said this, and since I have no knowledge of Spanish, I summoned one of Your Majesty’s clerks who does. His translation matched the provided one almost perfectly; the only differences were grammatical or spelling variations. The meaning was entirely consistent.




“I then ordered a squad of guards to accompany me and the clerk to Baron Pellerin’s home. We found a locked drawer in his desk exactly where the cover letter indicated. The locksmith I brought opened the drawer and I had the clerk search for the letters. He found them in the stack precisely where the cover letter said they would be. All documents were brought back to the palace, along with Baron Pellerin in chains. Since then, all Spanish-language documents have been translated. They reveal a clear pattern of deceit, the sale of Your Majesty’s secrets, and attempts to undermine our alliances—especially our relationship with Prince Willem of the Netherlands.




“Members of Your Majesty’s intelligence service have examined the handwriting, comparing it with multiple documents on file written by the Baron. They also reviewed documents from the Spanish embassy. They unanimously agree that the Baron wrote the responses, and that a single Spanish official authored the other side.




“Your Majesty, the evidence of treason by Baron Pellerin against you and against France is overwhelming. I urge you to find him guilty and order his execution forthwith.”




The King turned to the accused. “Baron Pellerin, what do you have to say for yourself?”




“Your Majesty, I am the victim of an elaborate conspiracy meant to ruin my name and sabotage your diplomatic efforts with Spain. I do not know who wrote these letters or planted them in my home, but I swear it was not me,” claimed the Baron.




The chancelier responded, “Your Majesty, I must add that Baron Pellerin is deeply in debt, and the Spanish promised in their letters to pay off those debts in exchange for his service. For the benefit of the courtiers present, I have prepared a package containing the Baron’s letters from creditors, his replies, and the translations of the Spanish correspondence. I presented it earlier today.”




The King nodded. “We have reviewed the materials you submitted, as well as the documents confirming the authenticity of the Baron’s handwriting, exactly as you described. We find them convincing. Baron Pellerin, unless you can provide us with intelligence worthy of your life, we order your execution by hanging at eight bells tomorrow morning. Your family will be stricken from the nobility, and your accounts and property seized for the treasury. Have you anything to offer, Monsieur Pellerin?”




The former Baron remained silent, stunned.




“Guards, take Monsieur Pellerin to the jail and prepare the gallows for tomorrow at eight bells.”




With that, the King stood and left the throne room through the same door from which he had entered.




I smiled to myself. One enemy down, one to go.





Chapter 10




We had dinner at the Dutch embassy that night and celebrated our success. Mother Saelihn said, “Radelia, dear daughter, I’m so proud of your family. You have done well in choosing your mates.”




“Thank you, Mother,” Delia responded with a huge grin.




“Indeed, but tomorrow will likely bring bigger challenges. Rumor has it that Count Toury will arrive sometime tomorrow evening. He is far more personally powerful and will not roll over like the former baron. He will attempt to use his allies to escape punishment,” Eva’s father, Aalbert, told us.




Delia’s father, Keryth, added, “I have heard a rumor that the courier has arrived with news that Duke Morise of Reims is bringing additional witnesses of Toury’s crimes. He should arrive the day after tomorrow.”




“Honestly, I had originally hoped we’d be going home by tomorrow. I miss Denise and Marie.” I didn’t mention my concern for Collette and our children; I was confident Marie would ensure they had food and a place to stay.




We skipped Baron Pellerin’s execution; none of us felt the need to watch him die. In a fight, I would have killed him without a second thought. Had I caught him operating a brothel or engaged in other vile behavior, I would have dealt with him then as well. I simply didn’t see the point of making a spectacle of it. No one who did what he did ever believed they would be caught, so watching him executed wouldn’t stop others from similar crimes.




After breakfast, where the execution and rumors of Toury’s arrival were the talk of other tables, we discussed how to spend our day since we might be here for several more.




First, we checked the palace library but found nothing we couldn’t find at the academy library. With nothing else of interest in the palace, we strolled the neighboring district and visited several bookstores, hoping to find something unique. Margot found French-to-English and French-to-German dictionaries, as well as cookbooks in both German and English, and purchased them all. I looked forward to seeing how far she could take her linguistic skills.




Delia found a book on horse breeding with charts showing ten generations of selective characteristics. Eva and Isabel browsed with me; none of the shops had anything of interest in healing, herbal lore, or alchemy. We had lunch at a café on the Seine and continued visiting various shops. We returned to the palace for dinner, hoping for news of Count Toury’s arrival.




We had just stepped into the dining room when it became instantly clear that Toury had indeed arrived; the news was on everyone’s lips. All thoughts of Pellerin’s execution were forgotten. As we ate, a few speakers mentioned the Duke of Reims’ expected arrival tomorrow evening. Being the vindictive soul I was, I smiled to myself at the thought of Adam Pellerin realizing that the two bootlickers he considered friends were distancing themselves as if they had never known him.




The next day, we spent time on the other side of the river visiting artists’ stalls. I have no skill in visual arts but know what I like, so I let my wives pick pieces freely, vetoing selections only if I truly disliked them. In the end, each chose one painting and of course, I ended up carrying all four. Perhaps men with only one wife are better off; I’ll never know.




Once again, we returned to the palace in time for dinner. This time, the news on everyone’s lips was the Duke of Reims’ arrival, accompanied by several wagons and carriages. After dinner, we returned to our room to find a note from the Duke instructing us to meet him for breakfast in his suite the next morning at eight bells.




We made sure to arrive a few minutes early, though we had to fetch a page to guide us to his rooms; the palace was a confusing maze with no visitor map.




The Duke greeted us warmly and invited us to sit. Then he asked, “Have you spoken to anyone in the palace about why you’re here aside from the chancelier?”




“Non,” I replied.




“Excellent.”




“As far as I can tell, Toury left Reims knowing he was in trouble, but not why. Since you haven’t given it away, and I’m confident the chancelier has not either, he should be surprised and unprepared. The journal you turned over regarding the bribes Tillet took provided leads to several others who, upon questioning, admitted to working with Count Toury on various schemes, in addition to enslaving young women from the countryside. I brought a wagon full of those witnesses under heavy guard. The man you identified as the husband of one of your wife’s cousins, Gracien Navarre, is among them. Speaking of which, your wife, Marie, asked me to tell you that she has taken her cousin and her children into your home.”




“Thank you for passing on the message, Your Grace,” I replied. “How may we assist you?”




“At this time, your assistance is unlikely to be required, as the testimony of these witnesses should be sufficient for the king to render judgment. Just be sure to follow any directions provided by the chancelier and attend the king tomorrow for the trial. Your family has done the kingdom and me a great service. I will call you to visit me once we are all back in Reims.”




After breakfast, we again had little to do, so we roamed the city. We found a neighborhood where several gnomes had set up shops selling mechanical devices. I purchased a clock that made mechanical birds chirp every hour; a cuckoo clock, as the merchant called it—which I found amusing. My wives were less impressed.




The book I had read a year ago, after first learning Delia was an elf, described gnomes as inventors of marvelous devices but provided no physical description. I was surprised to find that they looked nearly human, just as elves did, though much shorter. The tallest gnome was still nearly a head shorter than Isabel, my smallest wife. Based on the ratio of women to men we observed, I suspected that, like elves, they might engage in plural marriages, but I didn’t ask.




Delia, blunt as ever, asked one of the gnomes displaying his creation, “Are you married to all these women?”




The man scowled, so I jumped in, “I’m married to all four women with me, and two others who didn’t travel with us. In case you didn’t notice, Delia here is an elf, and her parents are in a plural marriage as well.”




“Oh, looking for another wife, are you? Well, all these are mine, but I have a daughter about your age looking for a husband.”




I almost choked until he started laughing. “The look on your face was worth losing a sale.” His wives joined in the laughter, and I let myself laugh along with them.




“You haven’t lost a sale, friend. I just haven’t figured out what some of these things are and which ones appeal to me.”




“Why aren’t the rest of your wives with you, eh?”




Not seeing any reason not to make conversation, I told him, “They are both soon to give birth to twins, and as fast as we traveled, it wouldn’t have been comfortable or safe for them.”




“I have just the thing to occupy your new children.” He led me to a section of the store with little wooden butterflies, bees, and other insects hanging from strings, which, when wound up, made the figures gently move around. “You hang this over the crib, pull the string, and it will occupy the baby’s attention for a while—often long enough for them to fall back asleep. I call them mobiles. They’re my most popular item for new parents.”




“How old are children when this no longer interests them?”




“You humans lose interest around three years old.”




“I’ll take seven, no, nine of them.”




He laughed. “That’s quite a brood to have so many children all that young.”




Then I realized I should get some for Loyse’s and Ysebeau’s babies as well. “You know what? Make it thirteen.” The little man almost choked. “All yours?” he said, wide-eyed.




“Oui,” I replied with a smile.




“I actually have a daughter about your age. Should I introduce her?”




“Ah, you’d need to take that up with my wives.”




He turned to the back of the store and called out, “Poubelle, come out here and help these nice people wrap their purchase.”




An adorable young woman appeared, and her father started piling boxes in her arms. She was just over four feet tall, quite shapely, with rosy lips and brilliant blue eyes. “This gentleman is buying these for each of his thirteen babies. Go wrap them up and speak with his wives over there.”




“Papa, I have a boyfriend.”




“But can he make that many babies?”




“I don’t know, Papa. You won’t let me be alone with him long enough to find out.”




I didn’t like where this was going, so I said, “I’m sorry to rush you, but we’re expected back at the palace shortly. If we have time later, we’ll return.”




Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Isabel struggling to hold in a laugh.




I waited patiently for Poubelle to finish wrapping my purchases in pairs as I instructed and paid her father.




We managed to leave without further discussion of me marrying his daughter. Delia said she was disappointed and thought a gnome would be a wonderful addition to our family. I told her, “Poubelle is adorable. If you feel strongly about her, take it up with our wives, and if they agree, I’ll consider it.”




“Good. We’ll discuss it when we get back to the palace,” she said, tilting her chin up as she did when pointing out the superiority of elves.




While I found Poubelle physically attractive, we wouldn’t be in Paris much longer, and beginning tomorrow, we would be required at the trial or at least readily available as witnesses. If I had gotten to know Poubelle previously and was interested, I wouldn’t have been uncomfortable, but having her father throw her at me and Delia want to bring her into the family without knowing our interest didn’t sit well.




I was fairly certain Isabel and Margot would handle the discussion with her. If Denise were present, I would have no doubt at all. If I needed to talk with Delia, I would—but I wasn’t certain how effective I’d be.




It was a good thing we wouldn’t be taking Tillet back to Reims with us, as between the paintings, Margot’s books, cuckoo clock, and the mobiles I had purchased, we were going to need the extra horse to carry everything.




We returned to the palace, and I put my packages in the corner with the other purchases. As I turned around, Isabel tossed her head to the side, which I took to mean get lost, so I did. Half an hour later, I found that the dining room was serving, so I went back to our room to see if my wives were ready to eat. I found them lounging on the bed or in chairs reading, which I took as a good sign. I invited the ladies to dinner, and we all chatted amiably.




As we returned to the room, Isabel held me back one turn before we reached it and briefly explained, “I gently told Delia that none of us, including you, had time to evaluate the girl for compatibility. Just because she is accustomed to plural marriages doesn’t mean she has a personality that you or the rest of us will get along with, and she hadn’t even asked if you were interested. Margot made clear that, while she is open to other women, it would be a disservice to all of us to bring someone in without getting to know them first. Delia acknowledged she had jumped at the opportunity because of the girl’s background.”




“That’s good. I was fairly certain you two would discuss it with her. Thank you.”




Isabel raised the hem of her blouse and flashed her gorgeous breasts at me before running off to our room. I’m sure you know how we spent the rest of the evening.





Chapter 11




We woke to a tap at the door early in the morning and when I got out of bed I found a note had been slid under the door. I checked the door anyway and as expected the page was already gone. The note was from the Chancelier and addressed us all by name, we were commanded to attend the king’s council in the throne room at eleven bells that day. As we were getting dressed for breakfast just after a single tap on the door another note slid under it. The one was from the Duke instructing us to meet him outside the throne room at half past ten bells.




We took our time with breakfast, then returned to our room where Isabel put on her mage uniform and I donned my academy uniform. We thought it best that Eva and Delia wear civilian clothes so as not to draw attention to their Dutch origins.




Around a quarter past ten bells, we made our way through the palace toward the throne room and found the Duke and his retinue already assembled. When he noticed us, he said, “Excellent. You’ve dressed appropriately and on time. You do your instructors proud. Now, when asked questions, keep your answers as short as possible. If you can answer yes or no, do so. If clarification is needed because your answer seems to support the accused, I or the Chancelier will interject. Follow that rule, and I’m confident this will proceed as expected.” He then looked at Isabel and added, “The Chancelier prefers that all testimony from your group be handled by Mage Jacques du Pont. Though you are senior, the king, shall we say, is not as open-minded to women in authority.”




“That’s fine, Your Grace. Jacques is actually the leader of our group and the instigator behind our investigation. I appreciate your explanation,” Isabel replied.




“I have a strong-willed daughter not much younger than you ladies, and I support her independence. I would be a hypocrite if I did not support yours as well,” the Duke said.




“Your Grace is an enlightened man that this kingdom could use more of,” Isabel responded, bowing deeply.




The trial, if one could call it that, concluded in time for a very late lunch. I was the first witness, called to describe the rescue at the warehouse last year, the encoded log of transactions possessed by Monsieur Motet, how we became aware of former Capitaine Tillet’s bribery scheme, and how we acquired his log of bribes.




Tillet was next. He admitted the log was indeed his and that he had accepted bribes for overlooking women being brought into the city as slaves. He connected Count Toury to the scheme, explaining that he’d made the original arrangement. The audience reacted noisily, but once they quieted, other witnesses—also guilty parties—testified. By the sixth or seventh witness, Count Toury’s supporters grew silent. Several more witnesses testified, and by then no one attempted to lie or defend the count.




The king seemed pleased and issued his verdict and sentence just after the Chancelier indicated that all witnesses had testified. The count and his family were stripped of all titles and lands. He smiled and said, “Since there is still a gallows on the grounds, we order Monsieur Toury’s execution at four bells this afternoon. Due to the recent shortage of nobility in the countryside surrounding Reims, we are promoting Richart Morise, formerly Duke of Reims, to Archduke of Reims and the surrounding lands. None of this perfidy would have come to light without the efforts of a young mage who chose to investigate of his own volition. We appoint Mage Jacques du Pont a Baron. Good day.”




To say I was shocked is an understatement. Margot nudged me, as the Duke, no, Archduke, was speaking to me but I hadn’t responded. “I’m sorry, Your Grace. I was so surprised I didn’t even notice you were speaking to me.”




He laughed. “You weren’t the only one surprised. I dare say everyone in the room, except the Chancelier, was as well. I look forward to working with you, Baron. Set up an appointment with my secretary a week or so after we return to Reims—but not on a Sunday,” he added with a smirk.




Before I could stand, Isabel whispered, “I’ve never fucked a baron, I intend to correct that situation as soon as we get back to our room.”




All four of my wives were eager to celebrate in their own way. We skipped dinner and stayed up until eleven bells that night but were sensible enough to get some sleep, as we had a long ride back to Reims.




The following morning, a single knock on the door revealed a note slipped underneath. The Chancelier wanted us to meet at his office at eight bells. At least he had the decency not to make us wait until the afternoon, which would have delayed our travel plans.




After breakfast, we arrived at the Chancelier’s office with a few minutes to spare. The secretary ushered us in immediately.




“Thank you for coming promptly. Please, have a seat.”




“How can we assist you, my lord?” I asked.




“None of that. You’re here so I can explain your new titles. Yes, I mean you ladies as well, including the two wives still in Reims. You, Mage du Pont, are now a baron, and all of you are baronesses in your own right.” He glanced at Eva. “That means you are nobles in both your home country and France. It isn’t unusual, so don’t be concerned.”




Leaning back, he continued, “You currently have no lands assigned. That will change when the new Archduke of Reims realigns the county. The new Archduke and I have agreed that he will recommend to the king which lands each of you will be assigned, and those assignments will be made prior to any others.”




I thought, he’s supporting the new Archduke by letting him place trusted people in charge of lands. The rewards for our good deeds are multiplying.




The Chancelier added, “You are being rewarded both for your voluntary diligence in tracking down slavers while rescuing their victims and your discrete efforts to root out treason.” He quirked an eyebrow.




“Perhaps we weren’t as discrete as we thought,” I said.




“Oh, you were very discrete. Had my secretary not recognized the hint of perfume on the envelope as belonging to your wife, we would never have known. Her scent is quite unique—I daresay of Elven origin, as is she.”




“Oui, my lord,” Delia responded a little shamefaced.




“This kingdom needs more young people like you. I look forward to seeing what you accomplish. Arrest warrants have been issued for all men listed in the journal of Monsieur Motet, with instructions to interrogate and, if necessary, execute them and any associates involved in holding women against their will. Rescued women will be provided funds to return home and enough to restart their lives. Any properties owned by the slavers will be confiscated by the king.




You may spend a few more days in the palace if you wish, or return to Reims as you see fit.”




“Thank you, my lord,” we said in unison, bowing.




As we left, the Chancelier’s secretary whispered, “Next time you send an anonymous note, take a bath and skip the perfume,” winking at Delia. “On another topic, congratulations to all of you.”




By the time we were packed and had our horses saddled, it was after ten bells. Since there was no rush to avoid an attack, we planned a two-day journey back to Reims. I also had time to visit the inn where I grew up and see Nicole’s parents, who had cared for me after my father disappeared. I introduced them to my wives. They were not shocked so Nicole had evidently mentioned my unusual marriage. When I told them I had been made a baron and all my wives baronesses, they were utterly astonished. I couldn’t wait to tell Nicole; she was going to be surprised.





Chapter 12




We returned to Reims Sunday evening, a mixture of joy and anxiety. Joyful because I was reunited with two of my loves, anxious because I wasn’t sure how the four who had traveled with me would feel about Collette living with us, even temporarily.




Fortunately, Robin’s wife, Katherine, had cooked that afternoon, making a big pot of stew, so the sudden arrival of five more people for dinner posed no problem. Before we ate, Collette mentioned, “If you’re really quiet, you should take a peek in the bedroom down the hall on the right you can meet my two new children.”




 “Our new children.” I replied with a smile, “What did you name them?”




“The boy is Elyot, and the girl is Amelot.”




“Lovely names,” I said. We went down the hall and found two small heads with just a few wisps of blond hair peeking from bundles of blankets.




At dinner, we took turns recounting the story of our visit to Paris and the acquisition of Pellerin’s letters, carefully leaving out exactly how it had been accomplished. By prior agreement, we didn’t reveal our ennoblement until after dinner. Once the dishes were cleared and everyone had a drink of their choosing, I stood to make a toast.




“To the baronesses du Pont,” I said. The four wives who had traveled with me echoed the toast and clinked glasses with mine, while Denise and Marie looked puzzled. I added, “That includes you two as well. The chancelier made it clear that all six of you have been made baronesses in your own right. The former duke of Reims, now Archduke Morise, will recommend lands for each of us in the coming weeks. I believe they will be valuable lands, as the chancelier and the king seem intent on supporting the archduke with trustworthy people and we qualify.”




Denise began to cry, a happy, relieved tear, leaning over to hug Margot, who was closest. Marie cackled with glee. When she regained control, she said, “My father is going to have a stroke! I decided not to offer him any of the money we had to invest, since my mother said she couldn’t guarantee he’d be fair with us. Now I get to rub a title in his nose. You all just made my month!”




Robin grinned from ear to ear, while his wives and Collette looked on in stunned silence. Collette had been quiet all evening, so I winked at her and said, “We bought a few things to make this more of a home. Why don’t you ladies get the paintings, and I’ll bring the other items?”




The ladies who traveled with me displayed the paintings, drawing oohs and aahs from the household. I set the cuckoo clock so the birds would pop out, and Robin laughed so hard he almost fell from his chair. I then handed out the remaining packages in order—Denise, Marie, Isabel, and finally Collette.




My pregnant wives let Collette open hers first. Denise and Marie looked puzzled until I explained, “It’s called a mobile. Parents hang it above a baby’s crib to entertain the child.” That earned smiles from everyone.




Once the gifts had been revealed, I gathered Robin, Jacquette, and Katherine in the parlor. “So, tell me—how was the week without us?”




We chatted while my wives considered what to do about Collette. I’d already made my feelings clear; it was now a question of whether we would marry her or simply support her and her children.




After about an hour, Margot stepped into the room, beckoning me with a come-hither gesture, and I excused myself. Collette smiled through happy tears. Denise announced, “We have agreed that, as you expressed interest in marrying Collette, we will accept her into the family along with all three children.”




I was moved to tears. “Thank you all. I promise that I will always love each of you and show it every day.”




I stepped over to Collette and kissed her passionately. When I let her up for air she laughed and said, “None of that Monsieur I just gave birth to two of your brats and I need a couple of more weeks to recover before you put that iron rod in me again.”




Isabel called out, “Come on everyone, let’s go upstairs I have an urge to fuck a baron again.” The night got fairly wild and Collette participated though not fully. We were up quite late satisfying all our carnal urges. Seven nude women in the bed had my libido in rare form.





Chapter 13




The next morning, we barely made it to our first classes on time and had to skip breakfast. I prepared my lecture for Botanical Lore in the carriage, even though I wasn’t certain I’d be teaching that day, since no one had yet been informed of our return.




After Dance class, I arrived at Healing with plenty of time to spare. My friends were curious where I’d been for a week. I told them it was a long story and promised a full rundown at lunch. Thierry wasn’t entirely satisfied, but Mage Lesnier arrived just then, preventing him from prying further.




“Well, I see our resident trouble magnet has returned. Any new healing experiences this time?” Mage Lesnier greeted me.




“Non, more of a criminal, political experience, so not really a story for this class.”




“Oui, then on to business.” The lecture went well. I hadn’t kept up with the reading assignments and made it a point to wait after class for a quick update on what I needed to catch up. I also briefly told Mage Lesnier where I had been and why.




When I arrived at my Botanical Lore classroom, Mage Dorget was already there. “So Mage du Pont, you’ve decided to return from your vacation in Paris, have you?” he said.




I recognized his dry humor and responded in kind, “That’s Baron Mage du Pont to you. I found I missed a certain irascible old man.”




“Hmph, who are you calling old?”




“I noticed you didn’t deny irascible.”




“I’ll see you in the research lab this afternoon. Madame Martin may not be so forgiving.”




The class went smoothly; I knew the material thoroughly. Preparing in the carriage had mostly helped me organize the presentation for clarity.




At lunch, I told Thierry, Genevote, and Marion a sanitized version of our adventure the previous week. Naturally, I left out the theft of Tillet’s documents and said nothing about Pellerin’s fall from grace.




Predictably, Thierry reminded us of Adam Pellerin’s challenge in the dining hall last fall: “Do you know who I am?” Then he laughed, “Nobody, because your papa was just executed for treason.” I couldn’t help but laugh.




“As a reward for uncovering and providing evidence of Capitaine Tillet’s scheme and that of the slavers including Count Toury—my wives and I have all been ennobled. You’re looking at the newest baron in France,” I said.




Genevote’s expression hardened; she always looked displeased when she thought I had something undeserved.




“We were as surprised as anyone,” I added. “The Duke of Reims has been promoted to archduke as a result of his handling of the evidence we provided. Count Toury was executed the same afternoon as his trial.” Marion sighed, and I imagined her thinking she might have been married to this man if her father had left her to her own decisions.




Instead, she said, “I got engaged last week while you were gone.”




I smiled and congratulated her. It probably worked out for the best; I suspected she would not have been happy in a plural marriage. I had no regrets, though I would not have denied her if she had expressed interest in joining my family.




After Capitaine Paru dismissed Military Tactics, he looked me in the eye and nodded. I waited until the class emptied and walked up to his desk. “So you made another big splash but didn’t need me to cover you this time, Baron,” he said with a smirk.




“I owe you another favor; some criticisms in our intelligence report helped us figure out which questions to ask and what evidence to collect.”




“Don’t think I won’t come to collect one day,” he said, smiling. I nodded and left for my hour as Mage Dorget’s research assistant. While preparing batches of herbs and alchemical reagents, I answered Dorget’s questions about my whereabouts, repeating the same version I’d shared with my classmates—a story that satisfied most people without revealing our less-than-legal methods.




During Fitness, Sergent Augier called me out: “You’ll never take another vacation if you don’t show me you can still run at the front of the group.” I hadn’t run for a week, but between walking in Paris and riding to and from the city, I kept up and proved I could handle it.




The rest of the day went as usual: study sessions with Eva and Delia, then dinner. We all had plenty of reading to catch up on a week’s worth of classes.




The next day went smoothly until Madam Martin’s lab. She kept her temper in check in class but started to verbally blister me when we arrived. I preempted her with, “I was ordered to attend the king. I provided evidence in a trial that led to the execution of a high-ranking noble. I returned as soon as I was given leave.” That defused her entirely.




“You really must schedule your disappearances with more notice,” she said, then proceeded as if nothing had happened. Brilliant in her field, slightly eccentric otherwise, I liked her anyway.




At lunch, Robin delivered a note from Mage Le Borgne, requesting my presence after my last class. Since I had Special Operations after normal classes, I didn’t rush. When I arrived, his secretary sent me right in.




“Good afternoon, trouble magnet. You disappeared with a note saying you’d be gone for an unknown period with two other students. Then there was a flurry of arrests among wealthy men, and Count Toury was summoned to Paris. Next I hear you’re in Paris, and not one but two nobles were executed by the king’s order, both related to your enemies. I have to believe you were involved. So tell me, what were you up to this time?”




“When we rescued the girls at the warehouse last spring, we came into possession of a coded journal. While visiting Eva’s parents, we met someone who helped us decode it. From there, we identified many of the slaver’s clients and, upon further investigation, discovered that Capitaine Tillet of the gendarme was taking bribes. Once we had proof, we presented it to the duke, who requested we escort Tillet to Paris with his letter and the evidence. At Count Toury’s trial, we testified as I’ve explained, and others provided additional testimony. The king seemed pleased with the verdict and sentence. He also elevated our duke, now Archduke Morise and added the responsibilities of former Count Toury to his previous duties. All six of my wives are now baronesses in their own right, and I am a baron.”




“My boy, you certainly know how to summarize a tale to underplay your part,” he chuckled. “I noticed you said nothing about Pellerin. Don’t tell me you had no involvement.”




“Mage Le Borgne, on my honor, I had no official role in the Pellerin affair.”




“I see. Evading the issue by qualifying your involvement confirms my suspicions, as you no doubt expected. Keep an eye on Adam Pellerin—don’t let him stab you in the back thinking your fight is over like you did after the duel.”




“Indeed, I’ve been careful since returning to the academy and will continue to be so until we are far apart.”




“Good. Enjoy the rest of your day.”




The next day at lunch, the dining room was abuzz. Nearly every conversation revolved around the Paris executions, the new archduke, and the baron and baronesses. Students pointed at me almost immediately.




I knew the news would spread quickly, but the suddenness surprised me. Several second-year girls looked at me differently than before. I chuckled; even if they summoned courage to approach me, they would be discouraged by my six wives and the soon-to-be seventh.




When I sat with Thierry, Genevote, and Marion, Thierry said, “I didn’t tell anyone.”




I laughed. “I’m sure you didn’t. It was only a matter of time before the news from Paris spread like wildfire.”




Genevote commented, “You’ve suddenly gained quite a few admirers. Tonight at the dorm, I’ll make sure they know you already have six wives and six children on the way.”




I replied, “Please do. I don’t have time for women who aren’t confident enough in themselves to willingly share me.”




Marion turned away, smiling, while Genevote scowled.




By the next morning, none of the first- or second-year girls were still mooning over me. Most third-year girls were already engaged or married, so none of them paid attention. I sent Nicole a note inviting her to dinner at our new home, and another to Loyse and Ysebeau.




Later that week, I visited the jeweler where I had purchased necklaces for my first six wives and selected one for Collette. Like the others, it held a sapphire.




We were granted an appointment with the new Archduke nearly two weeks after returning to Reims. I arranged for a large carriage to pick up Eva, Delia, and me after class that Friday, then head to our home to collect the rest of my wives and Collette. She tried to beg off, but I reminded her we were engaged and should know what we discuss. I had already asked Robin to watch the Symonne and the twins for a few hours, promising I wouldn’t make a habit of it.




When we arrived at the Archduke’s office, his secretary informed us that he’d been delayed and asked if we would rather reschedule or wait an hour. I looked to my wives, and they seemed to silently agree to wait, taking their seats. I turned back to the secretary and said, “I think they’ve answered your question.”




He smiled and nodded.




I sat between Margot and Collette and chatted with both of them, switching between French with Collette and Dutch with Margot, who was still refining her accent. She had continued to make progress since Eva’s mother had pointed out the hint of a French accent in her speech. I was frankly amazed at what she had accomplished since late June.




Collette spoke of her family’s surprise at Gracien Navarre’s arrest, and her mother had apologized for pushing her into the marriage. As far as I was concerned, it was in the past; all that mattered was that I now had the opportunity to marry her myself. Her parents could object little, as she was now technically sullied by her husband’s disrepute. Marrying into the unconventional family of a mage recently raised to a baron remained, socially, a step up.




“The first night I told you I loved you, I had no idea it would lead to this,” she said.




“Neither did I, but I couldn’t be happier that it did,” I replied, squeezing her hand.




“Margot, how is your Spanish coming along?”




“Very well. I’m still working for the old grocer so I can practice. He says he’s impressed, though I don’t know if that’s flattery or genuine assessment.”




“When he speaks to you, does he slow down for your understanding, or speak at normal speed?”




“I can follow him just fine at normal speed, even when he rants at his derelict son-in-law,” she snickered. “It’s only my speaking Spanish I’m unsure of. I need someone else to assess me so I know they aren’t just being nice.”




“Next class, you should ask Capitaine Paru. I’ll bet he knows someone who can properly evaluate your skill.”




“Of course. I hadn’t thought of that. I’ll do it next week.”




The door to the Archduke’s office opened, and a portly older man stepped out, grumbling. The secretary peered in, then announced, “Archduke Morise will see you now.”




I let my wives and Collette enter first and closed the door behind us.




“Good afternoon, Baron and Baronesses du Pont. Please have a seat. I understand that your baronies had not been selected before leaving Paris, correct?”




“Oui, Your Grace.”




“The chancelier suggested I make recommendations to the king regarding which lands would be assigned to nobles in my newly enlarged domain. This ensures that I can place people I trust in positions of influence. You have shown initiative and fortitude in taking the right steps, and I believe you will support me as I work for the good of my people and kingdom. That said; I have a map and notes outlining the resources and commerce of each land. I wish your input on which territories you would like to administer, as I do not know your skills, talents, and interests well enough to decide for you.




My staff has learned a little about each of you, mostly your academic standing and reputation at the academy, and in your case, Isabel, your former commanding officer’s assessment. Those evaluations are uniformly high for the mages among you.”




After discussion, we ended up with a contiguous group of lands extending from the north bank of the Vesle River around the city to nearly due north of the city center. All of our lands were adjacent to at least one other belonging to the family. We also secured the estate previously confiscated from Monsieur Motet, which pleased me greatly.




Once completed, I asked, “Your Grace, how long will it take for your recommendations to be ratified by the king?”




“It’s difficult to say, but I hope it will be finalized before the winter solstice.”




I wasn’t thrilled, but the truth was better than a convenient lie.




“I have a small favor to request, if this is a good time.”




“So far, your requests have cost me nothing. I’m willing to listen, though I make no promise to grant it.”




“Thank you, Your Grace. As you know, Gracien Navarre’s arrest has sullied his wife as well. She has filed for divorce. I wish to marry her and adopt her children. If you could backdate the divorce decree to the week before his arrest, it would simplify the adoption of the twins.”




“Mon dieu! Six wives, and you wish to add another? More surprising is that the rest of you here seem satisfied with this. In any case, what you request is trivial. Drop the divorce papers with my secretary at your convenience, and I will backdate the decree to November 8.”




“As it happens, I have the papers right here.”




“Ha! Of course you do.”




He signed and dated the documents November 8. “Take these to my secretary on your way out and tell him to record the divorce on the date I signed.”




“Your Grace, we look forward to supporting you in the future. Thank you sincerely.”




My wives and Collette all thanked the Archduke.




Back in the carriage, Collette asked, “Why did you bother to have the divorce backdated?”




“Eva’s mother, Margriete, explained that a kingdom’s embassy is treated as the territory of that kingdom. Therefore, marriages conducted there are legally recognized under Dutch law. She backdated our visit to the Dutch embassy in Paris to before our twins were born, so you will be married into our family as of November 9—the day before the twins’ birth.”




Collette began to cry. “I love you all so much,” she said, hugging Marie.




Isabel said, “You’ve had a few weeks to recover from childbirth. You can show us how much you love us tomorrow night when the Baron is home. Marie and Denise are slowing down; someone has to pick up their slack.”




Margot and Delia cheered, Eva clapped, and Denise smiled, shaking her head.




At home, Katherine had prepared dinner, and after we ate, Delia, Eva, and I headed back to the academy to prepare for the last day of classes that week.




Isabel and Margot sent packages containing copies of our marriage documents and Collette’s divorce decree to Eva’s parents at the Dutch embassy in Paris. In a few weeks, we expected the documents back with Collette added as of November 9, making our two latest children legally bear my name from birth. I would only need to adopt Symonne, which I planned to complete promptly after the documents returned. Ideally, she would never know she hadn’t carried my name from birth, and by then, those who might have known would have forgotten.




Once Eva, Delia, and I returned home Saturday afternoon, I called a meeting to discuss a few matters. Our lives had been unsettled since returning from the Netherlands, and we hadn’t yet organized a countryside event. With Denise due to give birth just after the winter solstice, a carriage ride over rough roads in cold weather was impractical.




Fortunately, I had already sent Robin and his wives to the estate for a weekend getaway, delivering pay to the caretakers, Emery and Alipson Mulet. My wives agreed the caretakers had been underpaid and more than doubled what Motet had been paying them.




“One reason we considered using the country estate for parties was that Eva’s and Delia’s diplomatic budgets would cover the taxes. Now that the estate may fall under one of our baronies, it’s no longer an issue. Even if we don’t receive that barony, our other lands will generate sufficient income. Any objections?”




All shook their heads.




“Do we want to host a winter solstice party here and use our new titles as a draw? Invitations can go out in Eva’s and Delia’s names, and their budgets can cover the costs.”




Eva winked.




Denise, our financial specialist, looked up at the ceiling, thoughtful. “Oui, but I won’t be up for much work to organize it. I feel ready to pop now; I can only imagine what I’ll feel like in a month.”




Collette said, “I owe all of you much. I’ll help make the event run smoothly, though I have three babies to care for.”




Isabel added, “I’ll do what I’m told to help. Someone else must provide direction.”




Margot nodded.




Marie said, “Between Collette, Denise, and I, we can provide direction. Since Isabel and Margot are doing the work, we’ll manage. Typically, these events are catered, so they’ll primarily need to find a caterer or restaurant and sign a contract. We’ll negotiate, but we can’t do all the legwork. If we start Monday, we’ll be in time to get the best caterers before they’re fully booked.”




“Any objections to starting Monday?” I asked.




“None,” they agreed.




“Find the best caterer quickly. Our titles will draw guests even if other events occur. Let’s all make lists of people we want to invite. I want to invite my cousin Nicole and her husband, Madame Berthier and her family. Should we invite favorite instructors from the academy? What about Archduke Morise, even if we don’t expect him to come?”




“We’ll consider it and start the lists,” Denise said.




With only a little over a day together each week we had many things to discuss. After dinner we adjourned to our bedroom to satiate our carnal desires. Collette was especially lusty. After our first round she told me, “You have no idea how I missed you over the last six months. It was stressful not being in your arms and having that cock inside me filling me with your warmth. I never want to be separated from you like that again.”




“With a statement like that I think you deserve an encore,” I responded then flipped her over and pulled her to her knees so I could take her from behind. When I was done with her she had no breath to speak again but she did have a big smile on her face. We were all up late that night, when I’d finally worn out Margot and Delia most of my ladies were already asleep.





Chapter 14




The next morning, I woke to the scent of bacon frying and slowly climbed out of bed, carefully putting on a robe. Neither Collette nor Margot were among the sleepers, and given that breakfast was cooking, I had a pretty good idea who was at the stove.




Collette had left the room when the babies started crying and spent the night in their room.




I found Margot in front of the stove wearing only an apron. My cock stood up nearly instantly so I opened my robe and pressed myself into her while threading my hands into the apron so I could massage her breasts.




“If you distract me and cause me to burn the bacon that will be your share. Do you hear me?”




“Oui, mon chérie. I simply couldn’t resist your charms.”




“Well you can resist my charms for another half hour so we can all have breakfast then you can take me back to bed because I didn’t get enough of you last night. I was too hungry this morning to enjoy riding you or that’s how I’d have woken you up.”




“Well my appetite includes eating you after eating your cooking so I suppose I’ll be patient.” I kissed her neck from her ear down to her shoulder and backed away.




Jacquette was the next to enter the kitchen, wearing a loose robe. “I can always tell when Jacques is home. Even with our bedroom at the other end of the house, we know exactly what’s going on in your room. Of course, that’s not all bad, because it motivates my lovers. We had a wonderful time in bed last night too.”




By the time Margot removed the pastries from the oven, the dining room was full, and I had served everyone tea or coffee as they preferred. Once Margot was done at the stove, she took a seat, and we all gathered to enjoy breakfast together.




We discussed the winter solstice party and our hopes for it, then turned our attention to what we hoped to do with the lands expected to be assigned as our baronies. Much of it was farmland, but not all. Careful research would be required to determine the best use of the land, even for existing farms, which might serve the farmers and us better if used differently or with different crops.




Delia offered, “I have a cousin who is a green mage and can probably be contracted to visit us, analyze the lands, and recommend how to maximize productivity through crop selection, fertilization, and other methods.”




Denise responded, “We can probably hire someone closer for less money.”




Delia retorted, “But will they be females of age to marry into our family?”




Denise rolled her eyes but replied, “I wasn’t aware those were criteria we should use when hiring outside help.”




“How else will Jacques meet appropriate and eligible marriage prospects?” Delia asked.




Before their discussion got too heated, Marie jumped in with a change of subject. “We also need to look at roads to ensure that all the lands can be reached from each other and that there is at least one efficient route to Reims. I think the road to Amiens will serve us best, as it is central to the arc of our lands. We’ll need to survey it and ensure the road is in good condition. If it isn’t, we’ll need a plan to repair and maintain it.”




Isabel added, “As an earth mage, I can do a lot of that work, but I will need some training from a specialist, as that wasn’t the focus of my studies at the academy. Likewise, I can help in the fields by dealing with the rocks and improving soil quality. I hope to focus on producing herbs for both food and poultices or alchemy on my lands.”




“Everyone knows I want to breed horses,” Delia said, “but I don’t need all the lands of my barony for that.”




“You’ll need hay and other crops, though,” Denise pointed out. “If you don’t grow what you need, you’ll need to produce something you can sell or trade for it. I’d have figured out how to make raising horses profitable by now, but the situation keeps changing.”




I added, “We also aren’t always going to be available to administer our lands. We all agreed to the Special Operations assignment for a minimum of three years, and I’m sure that at times we’ll be gone for months. We need to think about hiring a staff that will be available nearly all the time.”




Robin suggested, “What about hiring us? You’ll need someone to track the money which is Katherine’s specialty and someone to arrange the sales and purchases, which is Jacquette. I can check in with the farmers, the roads, bridges, buildings, or anything else you directly own. We’ll probably also need a few guards to track down troublemakers, which I can oversee.”




Marie agreed, “Oui, that could work well for us. People we can trust and who have many of the skills we need already. Any skills they don’t have can be hired or taught by mentors.”




Isabel cautioned, “While I generally agree that the idea is good, let’s not get too far into this until we know for certain what we’re getting so we know what we need and so our prospective staff understands what we’re asking of them.”




Margot added, “Let’s focus on research for now, when we aren’t busy preparing for the winter solstice party or going to our training at the academy.”




The next few weeks flew by. Robin alerted me that the marriage documents were back from Paris, officially making Collette our wife. That Sunday, I took all my wives to dinner at one of our favorite restaurants. After a wonderful meal, I presented the sapphire necklace I had purchased weeks earlier to Collette. She cried while the other women cheered.




Just a couple of days before the solstice festivities began, we received word from Archduke Morise that our land assignments had been ratified by the king, though with some modifications. Several of the baronies had been extended further west into the forests and hills, placing a number of vineyards under our purview. Other baronies expanded eastward, wrapping around the city to encompass additional farmland. A small map accompanied each official proclamation. I asked Margot and Isabel to try to have the proclamations framed and hung in the house before the party. While I knew my other request wouldn’t be ready in time, I also asked for maps of each barony larger enough to use for marking the locations of specific resources or features.




Our party fell on the third day of the week-long festivities and, as hoped, drew a large crowd likely a result of our recent ennoblement. Quite a few young men flirted with Margot, Eva, Delia, and Collette, unaware that all were married to me. Collette seemed to delight in teasing them before revealing she was married with three children. Margot, however, was genuinely offended by the attention, insisting they would have shown no real interest in her just a few months prior.




All of my wives wore Dutch finery, which revealed far more décolletage than current French fashion allowed. Collette borrowed one of Margot’s dresses and looked stunning in it.




Delia attempted to gauge the openness of other women toward plural marriage, though it proved a challenge unless the women were already distracted or inebriated. Once she started talking about the pleasures of sharing one man with several other women in the bed at the same time even the drunk ones decided it wasn’t for them. Fortunately, the women I had brought into our circle adapted quickly. Collette, from the very first evening after I returned from Paris, seemed as comfortable with our family arrangement as Eva was.




Close association with me appeared to awaken latent interests in physical relations with other women among some of the ladies. Denise and Katherine, for example, had mentioned discovering feelings they hadn’t realized prior to being around me. Among the others, only Marie and Jacquette had prior experience in such relationships.




We attended several other gatherings during the holiday, including one at Nicole’s home, where our presence drew considerable attention. Andry was thrilled with the turnout and thanked me privately. When Nicole caught me alone, she muttered in frustration, “If I’d waited for you to come of age, I could be a baroness now.”




“If we’d been together then, the sequence of events leading to my ennoblement likely wouldn’t have occurred,” I replied.




“I know. Andry treats me well. I love him. I’m just greedy and want more. Besides, you were always better than him in bed,” she admitted.




“My wives think I’m even better now, so you can keep berating yourself over missing out,” I said, teasing.




Nicole smacked my shoulder playfully. “Let’s get back to the crowd before your wives come looking for you.”




“It’s more likely your husband will come after you,” I teased back. “Several of my wives are on the lookout for more women they’d likely welcome you.” Delia was the only one actively seeking more women, though the rest seemed content, and Denise had long anticipated expanding our family that way.




“Mon dieu, you’re terrible,” Nicole said, laughing as she stepped back toward the other guests.




Of course, we were invited to Archduke Morise’s own party and wouldn’t have missed it. Margot was particularly excited, still adjusting to her rapid social ascent becoming a baroness in her own right was a lot to process. I had to advise Delia to restrain herself when she mentioned wanting to speak to the Archduke’s daughter, Jehanne. Though I found her attractive, she was only sixteen, and I doubted the Archduke and his wife would approve if I attempted to court her. Margot spent some time with Jehanne and reported that the girl was sweet and clearly taken with me, fortunately Delia didn’t overhear.




Between the parties, we made time to visit Madame Berthier and Ysebeau, who proudly showed off their twins. I had prepared Collette, explaining that I had similar arrangements with them, so she wouldn’t be surprised by two more sets of twins. Still, seeing all four children together, along with Collette’s twins and Symonne, was a little overwhelming. It made me consider what it would be like when Denise, Marie, and Isabel had given birth. If all of them proved to have magical talent they would attend the academy together, making me the father of a significant fraction of a year’s students.




Denise was a week later than expected in giving birth. She went into labor shortly after breakfast. The midwife was initially unhappy that I didn’t leave, as husbands were normally expected to. “Men have no business in what only a woman can experience,” she claimed.




I explained, “I am a skilled healer, trained at the Académie de Magie. Though I haven’t delivered children before, I am competent at ensuring both mother and child survive the difficult experience of childbirth. How many times have you wished for a healer when assisting a mother?”




All I heard in response was a grunt.




After working together for a while, she came around. Near dinner, I helped the midwife deliver two beautiful babies. We named them Agnes and Colin.




In mid-February, Marie gave birth to twins. We named the girl Dorian and the boy Jaspar. This time, the midwife offered no resistance to my presence a relief, as Jaspar was in complete breech, meaning he was head-up rather than the typical head-down position. Such cases were more common in twins or triplets. The midwife looked at me gravely and said, “There’s a good chance your wife or the baby or both won’t survive.”




I said, “Then it’s a good thing I’m here. That’s unacceptable, and as a healer, I won’t let it happen. Now, let’s see what you can do to help turn the baby so we can deliver safely without surgery.”




We worked for hours. I blocked most of Marie’s pain, letting her experience only enough to provide signals to both her body and the midwife. Finally, at three bells the next morning, Jaspar arrived. The midwife, Marie, and I were exhausted. Margot guided the midwife to one of our spare rooms so she could rest until waking naturally. We skipped classes that day; I left a note for Robin to inform Mage Le Borgne and my instructors.




When the midwife awoke, we fed her breakfast. Before leaving, she asked, “Why are there so many pregnant women here, and why are you the only man?”




“You just haven’t met the other man who lives here—but that doesn’t matter. Seven of the women here are my wives,” I told her.




“That can’t be legal,” she asserted.




“It is, if you marry in the Netherlands, which we did. Is that going to be a problem?”




“Non. You paid me promptly both times and gave generous tips. I’ll be here anytime you need me.”




“Good. Isabel is due in early April; we’ll send for you when the time comes.”




Starting the Sunday after Denise’s birth, all of us—except Denise, Marie, and Collette began visiting our new lands weekly to meet the people, discuss their needs, and assess the scope of each barony. By the time Marie delivered her twins, we had agreed that we needed a full-time staff, and Robin, Jacquette, and Katherine were the right people to place at the top.




Katherine proved particularly helpful in balancing the baronies’ needs with our available funds. We had believed ourselves flush with cash, considering the money we held since Marie decided not to invest in her family’s business and the funds from the last two brothels we’d raided. But managing seven baronies was an entirely new order of magnitude. We left Denise’s and Marie’s baronies for last, ensuring they were recovered by the time we visited. Isabel stopped accompanying us in early March, as rough roads were too difficult while carrying twins in her eighth month—but she had already visited her barony in January and met her people.




Early in February, I walked into the academy dining hall for lunch. It was much louder than usual, signaling a major rumor. It didn’t take long to learn that Adam Pellerin’s body had been found in his dorm room alongside the remains of alchemical supplies and a note apologizing to his mother for letting her down. Of course, he went on a rant about how I had ruined his life, but at least he hadn’t blamed me for killing him.




In the last days of February, a patient was admitted to the infirmary with chest pain. He was a portly gentleman from a wealthy merchant family. When asked about his diet, he listed fatty meats, cakes, and salted foods. From my studies, I recognized the symptoms: his arteries were likely blocked by plaque, restricting blood flow. I suggested a variation of a procedure I had first developed in the Netherlands to treat a woman with scarred fallopian tubes, which had caused infertility.




I worked alongside Mage Lesnier and another healer from the academy. The procedure was successful, and I co-authored a paper on it with the other two mages listed as collaborators.




A couple of weeks after Marie gave birth, the seven of us participating in Capitaine Paru’s Special Operations class were ordered to attend a meeting in the administration building after class on a Tuesday afternoon. Fortunately, Denise had enough experience and magical power to levitate Isabel up and down stairs as well as across the academy grounds, just as she had done for Marie. Even the mage students were awed as Isabel floated by.




The room we were directed to was a conference room with seating for twenty and a large table. Corkboards covered the walls, each draped with fabric concealing whatever was pinned beneath. Mage Le Borgne was already present, but if he had been the only official attending, I was confident we’d have met in his office instead—there was ample room for all of us there.




“Have a seat at that end, facing the boards. We’re waiting for several others who should be here any minute,” he said.




A moment later, Capitaine Paru arrived, which did not surprise me at all. Given that all seven of us had been called, it seemed this would concern a Special Operation, and he was our commanding officer.




Next, a young woman entered with a cart of refreshments, offering tea and coffee as we desired, along with a couple of platters of pastries. Mage Le Borgne said, “Help yourselves; we’re likely to be here a while.”




After another couple of minutes, three older men in ornate mage uniforms walked in, followed by three young women in mage uniforms much like Isabel’s when she wasn’t wearing maternity clothes. Their uniforms indicated service to the kingdom. I bit my tongue, as did Isabel, rather than remark on how those young women had secured a cushy assignment, while Isabel had been sent on such a miserable one.




Mage Le Borgne offered them refreshments, and once they were seated, he introduced everyone. “Mage Morel, Mage Noque, Mage Giron, I present to you Mage Lieutenant Isabel du Pont, Mage Denise du Pont, Mage Marie du Pont, Mage Jacques du Pont, Mage Eva du Pont, Mage Radelia du Pont, and Private Margot du Pont. They are the team Capitaine Paru has been training and whom we believe best meets the criteria you provided for the task you wish performed.”




“Most of them haven’t even finished the academy, and one is about to pop with a babe. And why do they all have the same surname? Obviously, they aren’t siblings, and I doubt they’re cousins. We asked for an experienced team,” Mage Noque complained.




Capitaine Paru stood. “Mage Noque, let me address your concerns. This group has more experience operating together covertly and in direct battle than any team with less than five years of service. They rescued nearly one hundred enslaved young women held by twice their number of mercenary guards and have participated in numerous other actions rescuing enslaved women, all right under the gendarme’s nose—long before they came to my attention.




Last summer, while traveling abroad, they were attacked by and defeated a mercenary band of a hundred in direct combat. They are responsible for gathering the intelligence that led to Capitaine Tillet’s arrest, which then resulted in evidence causing the king to execute Count Toury. In addition to French, they all speak Dutch, four of them fluently. Private Margot du Pont also speaks Spanish nearly as well as her native French. Mage Isabel du Pont served a year in the army after graduating from the academy and is now ranked among the top earth mages. Mage Eva du Pont, a powerful water mage, and Mage Radelia du Pont, an equally powerful shield mage, are Dutch but speak French so well they pass as natives. Mage Denise du Pont is a powerful telekinetic mage, and Mage Marie du Pont is a lightning mage; both are measured among the kingdom’s top five in their respective fields and were top five academically last year, as was Mage Isabel the previous year.




As for the shared surname, under Dutch law, they are all married to this fine young man, Mage Jacques du Pont, likely the most powerful fire mage in all of France and a first-class healer. In his first year at the academy, he saved the city from a massive fire nearly single-handedly. That summer, while on patrol, he saved his unit and over thirty merchants, guards, and wagon drivers from a bandit attack. Jacques returned from miles away and single-handedly defeated half the attackers, then used his healing skills to save those who would have otherwise died. You will not find a stronger, more experienced team operating together under adverse conditions.”




The oldest of the three mages, Mage Morel, asked, “Boy, you aren’t planning to get the rest of these women pregnant this year, are you?”




“Non, Mage Morel. Denise and Marie have already given birth a few months ago. None of the others are ready to have children.”




“So you’ll have three children soon, eh?”




“Non. Isabel is expecting twins, as Marie and Denise had, and my other wife Collette, who is not present already three. In total, we’ll have nine children in less than a month.” I couldn’t resist spelling it out. I noted the old man choking on his words silently so it was worth the pushback.




Mage Giron redirected the discussion. “These young people come highly recommended by Mage Le Borgne, Capitaine Paru, Archduke Morise, and the king’s chancelier. The summary of qualifications Capitaine Paru provided should suffice to refresh memories of the previously submitted dossier.” Considering the earlier objections, I suspected the other two hadn’t even read it.




“Fine, let’s move on to the real problem: none of them speaks English, and the operation is entirely in England. Nor have they studied Latin, which is critical for locating what we’re seeking.”




In halting English, Margot responded, “Excuse me, I must correct you. I do speak English.” I thought Noque’s and Morel’s eyes were going to pop out of their heads. Giron winked at her, and she smiled back.




Capitaine Paru asked, “Margot, how long have you been studying English?”




“Just over a month. I started after you helped me find someone to assess my Spanish skills.”




“How can this be? You claim she is fluent in Dutch and Spanish. It’s rare to find someone so young speaking three, let alone four, languages.”




Margot repeated his statement in Dutch, Spanish, then English. I only understood the Dutch.




“She has a remarkable talent for languages,” Capitaine Paru said. “Every member of this team has remarkable talents, as I summarized earlier.”




“They’ll all need to learn English, at least some fluently, or the mission will be noticed and could fail. One of them must also read Latin, as the documents and markings are in that language,” Mage Noque stated.




Mage Giron then took charge. “Now that objections are out of the way, let’s explain the mission. We have strong reason to believe a trove of ancient Roman documents on forms of magic now forgotten resides in a likely buried fortress associated with Hadrian’s Wall.




“For those unfamiliar with English geography and history, the Romans controlled parts of England and Wales for centuries. The current capital, now London, was once Londinium. Hadrian’s Wall was built to keep the Picts out of the south, stretching roughly east to west.




“Recently, Mage Council researchers translated a letter stating that a chest with twenty volumes of spells and other magical documents was delivered to a commander at Hadrian’s Wall in 350. That commander died in battle in 352. Each successor was charged with safeguarding the documents until 381, when the officer in charge was killed in battle, apparently without passing on the responsibility. The empire then withdrew forces gradually, fully leaving Britain by 410.”




There is no record of those twenty volumes ever returning to Rome and other information suggests they were never intended to as the men pulling the strings didn’t want more emperors who were trained mages so they killed all the people who could train them in 41 when Caligula, the last mage emperor, was assassinated and hid the documents to keep any other from learning on their own. They didn’t simply destroy the documents because they wanted the option to recover them in case of attack by outside forces so they kept them hidden in various places for centuries.




Other Roman documents not directly associated with the chest of magical documents and its history indicate that there are entire branches of magic known to Roman mages that we no longer understand and several of those we do know aren’t nearly as well understood as they once were. We believe that if we can retrieve this trove of material we can advance magic in the kingdom by an order of magnitude. No other kingdom would dare attack us.” He then looked at Eva and Delia and said, “By extension our allies in the Netherlands would also be protected. We have an understanding with Prince Willem that we will share what we learn with his mages.”




Denise spoke up, “What you’re talking about is not a simple mission. This is not a go in, get it, and get out kind of job unless you forgot to mention that you know precisely where this buried fortress is and even then it could take a lot of time.”




“You’re correct. I expect that you will need months to prepare, although had the original criteria been met that all or nearly all members of the team speak English reasonably well and at least one read Latin they would have left in a month’s time at most. Since there was apparently no team that meets all our criteria and your team is the closest fit we will accommodate your need to prepare as the mission is guaranteed to fail otherwise.”




“Mage Giron, there were two teams that met the English criteria but none that met the Latin or have an earth mage as you requested. Nor could either of those teams compare in terms of diversity of magical skills and power as most members of those teams are not mages. I am convinced, as is my superior, that though the members of this team are young they are your best hope of success in the mission,” Capitaine Paru responded.




“I believe we must defer to the experts in personnel, those being your superior and Mage Le Borgne, and accept their recommendation. They will need tutoring in English from a native speaker or one who has lived there for a very long time who can also provide background that an English noble and their retainers would know. In addition they will need a Latin tutor, we can arrange the latter. Perhaps your superior can recommend an English tutor as I don’t believe we can offer one,” replied Mage Giron.




We spent another hour reviewing what we would need for the mission and what was known about the supposed location of the documents. The council provided us with maps and copies of all letters referencing the ancient magical texts both in Latin and in translated French. They told us that if we required supplies, the Mage Council would cover the cost as long as we offered proper justification and receipts. They also stated that a sizable bounty would be paid if we recovered the documents and returned them in readable condition.




I asked, “What exactly is your idea of a sizable bounty?”




Mage Morel answered, “Enough to buy yourself a barony.”




I was in a mood, so I replied, “Is that all? Between us, we already have seven baronies.”




The old man nearly choked.




Mage Giron added, “You must have forgotten what you read in the dossier about this team.” He looked away and chuckled quietly.




When the meeting finally ended, Mage Le Borgne gave us a look that clearly said don’t rush out. We lingered until the council members and their staff had left. Once they and Capitaine Paru were gone, Mage Le Borgne closed the door and said, “I have every confidence that you can succeed, provided the trove exists and the location is actually discoverable. What I’m less confident about is whether the council will make the material widely available. I noticed you observed the ages and gender of their staff. Those young women are daughters, nieces, and granddaughters of council members. Most of the council leaders are ruthless, power-hungry men whose purpose is to advance their own families.”




He continued, “Unofficially, I suggest that if you have the opportunity, you should translate the documents before handing them over. Keep a copy until you can produce a cleaner duplicate later. That ensures your family has one, and you can ‘donate’ another to the academy. If you manage that, I’ll find a way to reward you without linking that reward to your ‘donation.’” With that, he left without another word.




Eva said, “Then we’ll need another copy for Prince Willem. If Mage Le Borgne doesn’t trust the council to give the academy a copy, there’s no reason to assume our allies will receive one either.”




“We’ll sort it out after we find the documents—if not before,” I replied.




About a week after our meeting with the Mage Council, Delia, Eva, and I were summoned to Mage Le Borgne’s office after our final class of the day. There, we were introduced to Monsieur Musnier, who we were told would be our Latin tutor. I reminded them that while we would certainly study Latin, the team member specializing in it was not present. We agreed that the entire team would meet with Monsieur Musnier the next morning before classes began.




Margot agreed to leave her job at the Spanish grocer to free time for her lessons. Isabel, Marie, Denise, and Margot would study with him during the day at our home, while Eva, Delia, and I would meet him for an hour each afternoon in the academy library.





Chapter 15




The first week of April, Isabel gave birth to Emmelot and Henry. I had already noticed that Emmelot’s umbilical cord was wrapped around her neck, though it didn’t seem to be affecting her; her heart rate matched Henry’s and remained safely within the normal range.




Isabel began having contractions shortly after dinner. Robin rushed back to the academy to fetch me, while Margot went to find the midwife. When we gathered in the birthing room, it became clear that Emmelot wanted to come first—and the cord needed to be dealt with before she descended any further.




I explained the situation to Denise and the midwife, then looked to Denise. “Can you use your telekinesis to work the cord off her neck?”




“Mon dieu, Jacques! I’ve never tried to manipulate anything inside a person’s body. Are you sure this is the best option?”




“It’s either that or surgery and I’d rather not cut Isabel open unless there’s no other choice. The potential for infection would be far greater and recovery would take much longer. Think of it like those hidden compartments and traps you’ve dealt with.”




She raised a brow. “If you recall, I didn’t disarm those traps—I triggered them and then opened the compartment. This is far more complex.”




The midwife stepped in sharply. “You need to decide quickly. This baby could die or suffer brain damage.”




I kissed Denise’s forehead. “I know you can do it.”




She exhaled hard, placed her hands on Isabel’s swollen belly, and closed her eyes. Between contractions, she carefully shifted Emmelot and manipulated the umbilical cord, working it free from around her neck. It took hours, and I kept monitoring Henry to make sure nothing was going wrong while our attention was elsewhere.




By the time Isabel’s contractions were coming every three minutes, Emmelot was safe.




She was born just after five bells in the morning, and Henry followed shortly after. The midwife laughed tiredly. “Your son must have been impatient. I’ve never seen a second twin born so soon after the first.”




Once everything was cleaned up and Isabel was resting, Margot already awake had started breakfast. I invited the midwife to join us before she returned home.




“Well,” she said, sipping her tea, “it looks like you won’t be needing me again for a while. I don’t see any other pregnant women here. I’d appreciate any referrals, word of mouth is the only thing that keeps my roof from leaking and food on my table.”




“We’ll gladly recommend you,” Denise told her. “You’ve helped us bring six healthy babies into the world. We owe you a great deal.”




I thanked her again and slipped her a generous tip as she left.




During my next healing research assistant session, I told Mage Lesnier about the complication during Emmelot’s birth and how we had resolved it.




“You have a remarkable family,” she said. “You should write a paper on the procedure—with your wife, the telekinesis mage, and the midwife as co-authors.”




It took more than a month to complete the paper and incorporate all the edits, wedged between my coursework and the tasks Mage Lesnier assigned. Each new procedure I documented was added to my growing file—strengthening my case to be confirmed for advanced training in Healing so I could remain at the academy serving the kingdom, rather than be assigned to the army.




About a week after the twins’ birth, I was summoned again this time to Mage Le Borgne’s office, along with Eva and Delia. The chancelier introduced us to our new English tutor, Monsieur Grantham. He was dressed like a dandy, and though his French carried a noticeable accent, it was clear enough that we could understand him easily.




I was feeling totally overwhelmed and knew Eva was as well. Delia, however, seemed completely unfazed. I decided it was time to address the issue and asked Mage Le Borgne, “Between Special Operations class, Latin tutoring, and English tutoring, the three of us are stretched thin. Can we get some adjustments to our schedules so we can complete our mission without burning out first?”




“What do you have in mind?”




“Dropping Special Operations class would free time for all three of us, and we could use that time to focus on learning English.”




“I’ll approve that if Capitaine Paru will.”




“Thank you. If now is a good moment, we can take Monsieur Grantham to meet the rest of our team.”




“Make it so.”




We arrived at our house and introduced Monsieur Grantham to the rest of my wives on the team and to Monsieur Musnier. Collette was juggling nine babies and two helpers we had hired, as the entire household was struggling to keep up with everything required. We discussed schedules for our lessons, and our tutors immediately fell into an argument over how much time each would receive and when.




“That’s enough,” I shouted. “Margot is our language specialist. Her learning Latin is essential for our mission. All of us need to understand and speak English with as little accent as possible. Monsieur Musnier can confirm that Margot’s talent for languages is exceptional, so I have no doubt she can learn both. It’s the rest of us who will struggle especially the three of us still at the academy. We still have two months of classes left, so we must be taught in the late afternoon.




“I’m confident we’ll be excused from our extra class on Tuesdays and Thursdays, so we’ll be available at four bells every day. There is no urgency on the mission, so you gentlemen should work out a schedule that meets the criteria I’ve just outlined.”




When they finished, neither looked satisfied, but both agreed their proposed schedule was an acceptable compromise. Monsieur Musnier would reduce his time with Eva, Delia, and me to give Monsieur Grantham space to teach us English culture along with the language. Grantham remarked, “When working covertly, behaving against cultural norms is as revealing as speaking the language poorly.”




The next day, I spoke to Capitaine Paru about dropping Special Operations class, and as expected, he approved—though he insisted we read several specific chapters and submit a paper a week before the school year ended.




The last two months of classes were grueling. Our short tempers showed it, and in Fitness class we burned off stress by pushing ourselves physically. By the final week, I could finish four laps of the field before most classmates finished three. Sergent Augier used my performance as an excuse to torment the rest of the class.




He chased those lagging behind, shouting, “A Prussian recruit is going to kill you with a spear because you’re too lazy to run in this class! Move your fat ass!” Unsurprisingly, that didn’t earn me many friends.




After two months of running on little sleep, we were delighted when our final day of class arrived. Normally, we would have two free days before graduation, but our tutors used the opportunity to intensify their schedules. At least we were all able to move into our house, where we could take lessons together.





Chapter 16




All my wives attended my graduation along with a long list of family and friends. In fact, I had the largest group of supporters of any graduate. Naturally, Robin and his wives were there, as were Madame Erard, Margot and Robin’s mother, Denise’s parents, and my dearest friend Nicole with her husband Andry. Madame Berthier and Ysebeau also came, bringing their children just as my wives did. Denise had coordinated all of it behind my back, even reserving a large private dining room at one of our favorite restaurants so we could celebrate together. It was a wonderful surprise, and I thanked them all for coming.




I didn’t need to attend the typical assignment ceremony with the other students. I already had a special mission, and my application for advanced Healing training would take months to review. I suspected approval would depend on the success of our mission, since it required the Mage Council’s authorization.




As foreign students, neither Eva nor Delia were assigned to summer duties, so after our celebratory lunch, we all returned home.




After settling the babies and making sure Collette’s helpers had everything in hand, we retreated to the bedroom simply to cuddle and savor the comfort of being together. Unsurprisingly that much female flesh on display and touching me aroused my libido leading to a very long session of sex. Between rounds of satisfying four at once, I took each from behind with some like Delia against the wall, others like Denise bent over a chair. Isabel, ever the exhibitionist, leaned on the window sill. Everyone wanted a triple shot including Collette. Around dinner time they’d all fallen asleep with satisfied smiles on their faces. I was still ready to go and was a little disappointed none of them could keep up with me.




I almost wished Robin hadn’t asked Jacquette and Katherine to marry him last summer as I’d have taken them in the next day. Both were attractive young women and having two more in my bed might finally allow me to satisfy my urges.




Still restless, I went downstairs to make sandwiches since we had already eaten heavily at lunch. As I was finishing, Katherine entered the kitchen.




“Oh, I was coming to prepare dinner, but you beat me to it,” she said.




“Margot likes to tease that I can’t feed myself without her,” I said with a smile, “but I can manage sandwiches. And thank you for coming to my graduation. It meant a lot having so many people I care about there.”




“Jacques, you and your wives are our family. Your children too. We’ll always be there for you.”




I leaned against the counter. “I’ve been so focused on my studies that I haven’t kept up with what’s happening in the baronies. Any major developments?”




“Quite a few,” Katherine said. “Isabel and I negotiated an arrangement with Archduke Morise’s staff regarding the road construction budget. His treasury will cover a significant fraction of the cost for the roads and bridges in the seven baronies. Not everything, of course, but any road that begins outside the baronies and ends in Reims will be funded one-for-one. For every two francs we spend, he’ll pay one.”




“That’s good news.”




“It is,” she agreed, “but even with that support, you’ve only bought yourself two or three years before you’ll need to either raise taxes or find new revenue.”




“I’d hoped to work on that earlier in the year, but the babies and the preparations for this mission consumed most of our time.” I paused. “What would you think about hiring experts on temporary contracts? A green mage to assess soil quality and recommend crops, or perhaps an earth mage to search for minerals. Anything that needs doing but that we don’t have the skills or time to address.”




Katherine laughed. “Isabel has made it clear: no earth mages unless she decides it’s necessary. But in general, yes bringing in specialists could be wise. Short-term revenue should be the priority, and a green mage covers both immediate and long-term value. It’s probably the best investment right now. Let me think it over and talk with Jacquette and Robin. I’ll bring you a plan.”




“Excellent. We couldn’t manage everything without the three of you. I hear footsteps on the stairs, I’ll take these sandwiches to the dining room. Could you get drinks ready?”




“Of course.”




Once everyone gathered and started eating, Jacquette said, “Hearing you all this afternoon was as exciting as always and we had our fun too. I want us to do what we did on the boat last summer and watch each other again.”




Collette looked over in surprise. “You never told me about that.”




Jacquette only shrugged.




Marie explained, “We rented a boat in The Hague, and once we were nearly out of sight of land, our exhibitionist over there got splashed by a wave. Instead of asking our water mage to dry her off, she stripped and lay on a towel. Naturally, others followed. Within minutes we were all nude. Jacques saw us, got provoked, and things escalated quickly. Robin was busy with his girls and we all watched each other. It became one big show.”




Jacquette added, “You need another bed in your room so we can use it.”




“Mon dieu,” I said. “I doubt I could resist that temptation.”




“Well,” she said, “it’s something to consider. We’d definitely have fun.”




Collette groaned. “Sharing a man with my cousin is still strange. And watching my little sister while I’m being… attended to… might be too much.” She giggled. “But it sounds really hot, so why not?”




Margot said, “There’s room for another bed that fits four or five. I’ll check.”




“Mon dieu,” I muttered. “You women will be the death of me.”




“But you’ll die happy,” Isabel teased.




Jacquette shifted the conversation. “At the graduation ceremony this morning we ran into a girl named Alips, whom we first met at a winter solstice party. Back then she was intrigued by Robin and our, as she phrased it, ‘interesting sex life’. She was only fifteen at the time, so we didn’t pursue anything. She works at her family’s business organizing shipments and supplies, they call it logistics. When we saw her again this morning, she made it clear she’s still interested. She turned sixteen last month, so she’s free to make her own choices. Robin has her address. Katherine and I were just talking about inviting her to date us. Robin thinks she’s adorable, and I think she wants to be corrupted.”




Margot gave Robin a pointed look. “Don’t turn this into a contest to see which of you can collect the most wives, little brother.”




“I didn’t start any of this. Blame these two. They didn’t shut Alips down when she sat at our table the entire night at that party. Then this morning she kissed all three of us. I’m just enjoying the moment,” Robin replied.




I brought us back to business. “Enough fun for now. We’re all together for once, and most of us will be leaving for at least two months once preparations are done. My guess is sometime between the end of July and mid-August. We need to make decisions soon about the baronies and how to develop them. Who wants to start?”




Marie spoke first. “The hills in the west, where they grow grapes and make champagne, are clearly the most profitable areas in any of the baronies. They’d be even more profitable—for both the wineries and us if they had better information about the market. The middlemen are taking advantage of them. Some vineyards are also struggling with soil depletion, which is lowering quality and therefore profit, and in one case causing the vineyard to fail entirely.”




Denise added, “Many farmers nearer the city and to the north have similar problems. If the vineyards and farms become more profitable, our tax revenue will increase, and we can reinvest in better roads, irrigation, and other large-scale projects that improve life in the baronies.”




“So Delia’s suggestion months ago about hiring a green mage to analyze soil and recommend crops and improvement methods was correct. Is that what I’m hearing?”




“Oui,” Denise agreed. “That is part of it. The other part is ensuring our people aren’t taken advantage of.”




“How would we accomplish that?”




“We’d need to track prices for champagne and other goods at the wholesalers and share that information with the vineyards,” Denise said.




“That sounds like an intelligence operation,” I said.




“Oui. Most nobles have some kind of spy network, though the targets differ. Ours would be commercial,” she replied.




Eva joined in. “Actually, we need both political and commercial intelligence as well as counter-intelligence. Someone needs to monitor our staff and investigate prospective hires to find those working for nobles who may not be friendly to us. All major families maintain both sides of an intelligence system. With seven baronies, no one can argue that we aren’t a major family.




And beyond that, the best protection is to treat our staff well. Pay them fairly, respect them, support their families. If someone becomes ill, ensure they receive care. If a home burns down, make sure they have temporary shelter. Things like that.”




Isabel added, “We should extend that thinking to everyone in our baronies. When the people know they’ll have food, shelter, medical care, and stability, they’ll be loyal and more willing to cooperate when we introduce changes.”




Katherine continued, “Jacques and I talked about some of this before dinner. We need a list of everything that must be done, how much it will cost, who benefits, who can execute the project, and then prioritize. Robin, if I’m not wrong, you’ve finished surveying the people’s needs?”




“Oui,” Robin said. “I just need to finish organizing the report. I’ll have it ready by tomorrow at noon.”




Denise reminded us, “Our budget is limited, so we also need to prioritize based on return on investment and how quickly we’ll see that return.”




Isabel added, “We can probably break even or even profit on many road and bridge projects if Denise and I work together. We can use our magic to complete the work while billing the Archduke the agreed upon percentage. I can hire a few magically talented children as apprentices, which will speed things up. For wells, Eva and I can handle most of them in a day. And the three of us can work on developing coal and other mines once I scout viable deposits.




“Robin, make sure your list includes Delia’s horse-breeding business, and I want a herbalism and alchemy business added as well.”




It was a good thing we agreed to take the day after graduation off from tutoring, because we needed the time to read Robin’s report and develop the priority list. Everything became far more complex once we considered weather conditions and the fact that most of us would be absent for several months. Roadwork couldn’t be done in winter due to snow, and early spring brought flooding from rivers and streams.




Denise conceded that even if Delia’s horse breeding business didn’t generate much profit, it wouldn’t lose much either. So we agreed to build her a stable and corral on the country estate and allow her to hire two stable hands. She and Robin visited Emery Mulet and his wife to discuss the project. They agreed to oversee construction and manage the stable hands, so she granted them another raise. According to Robin, the Mulets were ecstatic.




Delia also celebrated when we agreed to hire her cousin, the green mage, if she was available. She walked around with her nose in the air for days; I would have sworn even her little pointed ears stood up straighter.




Collette asked shyly, “I know we need to watch expenses, and there are some big projects ahead, but I really miss my piano. When they arrested Gracien, all they let me take were my clothes and the babies’ things. When you’re gone, I’m going to miss you all so much. I think it will help pass the time if I can play again. Symonne always calmed down and slept better when I played. Could we get one, please?”




Denise replied, “Compared to what we’re spending on the baronies, a piano is a drop in the bucket. I won’t complain.”




I said, “Since Denise is in charge of finances and agrees, I have no objection.”




A week later, a piano arrived for the parlor, and Collette played for us every day after our language lessons.




While studying both the English language and its culture, we learned to cook some of their common dishes. None of us were particularly impressed. Even Monsieur Grantham agreed that French cooking was superior.




Both Monsieur Musnier and Monsieur Grantham were astonished at how quickly Margot had become proficient in their respective languages. Grantham noted that in many regions, no one would realize she wasn’t a native speaker; her accent was so slight, and accents varied so widely across the island kingdom. He recommended we claim to be from its southern provinces whenever we visited the northern part.




Monsieur Musnier continued working with Margot even though he claimed she was already as skilled with Latin as most scholars. Meaning could shift based on context and the time period in which a document was written. Margot insisted she needed to translate not only well enough to locate the documents but also to understand them once found. Since the Mage Council claimed they were written more than three hundred years before the letter describing their location, she expected significant variations and wanted to be ready.




I couldn’t have been happier that she had taken Mage Le Borgne’s warning about the Mage Council’s unreliability to heart.




Collette joined the English lessons so that we could speak it throughout the day, not only during instruction. Most of us struggled to express ourselves at first, but as the weeks passed, it grew easier. Although I wanted to learn Latin to translate the documents myself, I settled for focusing on English. As the only male in the group, I would have to interact with strangers more frequently than the ladies, so fluency mattered.




We agreed that in public, Margot would be introduced as my wife, Isabel would serve as her maid, and the others as Isabel’s ladies-in-waiting. Naturally, Delia would hide her ears, either with her hairstyle or with the ornaments she wore.




Grantham insisted that I carry a sword and be comfortable moving with it. Much like in France, weapons inside cities were restricted, but in the countryside they were expected. To avoid appearing unusual and therefore memorable, I needed to carry one. He added, “From what I’ve heard about you, if you’re attacked you’ll kill everyone in sight, so there won’t be any witnesses who notice you don’t actually know how to use a sword. You just need to look like you do.”




I wanted to argue that I wasn’t that bloodthirsty, but on reflection, I had left few survivors in such encounters.




In early August, Grantham pronounced me ready to pass as an English nobleman. He had done the same for Margot a month earlier. “Your other wives won’t pass as natives,” he said, “but they’ll do well enough as ladies-in waiting from foreign families. I recommend you use Dutch among yourselves to support the idea that you’ve spent time there and that they’re from that region. Whatever you do, do not speak French anywhere—not even when you think no one is listening.”




When Grantham first arrived months earlier, he brought sketches of current English fashion, and we had several outfits made based on them. Estienne, the tailor I had used since arriving in Reims, remarked, “I’ll do my best to make you look good in these, but they aren’t really made for a man of your build. I have other customers who might look excellent in some of these. Do you need the sketches back when I’m done?”




“Non, they’re yours. Use them as you see fit. Just don’t mention where you got them.”




He gave me a look that said plainly, You know me better than that.




And I did. He had always been discreet, especially when I requested unusual items like the masks we used for raiding brothels.




As usual, I paid him half up front and gave him two months to complete the work, since we weren’t planning to leave until summer.





Chapter 17




After packing everything we needed, we spent one last night at home with Collette and the babies. The next morning we dressed in our English garb and slipped fully into character, speaking English among ourselves at all times.




To solidify our cover, I arranged for a long-distance coach to take us to Calais instead of traveling on our own horses. The journey took two weeks instead of five days, but it gave us valuable time to refine our personas. Margot drew inspiration from the haughty noblewomen she had observed at countless parties over the years. I’m convinced she would have made an excellent actress.




Isabel was hilarious in her role as the subservient maid who muttered insults behind her mistress’s back. She picked up surprising bits of information from other maids using that act. The remaining four spent most of their time huddled together, whispering in English and occasionally bursting into Dutch when pretending to grow excited over something. As for me, I modeled my demeanor after Archduke Morise a man of few words whose voice, once used, commanded immediate obedience.




Our arrival in Calais drew no attention. After settling my wives into a comfortable inn, I went alone to the docks to arrange passage to England. The only ship taking passengers traveled only between Calais and Dover. Choosing that ship meant wasting three weeks traveling north afterwards, but every inquiry suggested we’d wait just as long in Calais for a ship heading directly to our intended destination.




I returned to the inn to discuss the dilemma. Frustrating as it was, we agreed there was no alternative; chartering a private vessel would attract unwanted scrutiny. We hoped that once in Dover, we might find another ship heading up the coast, and if not there, then in London. Fortunately, the Dover ship departed every three days, so we only had to wait until the next evening. Boarding required either sleeping on the ship overnight or arriving at three bells in the morning, since the tide would go out shortly after four bells. None of us wanted to wake at two bells and wrangle ourselves and our luggage to the docks in the dark.




Leaving with the tide made little difference, as the wind blew hard from the west. I couldn’t risk using wind magic with so many witnesses, so we braced for a long crossing. Feeling confined in our cabin, I eventually went up on deck, restricted to the area the capitaine allowed passengers.




After nearly five hours of tacking up and down the channel, a sailor shouted that a ship was bearing down on us from the west. A quarter hour later, the capitaine began issuing tense, rapid orders the sort that made the crew uneasy. I hurried back to our cabin and informed my wives. Eva bolted past me to the deck before I even finished speaking.




She listened to the captain’s commands and the crew’s muttering before returning to report that he believed the approaching vessel was a pirate ship and that he was attempting to flee. The vessel was closing in, though more slowly now. After another half hour, the pirates confirmed their identity by firing a cannon. The ball splashed into the water near the port side of the ship something Eva always reminded me was never to be called “the left side.”




The capitaine issued more orders and then sent his first officer to instruct us to go below, warning that passengers were in danger on deck.




At that point, I had heard enough. Being captured by pirates would jeopardize far more than our cover identities, so I adopted Archduke Morise’s stern authority and barked at the first officer in French, “I am an officer of the King of France. Take me to the capitaine immediately.”




It worked. The man was at least half again my age, but my tone cowed him instantly. He escorted me straight to his superior. I didn’t dare bark at the capitaine on his own ship, but I kept my voice firm as I said, “Capitaine, I am an officer of the King of France, under orders to reach England as soon as possible. I cannot disclose the rest of my mission, but it does not allow my colleagues and me to be captured. We are mages and will defend the ship. Ensure the passengers remain in their cabins so they are neither harmed nor witness our magic. One of the women with me will stay with you and you will follow her instructions. She is familiar with sailing and best suited to advise you.”




“How many mages do you have? One or two won’t be enough,” he said.




“A total of six. And at least three of us are capable of handling one pirate ship alone. The woman who will attend you is one of those three.”




“I’ll comply,” he said slowly, “but if you fail, I will act as I see fit.”




“Then prepare for a show. We intend to defend your ship — and capture theirs. Follow my colleague’s instructions and all will be well.”




I hurried back to my wives. “Ladies, we’re going to capture that pirate ship. Delia, put a shield at the back of this ship to stop the cannonballs.”




“I already did when I reached the deck,” she said. “I can hold it for at least an hour.”




“Excellent. Eva, coordinate with the capitaine. You know more than I do about what a ship can and cannot do. Here’s the plan: I’ll pull the wind from their sails and stop them cold. Then I want this ship to circle back toward them as quickly as possible — close enough for a rowboat to reach them, but not close enough for them to board us. Go and work with the captain.”




“Denise, I’ll need you to move things or people, though I’m not sure who or what yet. Stand ready.




Marie, stay on standby until we interrogate them, but be prepared with lightning if they somehow manage to fire again.




Isabel, does any of your magic work at sea?”




“This is my first time seeing the ocean,” she said, “but I can feel the earth far beneath the water. I don’t know if I can summon earth spears from that depth.”




“That’s fine. Can you do anything with the iron cannons or cannonballs?”




“I can make them shatter, but only by touching them. So, not very useful.”




“We’ll adapt. Margot, I need you to relay instructions to Eva and the capitaine.”




The pirates fired twice more, but Delia deflected each shot with ease. I leaned against the quarterdeck rail at the stern and called on my old friend, the wind. My only time working wind magic at sea had been during a brief sailing trip the previous summer, so I wasn’t about to attempt anything complicated. I simply asked the wind to leave the other ship alone, to move around it.




Moments later, the pirate ship’s sails sagged into stillness. Shouts erupted as men scrambled across the deck and into the rigging; their capitaine barking frantic orders when nothing they tried worked.




Within minutes, our ship was not only pulling away from them but also turning. I moved to the rail so I could keep an eye on the pirates. As we completed our turn and began heading back toward them, I moved to the bow or whatever navy people officially call it. Eva and our capitaine maneuvered us so that few, if any, of the pirate cannons could get a clear shot. They fired occasionally, but I doubt Delia’s shield was struck even once.




Half an hour after I’d stilled their wind, we reached the position I wanted. I gave Eva her next instructions.




“Margot, tell Eva we need a rowboat lowered on the side facing the pirates, then have her meet me by the rail.”




I turned to Denise. “Find the highest vantage point you can—somewhere you can see the pirate deck clearly. Look for anyone giving orders or holding a weapon. Pick them up and drop them over the side. When we reach their ship, we’ll wave to signal who you should lift from the rowboat onto the deck. Later, I’ll call you to board the ship, but not until we’ve cleared the deck and blocked the doors.”




“Delia, can you hold that shield while we climb down into the rowboat and up onto the ship?”




“Oui. It’s easier than I thought. I feel like I could shield-bash the entire ship.”




“Let’s hope that won’t be necessary, but it’s good to know you can.”




I turned to Isabel. “Stay with Margot for now and make sure the capitaine doesn’t lose his nerve and sail off while we’re in the middle of this.”




“He’s not going anywhere we don’t want him to,” she said, stepping away.




A scream rang out then a splash. By the time Marie, Delia, and I reached Eva at the rail near the rowboat, two more had followed. I climbed down first and steadied the boat while Delia, Eva, and Marie descended.




Once everyone was aboard, I asked Eva, “Can your water magic push us to the pirate ship, or are you going to make me row?”




She rolled her eyes. “Cast off. That means untie us, for you landsmen.”




I turned to Delia. “When we reach the ship, the pirates’ attention will be on us. Just like when we raided those brothels, you go first with your shield. Marie and I will follow. If you need to make space, shield-bash them. Does that work?”




“Oui. Happily.”




Eva added, “Sometimes pirates capture skilled crew—navigators, gunners and force them to serve. Not everyone on that ship may deserve death.”




“Good to know. I planned to interrogate them all, but that changes things. We’ll use it.”




Within minutes, we reached the pirate vessel near the bow. Delia waved to Denise and was lifted onto the deck. Two of the men Denise had previously tossed into the water swam toward our boat, so I froze their arm muscles and let them bob like corks. Maybe Denise would fish them out later. Maybe not.




“Ready,” Delia called down.




Another scream, another splash, Denise staying productive. I waved, and she lifted me onto the deck. As soon as I landed, I shouted, “Marie, you’re next.”




To the crew I called, in French, “If you were captured and forced into piracy, drop your weapons and you won’t be harmed.” I repeated it in English. “Surrender now and you won’t be charged with piracy and you know that charge means death. Lie down and put your hands behind your head.” Again, I repeated it in English.




Delia’s shield sparked twice though I didn’t see who fired—but Denise apparently did, because two splashes followed immediately.




“You have until I reach three to lie down, or I start killing people. If you don’t think I can, consider all the men already thrown overboard and the fact that none of your cannonballs or weapons have touched us.” I repeated myself in English, counted to three, and cast fire. A head exploded. Dramatic, yes, but pirates aren’t known for their subtlety.




Crossbows and arquebuses fired, sparks scattering across Delia’s shield. After three more heads burst, the shooting stopped.




When everyone in sight was lying down, I approached one of the first men who had complied and asked whether he spoke French or English. He answered in French, convenient.




“Stand up and bring me three men you’re certain aren’t real pirates.”




“Oui, monsieur.”




When they arrived, I asked, “Your name?”




“Garnier, monsieur.”




“Garnier, work in pairs. Find rope and tie up anyone who is a pirate. If you’re uncertain, tie them anyway. We’ll sort them afterward. Better safe than sorry.”




Then I called to Eva, “Return to our ship and be ready to bring Denise over, but only when I wave that the deck is secure.”




“On my way.”




I turned back to Garnier. “Are there still men in the sails?”




“Oui, monsieur.”




“Any of them pirates?”




“All, or nearly all. I can identify them when I see them.”




“Good. Continue. Report when you’re done.”




I asked Delia, “How’s the shield?”




“I’m fine. I can hold it another half hour.”




A spark flashed off her shield. This time I saw the shooter—up in the rigging. When his head exploded, it splattered across the sail before his body hit the deck with a wet thud.




I called to Garnier, “Does everyone aboard speak French, or do I need English as well?”




“Everyone speaks French, monsieur.”




Good. I was tired of repeating myself.




I shouted, “If anyone else in the sails fires a weapon, I’ll burn the sails and everyone above deck.”




That seemed to settle matters; no more shots came from above.




A few minutes later, Garnier returned. “Monsieur, all pirates on deck have been secured.”




“Good. Block all exits below deck.”




“Oui, monsieur.”




A few minutes later, Garnier returned and reported, “All exits from below deck are blocked and will at least give warning if anyone tries to break out.”




“Good work. How many on this deck right now are not pirates?”




“Ten, monsieur.”




“Have them get more rope and pair the rest of them up, then bring them over here. When everyone is assembled, I want the men in the sails to come down, and your men should tie them up if they are pirates. Can you do that?”




“Oui, monsieur.”




“You men in the sails, come down here and submit to being tied up. If you don’t, you won’t live another ten minutes. Move!”




Once all the men who had climbed down were secured, I asked Garnier, “Please have a few of your men check the sails and the lookout as well, to ensure no one is hiding up there.”




“Of course, monsieur.”




A moment later, we heard banging on one of the exits from below deck. I cast a fireball into that hallway. There was a brief burst of screams, then silence. That would be the first door we entered—even if it was a little gruesome.




Once Garnier confirmed the sails and other areas were clear of pirates, I waved to Eva so she could bring Denise over.




“Garnier, how many exits did you have to block?”




“Three, monsieur: the one you just heard, this one, and the last is over there on the side.”




“Good. So someone positioned about there can see the second and third.”




“Oui, monsieur.”




“Marie, take that position and strike anyone coming out of either door with lightning. Hit the door if they even try to get out—that ought to discourage them.”




“Garnier, two more of my colleagues will arrive shortly. Then we’ll go below deck to root out the remaining pirates. Delia has a mage shield, as you’ve probably noticed, and she’ll go first. I’ll go second. Will you come with us to guide the way and identify anyone who isn’t a real pirate?”




“Oui, monsieur. There are only two left who are not pirates: the cook and the boatswain.”




“Garnier, are all the men who are not pirates from the same ship?”




“Non, monsieur.”




“What did you do before the pirates caught you?”




“I was a sailing master.”




“Well, it looks like you’re the sailing master again.”




“One of my colleagues knows more about sailing than I do, so you’ll work with her later. For now, instruct your men to keep an eye on the pirates and be ready to tie up anyone we send out as we clear the lower decks.”




A few moments later, Eva was deposited onto the deck nearby, though less gracefully than Marie and I had been, probably because Denise could no longer see the deck and had to guess when to let her down. In any event, Denise arrived a moment later and asked, “Should I fish out the men I dropped in the sea earlier? The water is fairly cold, and I’m not sure how long they’ll last if we leave them.”




“Eh, we shouldn’t be much longer. If we are, too bad for them. Now that you ladies are here, we’re going below deck to root out the remaining pirates and hopefully recover the two men who are not pirates. Delia, shield us just like during the brothel raid. I’ll go next, then Garnier, then Denise, then you, Eva.”




At the door, I instructed Delia, “Once we’re in the hall, hold your shield diagonally so it blocks attacks from further down and the door across from the one we’re entering. I’ll cast a flash-bang spell in the room we want to investigate with the door closed, then open it to see if anyone is inside. Garnier, remove the blockage from the door, open it a crack, and get behind me.”




“Oui, monsieur.”




“Delia, go.”




She shield-bashed the door open, and we smelled the charred flesh of the three corpses in the hall.




“Let’s back out to give us some space. Denise, would you kindly remove the remains from the floor and dump them in the sea?”




“Anything to get the stink out,” she said.




Once she had removed the corpses, I cast a low-powered fireball down the hall to burn off any remaining scraps of flesh or blood, using a little wind magic to clear the air. We stacked up and moved forward. At the first door, I cast a flash-bang and opened it but the room was empty. Delia moved forward, and I repeated the flash-bang on the other side of the hall, opening the door again still empty. We repeated this process until we came to a door directly facing us.




“Garnier, what is this room?”




“It is the capitaine’s cabin.”




“Is the capitaine likely to be in there, or did we throw him in the sea earlier?”




“He is not on deck, and I didn’t see all the men who went overboard, so I can’t be sure.”




“Very well.” I cast a larger flash-bang than I had been using in the smaller rooms well, cabins, technically. Navy terminology is confusing.




I had Delia drop her shield for a moment, then I opened the door a crack, signaling her to put the shield back up and bash the door.




As expected, the occupants were thoroughly stunned, two bleeding from their ears. I might have overdone it. C’est la vie.




“Garnier, are all these men pirates?”




“Just these two. The other is the boatswain.”




“Eva, restrain the pirates, then let Denise know they’re ready for her to levitate them out onto the deck. I’ll heal the boatswain; he sounds important to us.”




“Mon dieu, of course he’s important! The boatswain is in charge of the sails and the safety of the deck crew. Did you grow up under a rock?”




“Oui, according to Mage Dorget, I did.”




“Why did I marry you?”




In Dutch, I said, “That’s a conversation for private hours. I’ve been pretending we’re all just working together so we don’t completely ruin our cover story.”




“Ha. You think any of the crew on either ship hasn’t figured out we’re mages?”




“No, I’m not an imbecile. There is only one family of mages like us in all of France. Do you really want us to be identified while on a mission in a foreign country?”




“You’re right. I’ll be more careful.”




Returning to French, I asked, “Garnier, where else should we look for pirates, and roughly how many more do you think we’ll find?”




“Ten or less, monsieur. We should go down those stairs and move toward the bow. We’ll be on the gun deck, and we’ll pass through the galley on our way forward.”




“The bow is the front of the ship, right?”




“Oui, monsieur.”




“And the galley? What is that?”




“It is where we eat, monsieur.”




“Why can’t you navy people just say dining room? Why all these secret names? It’s like a secret society. Do you have secret handshakes too?”




“Non, monsieur. No handshakes. The rest is simply tradition.”




“Well, we’ll make do. Delia, are you ready?”




“Oui, Jacques.”




“Eva and Denise, ready?”




“Oui.”




“Reform the stack, then let’s go downstairs and head to the bow.”




“Monsieur, be very careful with fire near the powder magazine,” Garnier warned.




“The what?”




“The powder magazine, the room where the gunpowder is stored. Fire in there and we all go boom. You understand?”




“Boom, oui. No fire near the powder magazine. And where is it?”




“The next cabin, monsieur.”




I cast a flash bang into the magazine. Poor Garnier nearly fainted. The spell was only light and sound no real heat, definitely no fire. I opened the door, checked inside, and found no one.




As we entered the galley, we found the cook with another man holding a knife to his throat.




I was already tired of these people. “Put the knife down and let the cook go right now, or you’re dead.”




He didn’t obey, so I fried his brain. No need for theatrics, and no sense splattering the cook with gore.




The knife clattered to the floor as the pirate dropped.




“Garnier, tell your friend to go up on deck with his hands over his head so my colleague doesn’t kill him.”




“You heard him. We’re safe. Just don’t scare the woman up there—she’s terrifying when angry.”




Garnier hadn’t even seen Marie use her lightning magic yet, so I asked, “How do you know she’s terrifying?”




“Having seen what the other women can do, and knowing you left her alone… what else could she be?”




“I must compliment your reasoning. And oui, every one of them is terrifying in her own way.”




Denise snorted. “It’s good you understand these things, mon chéri.”




Garnier continued, “The gun deck is open across the ship. Wide, open space. Enough room beside each cannon for a man to hide.”




“Delia, you heard him. Act accordingly.”




“Oui. I’m neither deaf nor stupid.”




“She gets cranky when she’s tired,” I said.




“I heard that. And there’s only one male mage on this ship making me cranky.”




“She really is tired.”




“I’ll show you how tired I am when we finish securing this ship.”




“Promises, promises.”




“Children, enough,” Denise scolded. “We have work to do.”




“Oui, maman,” I replied.




“Mon dieu, I should have brought the babies—they’re less trouble. Delia, go on.”




As soon as Delia stepped onto the gun deck, several pistols and crossbows fired. All they managed to do was fill the air with smoke—every projectile bounced harmlessly off her shield. Standing behind her, I saw all six men who had fired. One by one, their heads exploded. I wanted a dramatic display so that anyone hiding would realize attacking us was pointless.




When the last corpse hit the deck, I called out, “If you surrender now, you will not be charged with piracy and you will not hang. Put your hands on your heads and stand up. You have until the count of three. One—two—three.”




A few men complied. Pirates really don’t follow instructions well.




“Move into the aisle and lie on your stomach with your hands behind your head.”




“Eva, restrain them. Delia, while she works, let’s clear the rest.”




We advanced to the far end of the deck. No one alive.




“Garnier, where next?”




“The sail locker and the hold.”




“I don’t know what that means. Point.”




“The sail locker is ahead. Just open the door.”




I cast a flash bang and opened it. A walk-in closet full of folded canvas no people.




“Where’s the hold? And what does it look like?”




“Down these stairs, monsieur. It is like a small warehouse. We store everything there.”




“So lots of hiding spots.”




“Oui, monsieur.”




“Will anything important be damaged if I freeze the whole room?”




“Non. Some water barrels may burst, but we’re close to port. We can get more.” 




“Marvelous. Show us to the hold, please.”




As we moved down the corridor, I noticed a set of stairs going both up and down.

“Garnier, where do those stairs lead?”




“To the door on the side you couldn’t see earlier, monsieur.”




“Then we should check it first. Someone could be waiting behind it, ready to rush out.”




He hesitated but nodded. “Perhaps you are right, monsieur.”




“Delia, up the stairs. Denise, keep our rear covered.”




The moment Delia’s head rose above the floorboards, a pistola fired. The round flattened harmlessly against her shield and clattered to the floor. I stepped up, spotted the shooter, and burned out another brain. There were no other doors except the one that led back to the deck.




“Let’s re-form the line and go freeze the storage room.”




Inside the storage room, I saw immediately that searching it by hand would be dangerous. And I wasn’t about to risk any of my wives, so freezing it became the plan.




I called out, “If anyone is hiding in here, you have until the count of three to step into the aisle with your hands on your head. If you surrender, you won’t be charged with piracy. If you don’t, you will freeze. I am a mage and have killed more than a dozen men today—adding a few more makes no difference to me except the cleanup. One… two… three.”




I began pulling the heat from the room and pushing it upward. Then I asked Denise to head back up and move the captives to the deck and toss the corpses. The room was large and packed with supplies, so cooling it deeply took time. Being several decks down and below the waterline helped; it wasn’t as hot as the upper decks.




After ten minutes, Eva shivered. I touched her shoulder and Delia’s, channeling warmth into both.




By twenty minutes, frost coated every surface. I signaled for silence and moved quietly between the stacked crates, searching for anyone still alive. The cold would weaken any grip on a weapon, and I could heal myself if needed—so the risk was minimal.




I reached the far end and found the man I’d suspected was there. He had passed out, covered in frost. His clothes were frozen to the floor, so I warmed him enough to melt the ice before dragging him free. After a final sweep, I hauled his body to the stairwell.




“Garnier,” I called, “this makes ten. How confident are you that’s all of them?”




“Fairly confident, monsieur. But let’s count them on deck. There were forty two pirates. If bodies and captives match that number, we’ll know for certain.”




“Good plan. Up we go.”




“Not through the side door,” Eva warned. “Marie is out there waiting to shock anyone who tries to escape.”





Chapter 18




By the time we reached the deck, Denise had already gathered the prisoners, dumped the corpses, and pulled the surviving pirates she had tossed overboard back onto the ship.




“Eva, count the pirates alive and dead. Include the one by the door and the frozen one in the closet.”




“It’s called the hold, Jacques,” she teased. “It isn’t that hard to use the correct name.”




“If we were home and I asked you to get my jacket from the hold, where would you look?”




She sighed. “Fine, Jacques. Have it your way.”




“I don’t know why navy people insist on a secret language,” I muttered.




“Denise,” I said, “there are two more bodies. One downstairs in the hold—he’s mostly frozen and another behind that door.”




“Mon dieu. Oui, I’ll fetch them.”




A few moments later, Eva returned. “Forty-two, Jacques.”




“Marvelous. Please take the rowboat back to the first ship and fetch Margot and our luggage. Denise will help lift everything.”




“On my way.”




“Marie, the ship is clear. Stand down.”




“Garnier,” I continued, “have your men unblock the doors. Then clean the blood on this deck and the gun deck. No one wants that smell baking under the sun.”




“Of course, monsieur.”




It took two trips to move our luggage, so I returned to speak to the capitaine.




“Capitaine, thank you for your trust. Once our luggage is aboard the other ship, you may depart. All I ask is that you and your crew speak to no one about what happened for at least a week and absolutely not in England. Can your men stay aboard that long?”




“Monsieur, most have families they see every two or three days. If they don’t return, their families will panic.”




“What if I give each man two francs and five for you? And I’ll add two more francs for messengers to inform their families they’re well and earning a bonus. Will that solve the issue?”




“Oui, monsieur. Very generous.”




I collected my things and asked, “How many men in total?”




“Fifteen, plus me.”




I counted out thirty-seven francs. “Remember—no one leaves the ship for a week, and even after that, say only that a mage killed the pirates and sailed away with their ship.”




“For that bonus, monsieur, my men will stay aboard for two weeks. You have my word.”




“Excellent. Perhaps we’ll sail with you again—hopefully with fewer interruptions.”




“Indeed. Au revoir.”




“We’ll send your rowboat back shortly.”




Across the water, Denise loaded the last luggage. She lifted me over the rail and set me gently into the boat. Eva used her magic to propel us back. Denise lifted us and the luggage onto the deck, and Eva sent the rowboat drifting home.




We waved to the capitaine, then I gathered my wives out of earshot.




“Here’s what I’m thinking. We sail this ship up the English coast to Newcastle on Tyne our original destination. Then we send Garnier and the other captives back to France. But I want us to own this ship, and hire them as our crew. How do we make that happen?”




“Have you asked Garnier if he wants to work for us?” Denise asked reasonably.




“Non. I wanted to present a complete offer.”




Eva explained, “We’ll be recognized as the lawful owners of this ship once we present ourselves to the proper authorities. By the law of the sea, any vessel taken in combat from pirates or an enemy power becomes the property of the capitaine and crew who capture it. It’s fortunate we kept our own capitaine and his men out of the fight, or they could claim a large share.”




Marie added, “My family has a factor in Le Havre. We can send the ship to him with a letter. If you, Denise, and I sign using our maiden names and our titles as mages, baron, and baronesses, I’m sure he’ll handle everything as long as he knows he’ll get his cut.”




“Denise, anything to add?”




“It’s as sound a plan as any.”




“Good. I’ll offer Garnier and the others the chance to take the job — or at least sail us to Newcastle upon Tyne. We can sell the ship there.”




“Does anyone know how a crew is usually paid?”




Eva, who knew everything about the sea, answered immediately. “A merchant crew is paid a small fixed amount per voyage, plus a share of the ship’s profits. Their pay depends on how successful the voyage is. Higher-ranking officers earn larger shares.”




“If Garnier is the sailing master, can he be made capitaine? I mean, can we simply promote him and would he even have the necessary skills?”




“We can promote anyone we choose,” Eva replied. “Smart or not. As for skills, we should ask him. And we need to consider the other captives too. We don’t know if they can even reach Le Havre. The Hague is much closer, and my mothers can arrange everything there.”




“If Garnier and the crew don’t speak Dutch, will they still be able to dock and reach your mothers?”




“They will if we give them the letters Marie suggested.”




“Then let’s speak to Garnier. We need more information before we decide.”




Denise asked, “How did you even know this is a merchant ship and not a warship?”




“What? There’s more than one kind?” I asked, honestly confused. “I thought it was just ‘big’ and ‘bigger.’”




“Mon dieu, you’re going to ruin us all,” she laughed.




“You do remember that before meeting you I lived in a village of fewer than a hundred people and had never been more than ten miles away and that was in the forest,” I replied, a bit offended.




“Oui, Jacques, I know,” she said warmly. “It’s just funny. You know so much about some things, but almost nothing about things children in France learn by age seven. I wish I’d seen you the first time you saw the sea. I imagine you were in awe.”




“I was. I’d seen maps showing the coastline near The Hague, but actually seeing the sea… it was incredible.”




“Well, we should get moving unless you want to drift out here all night doing nothing.”




“Non. Eva, let’s talk to Garnier.”




Garnier told us he did indeed have the skills to be capitaine — he had simply never been given the chance. Whether that was true or not, we’d eventually find out. For now, we accepted it. He was thrilled. The ship was short-manned, but he assured us they could sail it to wherever we needed, even to Le Havre, provided there wasn’t a severe storm. The slower pace worked in our favor; the delay meant fewer people would hear about what they’d witnessed.




With the capitaine chosen, we gathered the rest of the crew and offered them work under him. All agreed that Garnier knew his trade. Eva settled the details. Garnier preferred sailing to Le Havre since all of them were French and wanted to send letters home to tell their families they were alive and free. I told Capitaine Garnier he could hire additional crew in Le Havre or, if needed, in Calais.




While Eva, Denise, and Marie drafted the letter to the factor in Le Havre, I had Garnier separate the prisoners by authority level. Common deckhands were unlikely to know anything useful. I needed to question the ones who gave the orders.




I kept Garnier with me during the interrogations so he could signal me if anyone lied. Marie would then “encourage cooperation.” The former pirate capitaine had surrendered on the gundeck, so we started with him. I dragged him out of sight of the others.




“Former capitaine, your ship is mine now. Your crew has surrendered or died. The last pirate who fled froze solid in the cargo hold and went over the rail with the other corpses. I’ve promised not to hang you for piracy. Now I want answers. If you cooperate, you’ll get food and water. If you don’t, my colleague here has a habit of shocking a man’s balls until they shrivel. She dislikes lying. She dislikes silence. Do we understand one another?”




“Oui, monsieur.”




“How many pirates were aboard, and how many impressed men?”




“Forty-two pirates and twelve impressed crew.”




“Did you take their ships, or only the men and valuables?”




“Usually just the valuables. We only took men when we needed someone with skills.”




“How long have you been a pirate?”




He glanced at Garnier. “Just over three years.”




I felt Garnier tap my back.




“Liar.”




Marie shocked him hard enough that his pants smoked. His scream nearly burst our eardrums. I’d forgotten to bring something to gag him, a mistake I wouldn’t repeat.




“Try again. How long?”




“Ten years,” he gasped.




“Are you part of a larger group, or do you sail alone?”




“Alone.”




“Do you work for anyone? Spanish? English?”




“Non. Never. I fought the English twenty years ago. I’d never work for them.”




“Why did you attack our ship this morning?”




“We saw you in our hunting grounds and had the wind. Why not?”




Earlier, while discussing the possibility of having Garnier work for my family, I’d asked which ports they used for fencing stolen goods. Unsurprisingly, they preferred small towns less bothered by royal officials.




“Where do you sell stolen cargo?”




“Le Havre.”




“Liar.”




Marie shocked him again. The stench was… unpleasant. I called a breeze to push the smell away from us.




“I thought we understood each other. Let’s continue without more stupidity. Where else?”




“Berck. Le Touquet. Etaples.”




“What are the names of your contacts there, and how do you bribe them?”




He told me everything names, methods, percentages.




“Where did this ship come from, and how long have you sailed her?”




“Six years. Nine others and I got her as our share when we took a cargo of silk and spices. We recruited more crew afterward.”




“Good. You can stew here while we finish with the others. If you’d cooperated from the start, you’d be eating lunch.”




Marie gagged him, and I hauled over the next officer. My suspicion proved right: all the senior pirates were among the original ten who’d taken the ship.




Meanwhile, Margot, Isabel, and Delia searched the cabins. When they returned, they reported a chest in the capitaine’s quarters containing silver coins from several kingdoms and precious stones emeralds, sapphires likely taken directly off wealthy passengers.




Margot suggested splitting the coins by kingdom, keeping the English coins for our mission, and dividing the French coins with Garnier and his men, just as we’d done with the brothel rescues.




Everyone agreed, so that’s what we did. My wives kept the jewelry, claiming it was part of their disguises—or at least that’s what they said.




When Garnier’s men received their sudden windfall, they all bowed in unison and pledged their loyalty or something resembling it. I took their words with a grain of salt but used the moment to instruct them. “You are never to speak of what happened today. When someone asks how you were rescued from the pirates, you say you were asleep when the ship was boarded, and by the time you awoke, all the pirates were dead. Now, tell me exactly how you were rescued.”




I made them repeat the story five times, hoping it would sink in. Really, we just needed a few weeks to pass before any word got out.




Margot whispered in my ear that lunch was ready, so I told the crew—including Garnier to go eat. I asked my wives, except Denise, to keep an eye on the crew while I finished cleaning up the deck. They all nodded, knowing what was coming.




Denise levitated the senior pirates, including the former capitaine, back to where the others were held. Then I declared loudly enough for all to hear: “I promised I would not hang you as pirates, and I keep my promises. Instead, in the king’s name, I, Mage Baron Jacques du Pont, find you guilty of slavery—for holding Monsieur Garnier and eleven other men against their will and using force to make them work. The penalty for slavery is death, and it will be carried out immediately. I have carried out this sentence many times in the last three years; today will be no different.”




The pirates shouted, pleaded, cursed, and wept. I began frying the senior pirates’ brains, working my way through the twenty-eight who had survived. Once done, Denise levitated them overboard, and we joined our family for lunch.




Despite being hastily prepared, the meal was good—I could see why they had kept the cook as a slave. Once everyone was fed, I asked Eva to work with Garnier to move us toward Newcastle upon Tyne.





Chapter 19




It took nearly a week to reach Newcastle, as we couldn’t risk full sail with a short crew. Still, it was far faster than any other method. Upon arrival, Marie and Denise coordinated with Capitaine Garnier to acquire cargo for our new ship, le Vertbois, destined for Le Havre. Profit wasn’t our primary concern; avoiding suspicion was. Still, a token profit was necessary to maintain appearances.




Delia and Eva procured horses and tack, including pack horses. Isabel and I acquired supplies, including light camping gear, even though we planned to stay in inns most nights.




Margot, posing as a noblewoman, spent her time in a café nearby, where Isabel and I could keep an eye on her. Eva and Delia met us at the general store to load the pack horses, and then we collected Margot, returning to the dock. Marie and Denise were still negotiating cargo and rates, but a wink from Marie confirmed much of it was performance. Once satisfied, we mounted our horses and headed to the first of several potential locations for the supposed fortress with the ancient magical trove.




Unlike our usual fast pace, we rode at a leisurely speed suitable for a noblewoman and her entourage. Margot rode in the middle, surrounded by my mage wives for safety and appearance. I rode at the front, as always. The sword I was encouraged to wear for the disguise was cumbersome, but my philosophy remained: a mage needs no weapon; a mage is a weapon.




By mid-afternoon, we reached ruins of a turret and outbuildings. After checking in at the inn for the night and unloading our pack horses, we had a late lunch. We rode further west to survey the ruins, though we had no expectation of finding the magical trove there it was only the easternmost proposed site. Summer gave us ample daylight to plan our search.




The area was disappointingly unremarkable: overgrown rubble, remnants of stone walls stretching east to west, and foundations of stone buildings of the same era. Clearing the foundations and searching for hidden compartments would take days, a task assigned to Isabel and Denise. They had perfected a system combining their magical talents—Isabel holding clods of earth while Denise telekinetically moved them. Once cleared, they could search under the foundations efficiently, leaving nothing overlooked.




Over dinner, we gossiped, maintaining the illusion of traveling nobility. Rooms and beds were too small for all seven of us, so we split into two rooms. In my room with Margot and our “maid” Isabel, we discussed our plan for the next day. Those not digging would patrol the perimeter, ensuring no one snooped on our efforts.




At bedtime, Eva grumbled, “I still don’t think Margot should be the noblewoman and share Jacques’ bed. I’ve been a noblewoman all my life; I know how to behave.”




Margot retorted, “And your English is the worst. As soon as you speak, everyone knows you’re foreign. Even Delia sounds more like an Englishwoman.”




“I notice you didn’t offer to be the maid,” Isabel pointed out.




“I know nothing about being a maid,” Eva shot back.




“Ladies, not now. We don’t know who might overhear us,” I reminded them.




Denise put an arm around Eva. “We’ll meet you for breakfast and get an early start. Tonight, we can have our own fun.”




Isabel had already helped Margot remove her dress before the door closed. The ship’s cabin bed hadn’t been large enough for all seven, and a week at sea had left us frustrated. By the time we were done, Isabel and Margot would have walked funny in the morning if I hadn’t Healed them. I planned to make it up to my other wives later; the disguise took priority until leaving England.




The next morning, I patrolled with Margot and one wife, while the other two patrolled the opposite side. We rotated partners every few hours, balancing vigilance with the chance to indulge desires. Marie accepted my offer for private attention, leaning against a tree while I took her from behind. Margot kept watch, aroused by Marie’s moans, she prompted me to satisfy her as well. Delia joined in, performing as loudly as at her family home. Eva pouted, offended at not sharing my bed, but mostly due to Margot being the noblewoman. C’est la vie.




After three days of excavation, we found only a few Roman coins and a small marble statuette Marie believed represented a goddess. The coins’ antiquity made them more valuable than their metal, and the statuette’s craftsmanship suggested a good sale price. Marie suggested keeping some items for display at our home to impress visitors.




We moved further west, repeating the process at Heddon-on-the-Wall, then near Corbridge. Our first day there was uneventful. English cooking was bland, and I noticed a man discreetly watching us in the dining room, but he made no overt move, so I ignored him. Exhausted, we retired earlier than usual. 




Two weeks had passed, and none of us had been sleeping well. No one sleeps soundly in a bed that isn’t their own.




When I woke, it took a moment to realize I was lying on a dirt floor. In the faint light I could make out another figure, also wrapped in a sheet. When I tried sitting up, my head spun and I collapsed back down. On my third attempt and likely after drifting off again, I managed to crawl to the other form and discovered it was Margot.




She was breathing steadily. When I cast Healing on her, I sensed nothing life-threatening, though something in her blood felt wrong. It reminded me of sedatives I’d learned about at the academy. The only conclusion was that the man watching us in the dining room the night before had been part of a larger plan, and we had been drugged. Since he’d never approached our table, he must have had help from the server—or perhaps even the innkeeper.




Once I knew Margot would recover after the drug wore off, I began examining our surroundings. There wasn’t much to explore. We seemed to be inside an oversized dry well. Stone walls surrounded us with no windows or doors. The only light came from thin gaps in the wooden boards above. I couldn’t tell whether we were below ground or inside a tall enclosed structure. The walls weren’t smooth but offered nothing sturdy enough to climb, and the opening overhead was far too high for me to reach. Even if I lifted Margot, the boards looked solid. My wind magic felt restrained; the confined space offered too little air for me to work with.




The only other feature was a small hole near the base of the wall, the size of a melon, covered with a lid. When I removed it, the stench confirmed it was meant as a latrine. I replaced the lid immediately.




There was nothing to do until Margot woke, so I tried to conserve my strength.




About an hour later at least by my estimation, Margot stirred. I kept my voice calm, letting her know I was beside her. When she could finally speak, she asked where we were. I explained everything I knew and held her close as we waited.




Another hour passed before someone slid part of the lid aside. A man leaned over and called down, “Hello down there, are you awake yet?”




“We are. What do you want from us?” I replied.




“Naught from you, lad. It’s yer families what’ll pay us to get you back all safe and sound.”




I nearly laughed. “Let me be sure I understand you’re holding my wife and me for ransom?”




“Aye, and a smart lad you be.”




“You have no idea how badly this will turn out for you.”




“Ha! Threats from a man twenty foot under the ground, with no way up and no weapon even if you got there.”




“Oh, I won’t be the one causing trouble. Our family will handle that just fine.”




“You nobles are all alike. Ain’t one of you ever refused to pay. Always so grateful to be done with it.”




“We’ll see. How do you plan to contact my family?”




“We left a note pinned to the sheet we wrapped yer maid in. Strange sort, yer wife lettin’ the maid sleep in bed with the two of ya. I’m thinkin’ she ain’t fond of ya and lets you have yer way with the maid so she don’t have to.”




This time I did laugh. “Actually, my wife and I enjoy the maid together. You should see what the two of them do while I watch.”




“Hoot! Maybe you ain’t lyin’.”




“How much ransom?”




“Five hundred pounds each.”




“Cheap at twice the price. I’ve had a higher bounty on my head before and lived to tell the tale. The man who posted it—along with the ones who tried to collect didn’t fare as well.”




He chuckled and dragged the lid back over us.




I had warned him. Five furious women were already searching for us, and I didn’t envy him when they found this place.




We had no way of knowing the time, except for the changing brightness between the boards overhead. Hunger grew, and I wondered if our captors intended to feed us. Eventually someone pushed the lid aside again.




This person struggled with the weight, and no words were spoken. From what little I could see, they were smaller—perhaps younger. A bucket descended containing bread, cheese, and watered wine. After we emptied it, the person pulled it up and clumsily replaced the lid, leaving a small gap this time.




Food came twice a day after that, always delivered by the same small person. When I tried speaking to them, they pointed to their ear and nodded, then shook their head and pointed to their mouth. They could hear, but either could not speak or were forbidden to do so.




On the fourth day, as the bucket lowered, the person suddenly spoke—but I couldn’t understand a word. The voice sounded like a child’s. After a slow repetition, Margot answered in Latin—the same Latin she used when training with Monsieur Musnier. I had practiced reading it, but my speaking skills were nonexistent.




The exchange quickened, then the bucket was hauled up and the lid returned. Margot explained what the child had said.




“She and her twin sister are captives too, though not for ransom. She didn’t say why, but judging by her behavior, they’re like the captives from the brothels.”




If I hadn’t already planned to kill every one of our captors, that revelation would have sealed their fate.




“Her sister can’t speak and is forced to deliver food because of that. Since they’re identical, she switched places with her last night, and the captors think she’s the mute one. Her sister communicates by touch and mind-speech, telepathy I suppose. She couldn’t stay long. She said she’ll explain more next time. Her name is Cristigna.”




By now, unwashed and unshaven, I felt filthy and irritable. I tried not to take it out on Margot, knowing she was just as uncomfortable.




I considered burning the boards above us, but without knowing where our captors stood or how many were nearby, it was too risky. If they swarmed us while I called on the wind to escape, they could easily knock me back into the pit while I was vulnerable.




I discussed all my ideas with Margot, and she understood that even my magic had limits.

“You should have chosen Denise to be your wife for this mission. If our captors had put the two of you in here you’d have been back with us at the inn the same day.”




“Don’t think like that. You’re the right choice. Denise’s English is good, but yours is excellent. No one has questioned you being an English noblewoman, and that’s why you have the part. None of the others could have carried it off like you.”




We needed help, and Cristigna might be that help, so I resolved to stay patient even if I had to chew my own tongue off.




That evening the lid moved again, and the same small person appeared. She chattered nonstop in that Latin sounding language. Margot responded, and they spoke the entire time the bucket was lowered with our meal and raised again with the empty containers. Their conversation continued right until the lid closed.




Margot summarized, “Cristigna says we’re about ten miles west of Corbridge, near ruins from Hadrian’s Wall and an old outpost. She asked if we’re mages. I asked why she thought so. She said her sister sensed strong magic every time she came to feed us. I told her we needed to know her better before having that conversation.




She understood why we’re cautious. She asked that if she or her sister helps us escape, we take them with us. I told her she could count on that. I also told her a group of women would be searching for us, and since her sister can sense magic she’ll know when they’re close. It would be in her best interest to get their attention.”




“Well done. Now we wait to see what happens next.”




Neither of us slept well; lying on a cold dirt floor doesn’t lend itself to proper rest. We drifted in and out, and I realized it was morning only when the lid scraped open again. The Latin chatter began immediately.




When the lid closed, Margot translated.

“Cristigna says the pit is always watched by three or four men stationed around it. She can’t stay longer than it takes to drop the food. She’s going to switch back with her sister, Adeleide, so she’s free to roam. If Adeleide senses our wives, she’ll go to them.”




I asked, “How will she get their attention if she can’t speak, and even if she did it would be Latin? None of them know Latin any better than I do.”




“That’s the thing. When Adeleide speaks with her mind, she doesn’t use words. She communicates in ideas and images. If she touches one of them, she can show them where we are and everything she knows.”




Dinner that night came in silence, and so did breakfast the next morning. Late in the afternoon we heard men shouting orders and loud booms like lightning striking a tree. We suspected our wives had arrived. We only had to wait.




We learned later that all five had been searching for us as soon as Isabel could sit a horse. They rode in an expanding spiral until a person they thought was a child sprinted toward them across a field, waving frantically while several armed men chased her.




Just as Delia prepared to cast a shield, one of the men loosed an arrow that struck the girl in the upper back. Delia’s shield appeared a heartbeat later, blocking the remaining arrows. Isabel cast earthen spears that impaled two attackers, while Marie struck the others with lightning.




They rushed to the girl and found her bleeding from the mouth — a lung had been pierced. When Isabel touched her, she nearly collapsed, shaking violently. A moment later she sucked in a breath and said, “She knows where Jacques and Margot are. So do I. A bandit camp is about a mile through the woods. Around thirty men. Jacques and Margot are in a pit about twenty feet deep with an iron-reinforced lid. The girl is dying. We need to take her with us so Jacques can heal her. Keep her away from the fighting.”




Denise said, “I’ll levitate her the whole way and hide her while we deal with the men. Once Jacques is free, he can heal her. No time to waste. Isabel, lead.”




The bandits were sloppy; all their lookouts had apparently chased Adeleide. Our wives arrived without warning. Delia shielded them under an upside down bowl of force, and they charged into the camp. Marie unleashed lightning on clusters of men. Denise hurled rocks with telekinesis. Eva used water from her skins to choke opponents. Isabel raised earthen spears before charging attackers. Within minutes the bandits were dead, unconscious, or surrendered.




While the others secured the survivors, Denise and Isabel went to the pit. Denise lifted the heavy lid with magic, and Isabel began shaping steps from the earth. Denise simply took hold of Margot and me with her spell and lifted us out.




We were dirty and naked, but no one commented.




“The girl who helped us is inside the treeline with an arrow in her lung. Get on your horse and follow me,” Denise said.




I mounted and rode to Adeleide. Her pallor told me she was close to death. I summoned all my Healing magic and the skills I’d honed over three years. I removed the arrow, along with fabric and dirt carried into the wound. I cleared her lungs of blood and bolstered her life force so her body could continue healing.




It took half an hour to stabilize her, and by then the others had gathered with Cristigna. Margot had used the time to clean up and put on a peasant blouse and skirt.




“Jacques, you stink. Go to the well and I’ll pull up water so you can shower. Delia found clothes that should fit you,” Eva said.




I obeyed and felt far better afterward. Cristigna wanted a shower too, and made her intentions clear by simply stripping off her dress and stepping under the water with me.




Eva raised an eyebrow but widened the spray without comment.




I couldn’t help but notice the girl had an adorable heart shaped face, brilliant blue eyes that nearly glowed, and lips like rose petals. Her figure was lovely, with breasts large enough that my hands wouldn’t cover them and a derriere that was ample but taut as well as shapely legs. Blue-black hair draped down her back.




Eva noticed my roving eyes and said, “Don’t you think she’s a little young for us to start corrupting?”




“Maybe, but I was just looking,” I retorted.




“The looking you were doing is the same looking that goes with your cock rising as it is right now.”




What can I say; Cristigna had a woman’s body even if it was the size of a twelve year old. I’m many things but I didn’t have sex with children unlike the pigs who had held us captive.




I saw that Cristigna had a raw wound around her ankle that looked like it had been caused by being chained. I stooped down, pointed to her wound, and focused my Healing magic while looking into her eyes. I did the same for her sister’s wound. After a moment, she nodded with a smile. I touched her leg just above the wound and let the Healing energy flow into her. I also checked for other injuries and found some cracks in her ribs and her right humerus. These injuries made me angry, but I had to focus on healing. When I was done, she gave me another smile.




“I think we’re done. Can you dry us off?”




“Of course,” Eva replied, using her water magic to remove the moisture. In a moment we were dry, though our hair was still slightly damp.




Cristigna dashed into one of the huts and disappeared inside. Shortly afterward, she stepped out in a clean dress that was decidedly too long, bunching it in her hand to avoid tripping.




While we were cleaning up, Denise levitated Adeleide over to a bench near the well and gently laid her down. She and Isabel then carefully washed her with rags Marie brought from another hut. Seeing them care for her sister, Cristigna returned to the hut, retrieved another too-long dress, and handed it over.




Margot began conversing with her in the Latin-like language she spoke. They searched the huts until they found some shears, which Margot used to shorten both dresses. Cristigna returned to her sister, and Margot told us she would fix lunch for everyone.




Marie led me to the remaining three bandits, and we interrogated them, but they revealed little being mere followers. One useful piece of information was that their leader had connections with the man who ran the inn from which we and the previous hostages had been kidnapped.




After lunch, I asked Margot to check with Cristigna about the bandits’ behavior. She requested a knife to deal with them. I had no objection, and neither did my wives, as we found slavery and rape unforgivable. Marie handed Cristigna a knife, hilt first. Afterward, Cristigna cleaned herself and the knife, then returned it, expressing thanks in a Latin-like phrase.




Shortly afterward, Adeleide stirred, and Margot and Cristigna helped her eat and drink. The rest of my wives looted the village, collecting a decent amount of coin and valuables. While they worked, I incinerated the bandits’ corpses, leaving no trace of their deaths. We discussed our next steps: we hadn’t finished searching the ruins east of Corbridge, so we decided to return to the inn, complete the search in the next day or two, and then investigate the ruins where the bandit camp had been located.





Chapter 20




Cristigna rode double with Margot while Adeleide rode with me, so I could monitor her health and provide Healing energy incrementally. As we rode, I healed the wound on her leg where she had been chained, as well as other injuries. When she was awake, she shared images and thoughts explaining how the girls had been captured. Meanwhile, Margot and Cristigna continued conversing in the Latin like language, with Margot translating for the rest of my wives.




When we returned to the inn, as soon as Adeleide was safely in the care of my wives and Cristigna, I charged into the dining room with Margot behind me. I demanded loudly, “I will speak to the innkeeper immediately!”




The clerk rushed off in fear to fetch him. As the innkeeper entered and saw us, his expression betrayed his fear. I accused him, “You were in league with the bandits who kidnapped me and my lady wife.”




Margot assumed her most regal posture. “We received outrageous treatment from you, sir. We paid the rate you requested for our rooms, yet you were not satisfied and sold us to a criminal gang. Had our loyal retainers not found us, we would still be suffering at their hands.”




Several local guests stood and demanded the innkeeper answer. The commotion drew attention until a woman, seemingly around thirty with a no-nonsense bearing, appeared with a man of similar age behind her. She publicly chastised the innkeeper for his collaboration with the kidnappers and for harming the reputation her late mother had built. It appeared he was her stepfather, and she showed little fondness for him.




She sent the man with her to fetch the local reeve. When the reeve arrived, he questioned the step-daughter, Margot, me, the staff, and finally the innkeeper. The reeve required little convincing, as the bandits had kidnapped two others from the inn over the past six months. With all the new information, the innkeeper’s guilt was clear.




Once the innkeeper was dragged out under arrest, the step-daughter pleaded for forgiveness. She offered to refund our money and let us stay another week at no charge. 




Since we had further work in the area, we accepted her apology and the free rooms. I requested an additional room and meals for two more rescued hostages; she waved it off, eager to be done with it. 




I suspected she would use the opportunity to take over the inn, which she apparently felt had always been hers.




Once that matter was settled, Margot and Isabel took Cristigna shopping for clothing that actually fit, replacing the oversized frocks they had worn from the bandit village.




Adeleide wouldn’t leave my side; through our mental link, she suggested that my magic was comforting. I had no reason to object, so the rest of us went upstairs to our room, where I asked her more about her life through the link, then explained it to my wives. They asked their own questions, which Adeleide seemed to understand and respond to quickly.




We learned that the girls weren’t as young as their height suggested they were gnomes, like the family we’d met in Paris, and twenty-eight years old.




Through Margot, Cristigna explained, “Adeleide and I came to England in February with our father, in search of ancient documents purported to be training materials in the art of enchantment. Enchanters were said to imbue magic into specially prepared items so that even non-mages could perform magical acts purifying water, lighting fires, providing light in the darkness, just to name a few. Papa followed a lead from an old clan document, written before the fall of the Roman Empire, claiming the Romans had destroyed all copies of magical texts except one set, which they sent to England to keep out of the hands of future emperors.”




That sounded remarkably like a story we’d been told by the Mage Council. The coincidence made me suspicious not of the girls, but of the Mage Council and whom they might be working with.




I asked, “Since your father wasn’t in the bandit camp, do you know where he is?”




Adeleide began to cry. Once Margot translated for Cristigna, tears welled in her eyes as she answered, “Papa was killed, along with three other men from our clan working with him to reclaim the documents. The bandits attacked one night and left only us alive.”




Adeleide’s sorrow shot through me via the link. Without thinking, I pulled her into my lap and held her closely. Cristigna joined us, leaning into her sister as I wrapped an arm around her too. We simply sat there, letting them release their grief, while I sent out gentle pulses of healing energy not to remove their pain, but to show them I shared it.




After a while, my wives divided into groups to bathe. Once we were all clean and dressed in fresh clothes, we went down for dinner. Adeleide refused to be parted from me, and none of my wives had the heart to insist otherwise after her injury during the rescue. She sat on one side of me, her sister next to her. On my other side, Margot did her best imperious impression while Isabel played maid, attending to everyone’s needs. After dinner, we returned to our rooms, and Cristigna finally managed to coax Adeleide to their own room.




Isabel stayed downstairs a while, chatting with the inn staff. She confirmed that the former innkeeper was widely disliked, by both employees and customers. Everyone was pleased he’d been removed and hoped his daughter could take over, as she was considered a hard but fair mistress unlike her stepfather, who had taken liberties with the staff and cheated his patrons.




When Isabel returned to our room, she let Margot and me know how much we had been missed in the most physical ways possible. We didn’t stay up too late, as we had work to do in the morning, but we enjoyed our time together that night.




At breakfast the next morning, Cristigna restrained her sister from sitting with me again, which caused Adeleide to pout adorably. I almost overrode her, but realized my wives might not approve, so I remained quiet.




Margot explained, “We are searching for a family legacy. While you are welcome to join us, perhaps it would be best if you stayed at the inn so Adeleide can continue to rest and recover.”




Adeleide shook her head, sending a thought to Margot: she could recover just fine wherever we were. This time, Cristigna and Adeleide rode double with Isabel and Marie, as we tried to maintain the appearance of English nobility. Adeleide was, understandably, less than thrilled.




At the ruins, Denise and Isabel teamed up, digging out building foundations and searching underneath with their magic. The rest of us patrolled the perimeter, leaving Margot with the twins. She was the only one who could speak with them and maintain the pretense of a noblewoman.




As we were preparing to leave the site, Cristigna stood beside her sister and, speaking through Margot, asked firmly, “You’re not searching for a family legacy you’re after the same ancient Roman books as our papa. Who are you really?”




My wives looked at me, so I said, “Go ahead, Margot. Tell them most of it. You don’t need to share our life histories, just that we’re married mages from another country, sent here to find a trove of Roman documents on magic.”




Margot shrugged and complied.




Adeleide reached out to hold Cristigna’s hand, then Cristigna spoke through Margot: “If we help you find them, can we share the documents?”




I answered, “We will share them with you personally, but not with your country.”




“Ha! Our country wouldn’t get anything, even if we found it ourselves,” Cristigna said. “Our clan wouldn’t either. They thought Papa a fool and sent us away with only the help of a few he personally persuaded. They do not deserve what we find.”




We returned to the inn for another comfortable night, then went back to the ruins for the final search. Once again, all we found were a handful of Roman coins and a pair of finely carved statuettes.




Over the next three days, we thoroughly searched the ruins around the bandit camp, finding nothing more. The following morning, we packed our belongings and loaded our pack horses.




We spent another month searching various sites without finding so much as a hint. Most of the stonework had lost any markings that might have helped us, worn away by the millennia since the Romans left England. Around that time, I started feeling as though all the effort we’d put into learning Latin had been a waste.




We added two locations the twins said their father had considered promising, though they hadn’t been included in the material we’d originally been given. The first was no better than any other site on our list. The second was near a Roman fort we already intended to visit, Brocolitia. According to the twins, their father believed the true site to search was the Temple of Mithras near the village of Carrawburgh.




By the time we arrived in Carrawburgh, it was late. There was no point in scouting the site that evening, so we bathed, ate dinner, and went to bed early with plans to start our search at first light. Over the weeks the Cristigna had traveled with us, her English had improved far more than in all the time since she had arrived in the country. Margot spent most of every day talking with the twins, helping Cristigna with pronunciation and new words while also practicing her accent. By then, Cristigna could follow and participate in most conversations without translation. Adeleide seemed to understand even more; she often needed only to touch the person she wished to answer before projecting her response directly into our minds.




As we rode onto the site marked on our map as the Temple of Mithras, Isabel called out, “Adeleide says she feels magic.”




That caught my attention. The only other times she had sensed magic so clearly were when Margot and I had been trapped in the pit, and when the others had come to rescue us. If another mage was nearby, they were well hidden; the landscape around us was nothing but an open field with fragments of stone walls rising through the tall grass.




“Delia, shield up,” I called. I felt her magic settle around us like a dome.




“Isabel, take the lead and let Adeleide guide you wherever she wants.”




After several minutes of circling and weaving through the ruins, Adeleide suddenly slid off Isabel’s horse, sprinted into the remains of the largest structure, and circled again before stopping and pointing straight downward.




“Let’s stay alert. Margot, stay with the twins near Denise and Isabel while they dig. The rest of us will patrol as usual. Let’s make it happen.”




Denise and Isabel worked for hours, moving dirt and stone until a large rectangular object finally rose from the foundation. I wanted to rush over and see it myself but forced myself—and my wives—to stay focused. A distraction like that was exactly the kind of moment an enemy could exploit.




About an hour later, Isabel pushed through the tall grass toward me, the blades brushing past her waist. “Margot confirms the box is what we came for, and Adeleide is sure there’s no other magical material nearby. The problem is the box is too heavy to carry. Denise could levitate it, but that would draw attention. And Cristigna convinced Margot that the box itself is important for preserving the documents. They don’t want to remove anything.”




“Then we move the box somewhere we can pretend to have a picnic,” I said. “We’ll cover it with a blanket and set lunch on top of it like it’s just a boulder we’re using as a table. After lunch, leave some food and the basket on it. I’ll ride back to the village and buy a cart. We’ll load everything on top of the box so no one can see what we’re carrying.”




Once the plan was in motion, I gathered everyone for lunch and explained the rest. Then I rode back to Carrawburgh, a few miles away, and persuaded a local to sell me his cart—by paying far more than it was worth. I bought a large tarp to cover the cart’s contents, hitched one of our pack horses to it, and returned.




Now that we had found the trove, there was no need to stop every few miles to search new sites. The journey back to Newcastle upon Tyne took only three days. The Roman roads were in surprisingly good condition, though Denise’s telekinesis proved useful when the cart slipped into muddy patches where sections of road had washed out. Both nights, I slipped out of the inn to sleep beside our prize; there was no way to get the box inside without attracting attention. I had slept in far worse places back before my magic had been discovered and I was taken to Reims to study.




We booked passage to The Hague, where we could work safely on the translations. None of us trusted the Mage Council not to confiscate everything the moment we presented it. Eva promised to secure lodging at her parents’ home, giving us a safe place to work. We had already agreed Prince Willem would receive a full account of our findings. Retreating to the Netherlands while we prepared the translations seemed the most sensible course.





Chapter 21 




The journey to The Hague took three days and passed without incident, though the seas were rougher than what we had faced on our way to England. At least there were no pirates this time.




When we arrived at the port in The Hague, Eva arranged carriages to take us and our luggage to her parents’ home. In Newcastle upon Tyne we had packed the magic box inside a sturdy crate, padding it tightly so it would not shift in transit. The crate looked like ordinary cargo and hopefully nothing about it appeared suspicious. Eva used her connection to the prince to avoid having its contents inspected and paid a port duty, claiming it contained medical books from England.




Our unexpected arrival at her parents’ estate was accepted with admirable composure. After we washed up, we were invited to an audience with the mothers in residence. I was not surprised to see Beatrijs, Yolente, and Trude waiting for us.




Eva began, “Mothers, we have just returned from England where we located and retrieved a significant trove of ancient Roman documents on magic believed to have been lost for millennia. We were assigned the task of finding and recovering these documents by the French Mage Council during a meeting at the academy this spring. Based on their behavior, comments, and certain information shared with us, we have reason to believe the trove will not be fairly distributed among French mages or with their allies such as Prince Willem. We hope you will allow us to stay here while we translate the documents so we can provide copies to the prince and to the academy, while still fulfilling our charge to deliver the originals to the Council.”




Mother Yolente, who was both a cousin to the reigning prince and Eva’s biological mother, glanced to Mother Beatrijs and Mother Trude. When they nodded, she said, “Yes, daughter. You and your family may have the same room you shared during your last visit. We will set aside the game room for your work. Are these two women, whom you have not introduced, new members of your family or guests who should be given a room of their own?”




“Please forgive me, mothers. We have been under a great deal of stress and I forgot to introduce our new friends. This is Cristigna and Adeleide. They are from Switzerland, and the rest is a long story we should share over dinner. For now you should know that neither of them speaks Dutch. Cristigna speaks what she calls Romansh, which seems to be a form of Latin, and also some English. Adeleide does not speak with her voice. She can touch you and share thoughts and images that transcend language. She hears perfectly well but only recognizes Romansh and English. They will need their own room.”




I heard Delia whisper, “Not for long.”




I only smiled. She always wanted more women in our bed. In this case I would not mind. The twins were lovely and had been pleasant company during the two months we had traveled together.




During dinner, Eva and Delia took turns recounting our adventure. Margot, Isabel, Marie, and Denise added details whenever needed. When the story concluded, Mother Beatrijs remarked, “Eva, all your wives have become quite fluent in Dutch. I am pleased that you have taken our culture seriously. Margot, you could pass for a native just like your husband.”




Margot replied, “I now speak English, Spanish, and Latin with equal ease. I am also nearly fluent in Romansh, which is one of the languages of Switzerland.”




Mother Trude smiled. “That is remarkable, dear. Did you learn any good recipes from their culture you might share?”




Margot laughed. “Certainly not English recipes. I can cook them but they are not worth sharing. I would be happier teaching you another French dish or two. As for Spanish and Romansh kitchens, I have not tasted their food or learned their cooking, so I cannot help you there.”




“Then I will expect another French recipe while you are here,” Trude said warmly.




Isabel translated most of the conversation into English so the twins would not feel excluded. Later, Marie and I wrote letters to Collette to let her know we were safe but would be delayed. We agreed not to tell her where we were or what we were doing in case her correspondence was monitored or she was questioned about us.




We retired for the evening and made liberal use of the large bed, savoring the chance to be together again after so many nights apart since leaving Reims. Everyone received their share of attention, especially the four who hadn’t spent the past weeks pretending to be my English wife and her maid. Anyone passing by would have assumed Denise and Eva were competing to see who could be louder when climaxing. Having most of my wives with me again was deeply fulfilling, and for the first time in months I felt close to satisfying the nagging hunger inside me. Still, even after exhaustion set in, desire lingered. I went to sleep dreaming of Collette and the twins riding me.




Because we had gone to bed early, we managed to get enough rest to wake at a reasonable hour. After breakfast, Eva, Denise, and I headed to the shed where our crate had been stored upon arrival. I pried it open, and Denise carefully levitated the Roman box out. Eva guided us back to the game room, where space had been cleared, and Denise lowered the box to the floor. Tables and chairs had already been arranged for our work. It was the first time any of us had opened the box since the day it had been unearthed, so this was our first true chance to study its contents in detail and understand what we had discovered. We agreed to begin by taking one document each, identifying its topic, and labeling it in both French and Dutch. Once we knew the scope of the material, we would create a priority list for full translation.




To our surprise, the documents were in exceptional condition. The parchment and papyrus looked as though they had been written only days earlier; each sheet was flexible, clean, and remarkably well preserved. The handwriting varied across the collection, clearly produced by different scribes, yet every page was executed with precision and care, making the texts highly legible.




After identifying each document’s magical category, we organized the collection accordingly. Only four groups described magic unfamiliar to us or not recognized by the Académie de Magie — making them potentially lost or forgotten disciplines. The first was Enchantment, which our Swiss friends already knew existed from Roman records their father had studied. The second was Polyglot, which seemed to be an ability rather than a spell, describing something similar to Margot’s extraordinary talent with languages. The third was Magic Sense, an ability Adelaide had demonstrated. The last was Sex Magic, unmistakably linked to one of my own magical affinities.




We were puzzled that several well-known disciplines were missing entirely, including Magic Shield, much to Delia’s disappointment.




With no committees or instructors to dictate our approach, we decided — admittedly for personal reasons — that each of us should begin with the documents related to our individual affinities. Denise wanted to explore new applications of telekinesis. My interest naturally focused on Sex Magic, though wind, fire, and healing all held their appeal. Since there were no materials related to her own affinity, Delia chose to work on wind magic to assist me.




Months of Latin lessons had prepared us to recognize many words, but we still encountered vocabulary gaps or phrases outside the scope of our training. As a result, the two dictionaries Monsieur Musnier had provided were in constant rotation. Even then, Latin often defied direct translation, and we frequently found that a literal rendering failed to convey the intended meaning. Whenever we reached an impasse, we turned to Margot.




The twins could occasionally help, since their first language resembled Latin closely, but their only other tongue was English. And despite all of us being much more fluent in English than before, too many mental transitions left our translations feeling unclear or imprecise. Over time, it became obvious that most of us lacked the skill for translating dense technical writing. By the third day, I abandoned the attempt to translate word-for-word. Instead, I focused on identifying each document’s level — primer or advanced — and determining the breadth and importance of its material. By the fifth day, everyone except Margot and the twins followed the same approach.




One morning I realized we hadn’t kept to any exercise routine in months because of our mission. Sitting at the desk for hours was wearing on all of us, and we needed a way to release tension. So we reinstated daily exercises before lunch, followed by long baths in the large tub Eva’s family provided. Each time we bathed, I caught Adelaide watching me with unmistakable longing, unable to hide the depth of her feelings.




By the end of the second week, we had sorted every document according to how advanced or useful it was, identifying which texts contained material that might truly expand our skills and which were equivalent to first-year coursework. By the end of the month, Margot finished translating her first book, Polyglot, which revealed techniques for accelerating language learning. Adelaide completed Magic Sense, though she translated it into Romansh. Cristigna was still immersed in Enchantment, beginning with its primer and progressing systematically, much as we did in alchemy training.




Margot then moved on to Sex Magic and reviewed the notes I had made earlier. She found my initial translation accurate up until the section where the text transitioned from introduction to instruction. Using the speed-translation techniques she had learned from Polyglot, she could now translate as quickly as she could write, and her careful handwriting became the only limiting factor. Fortunately, Sex Magic existed in a single well-organized volume, so she translated that book in its entirety. She urged me to read it immediately, confident that its techniques would strengthen my ability to enhance my wives’ magical power.




Eva had already confirmed that the Water Magic books offered nothing especially new. Isabel reached a similar conclusion about the Earth Magic documents.




Denise chose the one telekinesis book she believed deserved the work, and Margot dove into it with unmistakable enthusiasm.





Chapter 22




Eva and I spoke with Mother Yolente about arranging an audience with Prince Willem regarding the trove and an offer I wished to present. A few days later, we received an invitation to meet him at eleven bells. I dressed in my finest English attire, and Eva selected a lovely gown from her wardrobe, though it needed a slight adjustment to accommodate the generous growth of her breasts since she began courting me. We left early and arrived half an hour ahead of schedule, but by the time we passed through security and reached the room where the prince’s assistant directed us, we had only five minutes remaining.




As the final toll of eleven bells sounded, the opposite door opened and Prince Willem entered with his characteristic energy.




“Welcome, cousin. You’re looking well and healthy. It’s good to see you, young Jacques. My staff tells me your family has been causing mischief in England, and that you have a proposal for me.”




“Thank you, your grace,” Eva replied, and we both bowed.




He waved a hand. “That’s enough of that. Save the bowing for public appearances. Right now, we’re discussing family business.”




Despite his instruction, I maintained a formal tone. “Your grace, we recently acquired a collection of ancient magical documents, some of which describe types of magic not recorded at the Académie de Magie — at least not in any material we have encountered. Other documents discuss familiar disciplines but include techniques not taught at the academy. We believe one of the ‘Lost Magics’ in particular would offer tremendous advantage to any nation that possessed it. The four Lost Magics are Polyglot, Magic Sense, Enchanting, and Sex Magic.”




I continued, “Polyglot is a talent, not a spell, that enables certain individuals, even those without recognized magical ability, to learn new languages with remarkable speed. Our wife, Margot, whom you met briefly at our wedding, possesses this talent. She is currently translating the documents and has never been recognized as magically gifted.”




“Magic Sense,” I explained, “is also an inherent talent rather than a spell. It allows the user to locate magical items or identify individuals with magical affinities. One of our newer companions has demonstrated this ability.”




“Enchanting,” I said, “relies on runes inscribed by a skilled practitioner to grant magical effects to objects, many of which can be used by non-mages. These range from everyday conveniences to weapons. In certain cases, it requires collaboration between an enchanter and a mage whose affinity matches the magic being imbued. There is also a related discipline called Warding, which involves glyphs placed on structures or items to detect intruders or counteract magical effects.”




“The last is Sex Magic,” I said plainly. “Those with the affinity can empower other mages through sexual connection increasing their magical reserves, refining their abilities, and in some cases absorbing a copy of the other mage’s talent. When used on women, it tends to result in fraternal twins or triplets. You may already be aware that I am the father of four sets of fraternal twins.”




“We also have reason to believe that the Mage Council of my kingdom, the very people who assigned us the task of retrieving these documents have no intention of sharing most of the material with the wider mage community, nor with our allied powers, despite their claims otherwise. Eva and I agreed that suppressing this knowledge so that it remained available only to a select circle approved by the Council would not serve the interests of France or its allies, especially the Netherlands. Margot was already translating the relevant books into French and will begin the Dutch versions afterward.




For that reason, we will provide you with copies of the newly uncovered material, along with a list of all the documents we recovered and a brief summary of their contents. In exchange, we ask that you arrange for the publication of the new material in both French and Dutch, and provide us with ten French copies of each book so we can deliver them to the Académie de Magie.




I believe this arrangement serves the mages of my kingdom and yours, far better than secrecy,” I said.




“You think I’ll hold the Dutch copies until I wrangle concessions out of your Mage Council,” he replied, amused. “That’s why you’re giving me the full list even though you’re only handing over translations of the new material. I get leverage, and I get insurance if the leverage doesn’t work. Clever, all of you.”




We remained silent and bowed.




“Dear cousin,” he continued, “if you ever choose to return here permanently with your husband and wives, I will bring you all into the palace and put you to work. Your family could become the second or third most powerful in the country.




I accept your proposal. Send the translated documents as they are completed, and I’ll have my printer expedite everything.”




Eva handed him the French translation of Polyglot.




“Oh, you’ve wasted no time at all,” he said. “I’ll place the order immediately and alert the printer to expect more soon. Good day to you.”




As always, Prince Willem swept out the moment the final word left his mouth.




The meeting had gone well, though I worried about the Mage Council’s reaction. We knew we were doing the right thing; we simply had to brace for the backlash.




Eva and I returned to her home in time for lunch and delivered the full report to our wives and her mothers. Isabel was pleased. Denise and Marie supported the plan wholeheartedly but were understandably anxious about the consequences. Margot was so absorbed in the project that she barely reacted, while Delia seemed indifferent. Isabel translated everything into English for the twins.




Later that week, after our group exercise session which the twins had joined, we had just settled into the large tub when Cristigna spoke.




“Adeleide and I want to talk as a group,” she began, “and this seems the most private time when we’re not working on something. We have benefited from your rescue; you’ve taken us into your home and shown us every kindness. You gave us time to recover emotionally from the abuse we suffered and supported us fully.




We have watched you interact together and see only love, respect, and tenderness. You’ve extended the same to us. We want that love too. We are both strongly attracted to you, Jacques. Adeleide has felt this from the moment she first sensed your magic, it draws her like a moth to a flame, irresistible. I, too, have grown in my attraction to all of you through our shared experiences. I don’t know if you’re aware, but gnome society acknowledges plural marriages for much the same reasons as elves. Will you take us into your family, will you marry us?”




I had sensed this moment approaching for over a week, so I had already asked my wives their thoughts. All agreed the twins were a perfect fit. Delia, as expected, was particularly enthusiastic.




I responded without hesitation. “We can go to the office to record our marriage tomorrow morning, if you’re ready.”




“You have no idea how ready we are,” Cristigna said, her voice low and teasing. “Hearing all of you making love every night has both of us hot and bothered. We’ll move into your room after lunch.”




After lunch, I helped the twins move their belongings into our room while Denise winked at me and led the rest of the ladies to the game room. I seized the opportunity to show my new wives the pleasures of being in our bed.




Once their clothes were hung, I placed a hand on Adeleide’s shoulder and sent her a thought of my desire. Her smile was almost feral. I felt her response through our bond, her yearning and urgent request for me to help her undress.




I took my time, kissing her neck and slowly undoing the buttons of her dress. Though I had seen her nude many times during our shared baths, this was different—this time I could touch her, explore her fully. Every caress of her breasts, every kiss along her skin, sent waves of shared desire through our bond.




Adeleide, even smaller than Isabel and Marie, was easy to lift. I laid her on the bed, her derriere at the edge, legs draped over my shoulders. I teased her labia with my tongue, feeling her respond instantly. Her nipples stood at attention on her perky breasts, and I reached past her hips to caress and stimulate them, savoring the feedback through our bond, the thrill of shared pleasure escalating with every touch.




I could sense her desire for me which inflamed my libido further. With her juices starting to flow I began running my tongue around but not over her clitoris and she grabbed my hair trying to shove my tongue into her love canal. Adeleide’s breathing became erratic as I started tickling her clit. She squirmed with the stimulation and through our bond I felt her demand to have my cock inside her.




I slid my cock through her juices and picked her up again then she wrapped her legs around my waist. I let her slide down my belly until she was positioned just right for my fully erect cock to feel her heat then I let her down on it until I sensed resistance then picked her up just enough to give me room to stroke her down again. On the third stroke I sensed from her the desire to just go all the way in so I complied. Her groan was as loud as Denise’s ever were. Adeleide started bouncing on me by flexing her hips.




I made sure to pulse my magic on each stroke adjusting as recommended in the translated document. I enjoyed feeling her breasts slide up and down on my chest. As our joint desire reached a crescendo I pushed her down on my cock and let loose a full load into her love canal. The feedback through our bond nearly caused me to fall over. It was absolutely the most intense orgasm I had ever experienced. I kept bouncing her up and down on my cock until the sensation was too much to bear then laid her back on the bed to kiss and cuddle for a several minutes. Adeleide pulled my head to her and sent a thought that felt like, “You’re all I ever wanted.”




“I love you Adeleide,” I said softly, then I felt her smile and sensed the same from her.




From the other side of the room I heard Cristigna say, “You’d better have saved some for me.”




When I looked up I saw her nude on an upholstered chair rubbing her clit madly. I leaned down and kissed Adeleide and sent, “I’m going to satisfy your sister.”




She sent back, “You can try.”




As I walked toward Cristigna I asked, “How would you like it?”




“I want you on top of me, I want to feel all of you on me and in me,” she responded.




“Not afraid I’ll break you?”




“Never, now put me on the bed and take me. Watching you fuck my sister has me wound up and I need you in me right now.”




At least this time she seemed to want an energetic experience and I was more than happy to comply. As soon as I was positioned over her Cristigna wrapped her legs around me and I found she was already so wet that I had no trouble sliding my cock right into her. Cristigna’s groans were often muffled by my chest but there was no doubt she was a screamer like her sister.




I shoved a couple of pillows under her derriere to change the angle where we joined and slammed into her on every thrust pulsing my magic as the new technique suggested. The orgasms we experienced were nearly as intense as the one I’d just had with her sister.

I rolled her off and both sisters slid in next to me on either side then held hands with each other.




“While plural marriage is common in Gnome society, sisters marrying the same man is unusual, almost taboo,” Cristigna said softly, tracing a finger along their hands. “But we believe this is right for us.”




“I’m glad you think so, I’m happy to have both of you in my life and in my family. You haven’t met our other wife Collete. She’s actually the mother of my first child. We have nine in the family, four sets of fraternal twins.




I should tell you a few other things so that you understand and aren’t surprised. I once earned my living by pleasuring women, most of them far older than me. During that time I was contracted to get several women pregnant. In the case of one of them it was because her husband couldn’t do it and threatened to divorce her if she didn’t bear him a child. She was much younger than her husband, about my age actually and she found that she liked having me in her bed so she continued to have me visit. A year later that same woman contracted to have me get her pregnant again and that time it was fraternal twins. She is also Marie’s cousin. In any case, over time our mutual attraction grew and when her husband was arrested and all their possessions stripped from the family we invited her to live with us and shortly afterward we married her.




I have four other children, pairs of fraternal twins, with two other women who contracted for my help getting pregnant. They are dear friends to me and their children will always have my protection should they need it.




I have also made enemies who have attacked me and put friends and family in danger. In all instances the men who instigated the attacks are dead though all but one at the hands of another. My wives and I provided the information that saw two of them brought to justice by the king for unrelated crimes.”




Cristigna leaned closer, pressing a gentle kiss to my shoulder. “We feel safe with you. Loved. Protected. That’s why we chose you.”




I smiled, holding them both close. “And you will always be. You are part of our family now, and nothing will ever change that. Being near you, feeling you both, there’s nothing more fulfilling.”




The three of us rested together, intertwined in warmth and comfort. Desire lingered, yes, but more than that was trust, intimacy, and a shared bond stronger than words. Even in quiet moments, the connection pulsed between us, a steady rhythm of love, attraction, and belonging.




Adeleide was already moving before I could get the words out. In a moment she had mounted me.




“Cristigna, you should try something we do when all my wives are in bed with me—come sit on my face.”




The intensity built quickly. When the orgasms passed, both women rolled off in opposite directions, gasping for breath.




“Jacques, I can see how you keep so many women satisfied. You’re really talented with your tongue,” Cristigna murmured.




“When we’re all in bed,” I explained, “I often do four at a time. I use my fingers on two while all receive pulses of sex magic. With four, something happens that heightens the experience. There’s also the triple shot, but we’ll save that for when everyone’s in the bed.”




“That sounds like fun,” Cristigna said with a wicked grin. “We have much to look forward to.”




Both women snuggled against me again, warmth and desire lingering in their gaze.




“Now I don’t mind that the clan called us spinsters,” Cristigna said, nuzzling my neck. “We found what we were looking for; it was worth the wait.”




“Why would they call you spinsters? You aren’t that old.”




“No, not really. But at twenty-eight, that’s older than most Gnomes marry. Usually it’s between sixteen and twenty.”




“You do realize I’m only twenty?” I said. “Some might think a man my age immature. Isabel is the oldest among us at twenty-three; Margot the youngest at eighteen.”




“You’re far from immature,” Cristigna said. “We knew all along you were younger, though twenty is a bit surprising. I don’t care, and neither does Adeleide. Though… are you put off by us being older?”




“No,” I said. “I’ve had lovers nearly three times my age—one I’m quite fond of. The women I married were different than others I knew at the academy. I saw warmth and honest caring in them, not the transactional way most looked for men. You are very similar. I love you both.”




Warmth and happiness flowed back through the bond from Adeleide.




“Ready for another round?” I asked.




“Shouldn’t we save some for your other wives?” Cristigna teased.




“Trust me, I can go all night. Most nights, they tire and sleep while I still want more. We’ll see if adding you two can finally satisfy me.”




“I had no idea what kind of monster I was getting in bed with,” Cristigna giggled, mounting my fully aroused cock. Adeleide positioned herself over my face, and we dove into another round.




I healed them each a couple of times so we could keep going. I didn’t want to stop, but a knock at the door reminded me it must be near dinner.




“Who’s there?” I asked. No answer came, my wives simply walked to the door.




Marie smirked at Denise. “You owe five francs.”




“Fine,” Denise said with a grin. “I knew better, but you seemed to need someone to bet against.”




I kept thrusting into Adeleide, and we climaxed together.




“Maybe I don’t need dinner after all,” Isabel muttered.




I kissed Adeleide and said, “We’ll get dressed. I’ll need my energy later this evening.”




“You definitely will,” Margot replied with a playful smirk. “I want to feel your new technique. I volunteer to help you practice.”




“Come here and bend over so I can practice right now,” I teased.




“Now, now,” Eva said, laughing. “It’s time for dinner. My mothers are expecting us.”




The next morning, we visited the office to record our marriage to Cristigna and Adeleide.




We continued our regular exercise and shared baths, but we no longer maintained any separation from the twins. The massive tub had often led to make-out sessions; now, with the twins in our family, those moments just became more frequent.





Chapter 23




After finishing the book on Telekinesis, Margot moved on to translating Magic Sense. Denise began reading the Telekinesis volume, experimenting with the techniques suggested. Eva delivered the Sex Magic book to the palace and learned that Polyglot was nearly finished being printed. By the time Margot completed Magic Sense and Eva returned, ten printed and bound copies of Polyglot in French were ready to bring back to us.




Marie observed that all my wives seemed drawn to me in a way they couldn’t fully explain and wondered if each of them had some degree of Magic Sense. She suggested that we all read the book and practice its techniques. The ability to sense others with magic—or locate enchanted items like the Roman box, could prove invaluable. We eagerly awaited the ten copies of the book.




Cristigna finished translating the final volume of Enchanting into Romansh and began studying it herself. As a mage with no specific affinity but a skilled engraver, she approached the work methodically.




When the Magic Sense books arrived, those of us not otherwise occupied began reading and testing the techniques. Training with Magic Sense felt like returning to childhood games of hide-and-seek, trying to detect hidden presences. We started with me hiding in the house while the women attempted to find me. Adeleide located me without difficulty. On her third try, Marie succeeded as well, though it took her longer to sort the direction and trace a path to my magic. The rest of my wives had varying degrees of success, but all confirmed they genuinely had the talent. Whenever time allowed, we practiced to refine our skill.




Margot worked feverishly for two months, still with much to do. We had promised to translate the “Lost Magics” books into Dutch as well. Though I considered helping by translating from the French versions, we had previously decided against a two-step translation process. We took breaks to enjoy the city, dine at outstanding restaurants, and see a play at the theater, where Eva arranged the use of the prince’s box for an excellent view.




Rather than begin the Enchanting books, Margot returned to those she had already translated into French to produce Dutch versions. The process was still time-consuming, but her speed and precision increased steadily. We proofread her work as we had the French versions and found only minor errors—dropped letters or words that had no effect on meaning. By late April, Margot completed the last volume of Enchanting in Dutch, fulfilling all our commitments.




I had always avoided the Wind Magic books in the academy library for fear of exposure. Despite my reluctance to burden Margot further, I could not resist requesting a copy. She responded, “Mon chéri, I already planned to translate it, knowing how much you fear exposure.”




I was overwhelmed by her thoughtfulness and kissed her passionately. “This is why I will do it for you—I know you appreciate me,” she said. “I also noticed a few shorter documents categorized as history. I plan to translate those during travel, assuming we go aboard a ship.”




“Indeed. We’ll make arrangements when you are nearly finished with Wind Magic or the last printed books are turned over to us,” I replied.




Those practicing Magic Sense had become reasonably skilled. Cristigna and Adeleide focused on Enchanting, starting with basic Warding. They created nullification wards on gold Eva had acquired for jewelry. Testing our magics against the warded objects showed that only I could overwhelm them—and even then, only by putting every ounce of my energy into it.




The twins produced enough wards for all of us, plus a few spares. Eva took them to a jeweler her family trusted, turning the pieces into jewelry. I suggested we make extras for Eva’s family as a token of thanks, and she proposed a few for the prince and his family as well. We all agreed this was an excellent idea.




Once the jeweler finished, we presented Eva’s mothers with the warded items, along with pieces for her siblings at the boarding school in Utrecht. We planned to deliver more to her father and fourth mother in Paris and to Delia’s parents, the envoys from the elven clan.




When the final batch of printed French translations was ready, Eva arranged an audience with the prince to present the wards. After introductions, the prince said, “Eva, Jacques, Margot, and all of you—you have kept your end of the bargain. These gifts are appreciated both for their thoughtfulness and as proof that the Lost Magics are real and effective. I look forward to the consternation of my advisors. I have something special for Margot, who deserves recognition for her exceptional work. Baroness Margot du Pont, I present you with this medal, indicating your induction into the Order of the Lion of the Netherlands, our highest civilian honor. Additionally, you will receive two hundred and fifty guilders as my personal thanks.”




In fluent Dutch, Margot replied, “Your Grace, I am deeply moved by your thoughtfulness and generosity.”




The prince added, “It was wonderful to see you all again and to meet the enchanters who made these gifts. They are much appreciated. I bid you good day.” True to form, he was gone moments after finishing his words.





Chapter 24




The entire translation project had taken far longer than we had anticipated, and I was certain there would be ramifications for what we had done. Still, we were confident we could weather any storm it might bring. That evening, we all went to dinner including Eva’s mothers to celebrate the completion of this stage. During the meal, Margot informed us that she would finish the last work within the next three or four days.




We had all been away from home for too long and were eager to return. The next morning, Eva and I went to the port to seek passage to Le Havre, from where we could travel upriver on the Seine to Paris. It took two days to find a suitable ship, which had only just arrived. The capitaine informed us that he intended to leave with the tide the next morning, so we would need to be aboard and ready by seven bells. We paid a deposit and arranged for most of our luggage to be loaded later that day. We returned to Eva’s parents’ home to notify everyone to finish packing and place any luggage that wouldn’t be needed until Reims in the hall outside our room, so we could take it to the ship in the afternoon.




Our luggage had increased once more, with the addition of two new wives and their months of shopping for dresses in the latest fashions. We also made sure to buy a few for Collette, who had borne the burden of managing nine infants alone for ten months. A small pang of guilt lingered as I realized my wives hadn’t had the chance to wear their dresses to any balls or parties during this trip, as we had tried to avoid notice. Even visits to the palace had mostly been limited to Eva alone.




I had previously purchased another crate similar to the one used for the enchanted box containing the Roman documents. I packed the newly printed books in it carefully, adding a layer of oilcloth to protect the contents from sea damp. Eva and I returned to the dock and oversaw the loading of our crates, making sure to get a receipt for everything.




The next morning, we rose far earlier than usual. After a hearty breakfast, we kissed Eva’s mothers goodbye and set off for the port. With only the essentials for travel at sea, we settled aboard the ship well ahead of the tide. Once we were clear of the harbor, I subtly called on the Wind to speed our progress. When the waves turned choppy, Eva eased our passage with her water magic. We arrived in Le Havre in five days instead of the expected seven. As we disembarked, I overheard the capitaine remark to one of his officers how fortunate they were to receive an unexpected bonus for delivering the shipment early.




Finding a ship to take us upriver was simpler, as several departed daily at different times. Arriving before lunch gave us two options: a quick departure with a sparse meal aboard or a later departure just before dinner. Eager to get home, we chose the first.




The passage upriver was expected to take three to five days depending on weather, but with Eva and me subtly assisting, we made it in three. During this time, I realized we had neglected to teach the twins French. Between studying our respective books and practicing our new magical skills, we made sure to spend time helping them learn our home language.




Margot focused on translating the two shorter historical documents. On the last day of the journey, she announced that these documents were particularly important and requested time to complete their translation before we turned the trove over to the Mage Council. Our curiosity was piqued, but she refused to elaborate, promising only to explain once the translations were finished in a few days.




We arranged a room at an inn not far from the Dutch embassy. Eva and Delia went ahead to notify their parents of our arrival and arrange a visit, though their diplomatic engagement that evening meant we would have to wait until the next day. That worked out perfectly, giving Margot uninterrupted time to continue translating the historical documents. Isabel volunteered to stay with Margot, while Denise led the rest of the ladies on a shopping excursion.




I took Adeleide and Cristigna to the Gnome neighborhood, where we had purchased mobiles for all the babies nearly a year ago. Walking hand in hand with them on either side was a pleasure, especially since touching Adeleide was the only way she could communicate with us. They reconnected with a distant cousin, catching up on family gossip and passing along news of their father’s demise. Proudly, they presented me as their new husband, though the cousin seemed less than thrilled at the idea of them marrying a human. Their conversation, entirely in Romansh, left me mostly in the dark, though I enjoyed observing their interactions.




We toured some familiar sights from my previous trip to Paris. I showed them the palace from a distance to avoid recognition and we lunched at a café that Isabel, Eva, Delia, Margot, and I had visited before. On our walk, I pointed out the former home of the late Baron Pellerin and explained his conviction for treason for colluding with the Spanish against the king. I briefly mentioned how Margot and I had recovered a letter proving his treachery and how she had translated it.




Returning to the inn early gave us time to freshen up before dinner. My wives had arranged a private dining room at a nearby restaurant for a meeting with Eva’s and Delia’s parents. We provided a summary of our adventures since my graduation and presented the jewelry with engraved wards. Eva’s mother Margriete and Delia’s mother Saelihn were delighted, though the fathers grew especially interested once the magical function of the wards was explained.




Eva’s father, Aalbert, said, “I’m confident I speak for all four of us in thanking you for ensuring the Netherlands has access to this new magical knowledge. Still, I worry about the backlash you may face from the Mage Council.”




Eva replied, “We understand, Father. We’ve considered the likelihood at length but feel it was the right course. The chancelier of the academy warned us of the council’s selfish tendencies. We believe we can make a strong case to the king that we protected the kingdom’s interests. Additionally, the knowledge we’ve recovered—your jewelry included—could generate significant economic benefits once disseminated. Many mages thought weak due to lacking affinity may prove excellent enchanters, creating a new economic driver.”




Her father nodded. “Fortunately your cousin, the Prince, is a wily one and will hold to his word about delaying the release of the books Margot translated until he has word that they’ve been released here. He’ll use the leverage you gave him wisely and avoid causing you unnecessary trouble.”




Before leaving, the parents promised to visit Reims next time they were in The Hague to see their daughters and all the babies. Delia’s father shook his head. “Jacques, what were you thinking, having nine babies so close together?”




“It took six of them to keep my wives with me,” I admitted. “The other three we’ll call a bonus for having done a good deed. I also gained another wife I adore, though she’ll probably skin me when we return for leaving her to care for all of them alone.”




I had sent letters every week to Collette while in the Netherlands but withheld our location for security. Not receiving any reply, I wondered how she would react upon our return.




We spent another day in Paris so Margot could finish translating the historical documents. She remained tight-lipped about their contents, merely saying, “There is nothing urgent, but we should discuss them at home so Collette can be involved given their importance to our family and our future.” Marie stayed with her for security. Denise and most of my wives, except Isabel, went shopping along the Left Bank. I arranged travel to Reims with a caravan leaving the next day; Isabel joined me, enjoying the quiet chance to walk arm in arm. Her Dutch dress left little to the imagination, and as a devoted admirer of breasts, I couldn’t resist the view.




Our carriage had seating for ten, giving the nine of us privacy for the week-long ride. I took the opportunity to give Margot ample attention, appreciating the months she had devoted to translation while the rest of us pursued other interests.




The journey was uneventful. We arrived in Reims early afternoon, easily arranging for the carriage to continue to our home so we only had to unload once. Marie volunteered to enter first, ready for any emotional outburst from her cousin. I feared the worst, but Collette’s reaction surprised me—she screamed with joy upon seeing us. Later that evening, she exacted a promise never to embark on such an extended trip without her again. While it complicated matters at first, we adapted, and ultimately, we all enjoyed it, but that, as they say, is another story.





Chapter 25




The other concern I had was how Collette would react to the news that I had brought home two more wives. I was relieved when she said, “You sprung me on the others on short notice, and everyone accepted me and has treated me as part of the family. I can do no less now that Marie and the others have accepted two more.”




After visiting the sleeping babies, we took turns bathing. Margot went first, eager to begin preparing dinner, while the rest of us unpacked our clothes, purchases, looted Roman artifacts, books, and other items. At Denise’s suggestion, we placed everything we hadn’t had when leaving Reims last summer in the parlor, so we could show Collette and tell the stories behind them once we were all clean and fed.




Margot had just announced dinner would be ready in five minutes when Robin, Katherine, Jacquette, and another young woman we hadn’t met walked in. Our reunion was nearly as warm as it had been with Collette. Katherine and Jacquette ran to their respective cousins to hug and kiss them. Once we calmed down, Robin introduced his new wife, Alips. She was stunning tall, with brilliant green eyes, raven-black hair, high cheekbones, and larger than average breasts, reflecting Robin and my similar tastes. Her dress was demure, suggesting she hadn’t yet been fully “corrupted” by our household.




I introduced Cristigna and Adeleide, which shocked Robin and the girls. When I heard Margot whistle a signal to move to the dining room I ushered everyone in. I had to grab a few extra chairs from another room to seat everyone, but it worked out.




We spoke in French, and everyone was patient with Cristigna as she tried her best. Adeleide kept one hand on Margot’s wrist and the other on her sister to pass along thoughts, while Margot occasionally offered a French word to help Cristigna express herself.




After dinner, we moved to the parlor to show Collette and the others what we had brought back and recount our trip. Collette was especially excited by the new dresses picked out for her.




“I can see Jacques had a hand in choosing these, my breasts will be on display,” she said.




“And what wonderful breasts you have to display,” I replied with a wink, making everyone laugh.




Robin grinned. “When you go to the seamstress for adjustments, I’ll escort you and bring my wives so they can each get a couple of dresses in a similar cut.”




Alips blushed, but Katherine and Jacquette nodded enthusiastically.




Cristigna presented Collette with a necklace. In halting French she explained, “This will protect you from magical attack.”




Collette’s eyes widened. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”




“It’s an old form of magic we found in the books we retrieved,” I explained. “But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We should tell our story in chronological order so you understand the full scope.”




We recounted capturing the pirate ship, making it ours, and sending it off with cargo. Katherine exclaimed, “That explains the deposits marked le Vertbois! I couldn’t find any record of sales to anyone by that name, and no one could explain the incoming funds to your family account.”




“Oops,” Marie said sheepishly. “We handled the other paperwork but forgot to send a letter warning you to expect deposits from our factor in Le Havre.”




We continued our story, showing the Roman coins and statuettes, then explaining the kidnapping and our meeting with Adeleide and Cristigna. After telling them of our stay in The Hague, I shared our concerns about what the Mage Council might do with the trove and our plans to thwart them.




Collette smirked. “You are one devious man, my husband.”




“You knew that the first time I came through your window.”




“Ha! Indeed I did—and I learned to love you quickly. Just take me with you next time you’re gone for long.”




Margot interjected, “We should have a family meeting tomorrow to read and discuss the last two documents I translated. We should also plan how to present our findings to Mage Le Borgne and perhaps Capitaine Paru before announcing our return.”




“You’re right,” I said. “We could all use a good night of rest in our own beds.”




No one objected to Collette taking one of the prized spots cuddling with me that night.




I woke to the smell of bacon and Collette stroking my cock. The temptation to get up and eat vanished when she mounted me, rubbing her soaking wet labia over my fully erect cock. Moments later, she guided me into her dripping opening, moving slowly up and down, letting me fill her gradually. Her eyes blazed as she said, “I haven’t had you in me for nearly ten months. You’re going to make it up to me starting right now.”




What man in his right mind would say no to that?




“Oui, mon chérie,” I murmured.




By the time she was satisfied, it was nearly lunchtime. When we got downstairs, Margot teased, “Weren’t we supposed to have a family meeting this morning?” Then she winked at Collette and kissed her. “Take as much of him as you want, you know he’ll still have plenty of energy for the rest of us.”




Margot then took my hand and led me toward the front of the house. “I have coffee and fruit in the parlor you can eat while we discuss how to present everything,” she said.




Isabel started, “Since we’ll be presenting to people we respect, who will be interested in more than just the Roman documents, not that those won’t be our primary focus, I think we need to tell the story of the expedition. The presentation should at least summarize it, much like we recounted it to Collette and the others last night, just without the more personal details.”




“I’m not arguing that you’re wrong, but I think we should discuss the two other documents first,” Margot replied. “They’ll impact what we tell them. Let me summarize. One explains why the Romans not only assassinated Emperor Caligula but also a number of mages, not all politically powerful.




More important for us is what it reveals about Caligula’s magic. Among other affinities, he was a sex mage, and two of his sisters were involved in an incestuous relationship with him because of it. It also details his behavior with other men’s wives.




According to the document, Caligula and his sisters were raised apart from other children. As he neared puberty, the two youngest sisters became enthralled with him, and by age fourteen, they were engaged in hours-long nightly encounters. While all three developed powerful magical talents, they were warped in their relationships. Caligula wanted a large harem, and since many powerful figures and their wives were mages, he simply took those he was drawn to.




The author notes that Caligula’s magic sense was strong and that the women he essentially kidnapped were talented in the magics he desired. If you’ve read the book on Sex Magic, you’ll recall that a sex mage can absorb copies of the magical affinities of their partners. Jacques hasn’t experimented with this, to my knowledge, but he should be able to use Earth, Water, Lightning, Telekinesis, and anything else present in our family.




I mention this because Caligula wasn’t the only sex mage in history to have incestuous relationships with siblings. Girls raised in seclusion were known to become involved with multiple brothers. Sex mages develop powerful libidos early, and those close to them are affected—much as we are by Jacques.




If we want our children to grow up free from the damaging effects of incestuous dynamics, they will need exposure to other children well before puberty. We’ll need to supervise them closely until they reach adult-level self-control. The author doesn’t give clear statistics on the frequency of sex mages in a sex mage’s family, but it’s apparent the talent runs in families. For all we know, half or more of our nine babies could grow up to be sex mages.”




“Mon dieu, that’s a lot to take in,” I said, “but at least we know the risks and can take precautions.”




“Oui,” Eva agreed. “We must be diligent and proactive. Boarding schools, like my family used, may be worth considering.”




“I recommend everyone read the document and the Sex Magic book,” Margot said. “Other insights might come to you that I haven’t considered. In another family, none of this would matter—but in ours, it’s crucial.”




She continued, “The other document covers earlier magical texts and their sources. Essentially, the Romans drew much of their understanding from the Greeks, who in turn drew from the Egyptians. Alexander the Great, emperor of Macedonia, conquered Egypt peacefully; part of the tribute included mages to instruct his people. When Rome conquered Greece centuries later, they absorbed the accumulated knowledge and the mages who could teach it.




“The document claims the Egyptians stored a trove of magical texts in a hidden compartment inside a great stone monument—a lion’s body with a human head. The monument can be found in Giza, among the pharaohs’ tombs. The lion-human guardian was meant to protect royalty; since the royals were mages, it was thought to safeguard both the rulers and their magical knowledge.




“I’m not sure what we want to do with this information, but we should discuss it before presenting the documents to the Mage Council—they’ve proven untrustworthy.”




Isabel translated Margot’s summary into English so Cristigna and Adeleide could follow.




“It seems we have two decisions about the Egyptian documents,” I said. “Do we share this information with Mage Le Borgne? And do we share it with the Mage Council?”




“Can we share it with Le Borgne without involving the Council?” Denise asked.




“Based on his past behavior, yes,” I replied. “If we present it separately, subtly, he’ll accept it as information not for the Council. But what’s the advantage? We could keep it ourselves, translate it fully, then choose what and with whom to share, independent of the Council. I’m just thinking out loud; I want everyone’s thoughts.”




Isabel answered immediately. “We keep it to ourselves. That group of old men wants control over our magic by controlling knowledge. We’ve already proven we don’t need them—we’ve ensured wide dissemination in both the Netherlands and France.”




Most of my wives nodded.




“I don’t recall the Council even knowing the trove’s contents, so they’d likely never notice a missing document,” Eva added.




More nods followed.




“Unless there’s an objection, it seems we’ve decided to withhold the document about the Egyptian trove.”




“Good. I’ll hide the original and my translation in our clothes closet,” Margot stated.




“Now, let’s put away Collette’s dresses and other personal items,” I said. “Leave only the documents and a few of the statuettes and coins we found here in the parlor. After lunch, we can discuss the presentation.” Hungry, I took the opportunity to shift the group toward eating.




After lunch, I arranged for a messenger to deliver a note to Mage Le Borgne and Capitaine Paru, informing them that we had returned and wished to present our findings at our home at their convenience. I included a suggestion that they come for dinner the following day, or at another time of their choosing. By the time we had finished discussing how and what we would present, the messenger returned with their response: tomorrow evening for dinner was acceptable.




Cristigna prepared a few more of the warding items, though these were not made into jewelry. We intended to demonstrate their protective qualities during our meeting and offer them to our guests with the caution not to reveal their function—at least until the Mage Council released the books on Enchantment.




Eva completed the written report on the search for the documents, leaving out dates and exaggerating the time required at each site. Our stop in the Netherlands was presented merely as a quick change of ships on the return voyage. No mention was made of the twins. While we were comfortable sharing details with our guests and introducing the twins, we were not prepared to extend that trust to the Mage Council.




Margot, assisted by Adeleide, prepared an excellent meal. I requested that Robin treat his wives to dinner that evening, covering the cost, so that our meeting with the chancelier and the capitaine could be more private. I intended to withhold nothing from our guests, but I felt they would be more at ease asking sensitive questions without others present. The twins, having participated in all the key parts of our mission, could manage well enough in the meantime.




That evening, Mage Le Borgne and Capitaine Paru arrived in the same carriage. I ushered them into the dining room, and by the time I had poured their wine, the rest of my wives were arriving. I introduced the twins as our new wives and Collette as well, as neither had previously met her. Margot brought in the first course shortly thereafter.




We conversed briefly about events since we last met, touching only peripherally on the mission, as they already knew it had been a success. After dinner, we moved to the parlor and recounted the entire story: the pirate attack, our response, the kidnapping, and our search that produced Roman coins and statuettes, though initially no documents.




“Having had no success at the earlier sites,” I explained, “we proceeded to a Roman fort named Brocolitia near the village of Carrawburgh. In the vicinity stood the Temple of Mithras, a location the twins’ father had suggested should be searched. Although it was not on the Mage Council’s original list, we diverted to it. Under the foundation of what appeared to be the main temple structure, we discovered a large metal box with strange markings. Those with magical sensitivity would recognize the aura—it is intense, unlike anything we have encountered.”




“We opened the box on site,” I continued, “and quickly confirmed, based on Margot’s translation of the first few pages, that it likely contained the documents the Mage Council had tasked us to find. We returned to Newcastle upon Tyne and then traveled to the Netherlands, where Margot translated the books covering types of magic previously unknown to us.”




We took it upon ourselves to provide translations of the documents and a list of all the others to Prince Willem, as the Dutch are our allies and Eva is his cousin. He promised to hold the information until the Mage Council proved willing to share it—or not.




I then uncovered a box. “This contains one printed copy of each translated document. There are nine more boxes just like it. We’ll keep five for our family. You mentioned appreciating a donation, so we made sure the academy would have plenty to share when you’re ready.”




The man nearly fell out of his chair, gasping.




“Mon dieu,” Mage Le Borgne said, “your group has done remarkable work. If the Mage Council decides to withhold these documents, you will be caught in a firestorm.”




“We serve the kingdom, not the Mage Council,” I replied. “Our aim is to benefit the kingdom. While it’s important that our allies have access, ensuring Prince Willem can leverage the information to pressure the council ultimately benefits the people by enabling wider study of these magics.”




“You’ve been clever,” he said cautiously. “But understand the Mage Council will not take kindly to being forced to relinquish what they expected to be a monopoly.”




“That’s fine,” I said. “We’ll deal with it. In the meantime, we have demonstrations of Enchantment and Magic Sense for you. As you might have guessed, Margot has the Polyglot talent. We also discovered that all of us, including Margot, possess Magic Sense, it may be something all mages have, but have yet to recognize. Please join us in the yard.”




In the yard, we set up chunks of firewood with warding medallions attached. Each of my wives with offensive magic attacked them. Even attacks expected to destroy a dozen men failed to mark the firewood.




“Our experiments showed that only my most powerful attack can breach a ward,” I told him. “I won’t demonstrate that here, it would damage the house and our neighbors’ yards.”




To demonstrate Magic Sense, I asked Capitaine Paru to take a warding medallion to the front yard and hide it, whistling when ready. One by one, each wife found the medallion, wrote down the location, and handed it to the capitaine. I was last and dug the medallion out of the flower bed.




Mage Le Borgne looked at the capitaine. “How did the others do?”




The capitaine laughed, showing the notes. Every single one said the same thing: “Buried in the left flower bed, in front of the third tulip from the left.”




“Mon dieu,” he muttered. “If all of you can do this, perhaps you are right, maybe any mage can. Or perhaps there’s something about the way you attract certain women that relates to their Magic Sense.”




“We’ll need serious experiments once the Mage Council releases this information,” I said. “Given the power of the basic Enchantment, or Warding, the implications are immense.”




Mage Le Borgne nodded. “I will discreetly report to the king’s chancelier what I’ve learned tonight. I expect he’ll want to encourage the release of this information sooner rather than later.”




Capitaine Paru concluded, “I appreciate being included, even though I am not a mage. You could have just told me you had returned successful and ready to hand over the materials and I’d have noted your success in the records. Having been privy to all of this I will report to my superior in person as I dare not mention any of this in writing. I believe he too will want to discuss this with the king since there are obvious military applications, and undoubtedly much more.”




After the chancelier and capitaine left, I felt unburdened. The task was complete, and for one night, we could all relax.




Three days later, we met again with the Mage Council in the room where we had first encountered them. We presented Eva’s report and the original box of documents. Few questions were asked; they seemed eager to take the materials, almost like a band of thieves.




Two days after our meeting with the Mage Council, Robin and his wives met us in the parlor to provide reports on our baronies, including maps of projects and their status, financial information, and opportunities for improvement.




While we waited for the Council to translate the Roman documents and decide their course of action, we focused on raising our children and returning to our own projects. Everyone dove into their tasks fully, continuing this rhythm until the fall equinox, when Eva and Delia returned to the academy for their third year of study. I began teaching three classes in Botanical Lore for first- and second-year students and spent the remainder of the week in the infirmary and assisting Mage Lesnier with research. Margot, Denise, Isabel, and Marie arranged to attend Special Operations class only once a week, as their barony responsibilities kept them busy.




I resumed exchanging letters with my former student Emmelote. I had met her on my only patrol with the French Army, where she was being beaten for stealing food after surviving a fire that destroyed her home and family. I had taken it upon myself to ensure she recovered fully, supporting her as she found work. One condition of her employment was that I train her in advanced alchemy, and I spent the summer guiding her in those techniques. I became quite fond of her and even began exploring methods to heal the burn scars covering one side of her body.




Isabel put out word that she was seeking young apprentices in earth magic—children who had just discovered their powers and were too young for the academy. While she promised to teach them control and power development, her real motivation was to gain free labor to help build roads in our baronies. The families of three children accepted her offer, and she trained them Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.




It took months for the apprentices to achieve more than moving small rocks a few inches. Later in the year, their efforts began paying off: working together, they could prepare ten yards of roadbed a day—a task that would normally require ten experienced men. By the winter solstice, they reached thirty yards a day. Word of their progress spread, and more parents offered their children to Margot. She accepted only those from families who showed respect, rejecting others despite their complaints.




By the following summer, the first team could prepare half a mile of roadbed per day, and Isabel had three additional teams in various stages of development. She hired grandmothers to supervise the children, ensuring focus while she attended to teams requiring more guidance. Isabel always brought her own children with her, carried in slings as she worked.




Marie and Denise collaborated with Robin’s wives, Jacquette and Alips, developing marketing and distribution plans for wineries in our baronies. Their goal was to grow the businesses and increase tax revenue. When a winemaker needed assistance adjusting soil composition to rejuvenate depleted lands or prepare new areas, they were referred to Isabel. She reviewed reports prepared by Delia’s cousin, the green mage, before offering guidance. While her services weren’t free, Isabel offered discounts to barony clients.




Margot started a translation business providing verbal and written services, using contacts from Denise’s family to build a thriving clientele. She added German to her repertoire by the winter solstice and Italian the following summer.




Collette’s talent with the piano gained recognition by the first winter solstice after our return from England. She was invited to perform at nearly every party and ball in the city, accepting only when someone one of our other wives wished to meet was present. When Margot learned a Prussian diplomat would be the guest of honor at a ball, she persuaded Collette to attend, eager for her to practice German.




Through her continued exposure to my Sex Magic, Adeleide developed a significantly larger magic pool, which allowed her to use her telepathy without physical contact by the end of our first summer together. By the winter solstice, she could speak to all of us at once, fully participating in group conversations. By the next summer solstice, when Eva and Delia were graduating from the academy, Adeleide could communicate mind-to-mind with them from our home while they were in their dorms. She frequently checked in with Isabel while she worked with her apprentices on road projects.




Using the techniques I had learned from the Roman Sex Magic book, I not only continued strengthening my wives’ magic but also began absorbing copies of their affinities, giving me several new forms of magic to master. The problem was that my studies and duties at the academy left little time to practice. Each of my wives helped me whenever possible, but it still wasn’t enough to develop the level of skill and control they had over their own magics. What I truly needed was time—and that was the hardest commodity to come by.




During that period, the Mage Council released translations of only two books, neither introducing new types of magic. From what Mage Le Borgne told us, they did offer a few advanced techniques within their disciplines. The council leaders likely intended to train their own people in Enchantment to gain an advantage over others.




Cristigna and Adeleide focused on warding and enchanting but kept their work within the family, as the Mage Council had not yet released the translations. They used the time to expand their skills and create a wide range of practical applications. Among other things, they produced wards for the house; every window, door, and even the chimney was protected to alert us if anyone or anything entered or attempted to enter. They also developed the skill to enchant fireplaces to prevent sparks from escaping and starting fires.





Chapter 26




The year after our trip to England, a few weeks before the summer solstice, after our weekly Special Operations class, Capitaine Paru held us back while the other students left. Once the door was closed, he said, “My superior has requested five thousand warding medallions. He wants the first fifty as soon as your family can produce them, then the next two hundred shortly after. After that, deliveries of 250 units each will continue until the order is complete. He doesn’t know the cost of time or materials, but I caution you not to get greedy or once the technique is widely available, you’ll lose army access. Charge reasonably, however, and you’ll be given preference over other suppliers in the future.”




“We’ll need to confer with Cristigna and Adeleide; I don’t think any of us fully understand the production requirements. We should also invite you over for dinner soon to show you some of our other projects that could have military applications,” I replied.




“Will the day after tomorrow work?” he asked.




Margot interjected, “Do you like duck à l’orange?”




“Oui.”




“Then seven bells in two days,” she confirmed.




“I look forward to your cooking,” the capitaine said with a smile.




That evening, we told Adeleide and Cristigna about the order, and their eyes lit up. Adeleide communicated mind-to-mind, “We can each produce about twenty-five medallions a week. The first fifty will be quick, but five thousand will take nearly two years. If that’s too long, we’ll need additional mages with patience to learn engraving.”




“Those mages need no other special training or magical affinity for this project, correct?” I asked.




“Oui. They only need to follow instructions and imbue the engraving with their magic. Since the medallions don’t require high energy, they don’t need large magical reservoirs,” Cristigna explained.




“What if we use the model Isabel has—accepting children who have recently come into their magic and training them?” Margot suggested.




“Maybe, but how do we prevent the children from talking about what they’re learning and alerting the Mage Council? Kids that age can’t keep a secret,” Denise replied.




“We could set up a boarding school at the countryside estate. Right now, it’s only used for Delia’s horse breeding, and the house is otherwise empty,” Marie remarked.




Isabel responded, “The parents would expect a proper education preparing their children for the academy. Who would teach them? We all have our own work, and hiring tutors creates security risks and cuts into profits unless we charge tuition.”




Denise added, “We also have to remember we’re creating both future employees and potential competitors.”




“I think the best long-term employees will be young women mages with no affinity. Currently, they rely on their families if their husbands are mages. If they could earn a decent living independently, they’d be loyal and busy enough with raising children to avoid competition. If we recruit them now with the promise of long-term employment, under strict secrecy, that solves most problems. A grandmother, like I used for my apprentices, could watch the children while the women work, and the twins could manage the workforce,” Isabel proposed.




“I like that much better than a boarding school,” I commented.




Everyone nodded in agreement. Denise promised to draft a financial analysis to ensure the Enchanting business could be profitable, accounting for space, materials, mage staff, and childcare. Cristigna and Adeleide would set hiring criteria and expectations. Eva and Delia promised to reach out to classmates without affinities, offering employment opportunities post-graduation.




“Should we invite Mage Le Borgne for dinner too? He might have insight into the Council’s plans,” Marie suggested.




“I think Capitaine Paru could ask his superior if the king knows about the new magic and the Council’s delayed release. Having the chancelier present could be useful too,” I agreed.




“This is going to get political. When the capitaine and chancelier are here, we should also discuss whether to inform Archduke Morise. Reims and the surrounding area could see significant economic growth if we have him on our side,” Denise added.




The next evening, we hosted Mage Le Borgne and Capitaine Paru. Over dinner, we discussed politics, and though neither had answers, they promised to check their contacts. We asked whether revealing our activities and the ‘Lost Magics’ to Archduke Morise would help or hurt.




Capitaine Paru suggested, “Since the Archduke also commands troops, it wouldn’t be unreasonable for him to want warding medallions for them.”




Mage Le Borgne added, “If you have a good relationship with the Archduke, letting him in on the secret and how he benefits would likely be in your best interest.”




After Margot’s delicious meal, we adjourned to the parlor to showcase the twins’ creations: utility items like a magic fire starter and lantern, and military items such as an apple-sized sphere imbued with fire magic that exploded into metal shards when thrown. They also outlined additional potential designs, including scaled-up versions of these items.




The day before Eva and Delia graduated, Denise and the twins met with Capitaine Paru to present a proposal for producing the warding medallions, detailing pricing, delivery schedules, and options for faster delivery at higher rates.




After graduation, Eva and Delia took us all out for a celebratory dinner. Back home, the celebration continued, inviting Robin and his ladies to use the other bed in our room. The sexual energy in the room was so intense that no one slept that night.




As an advanced Healing student, I wasn’t assigned to the military, but I didn’t get time off from the academy either. One day a week I worked as Mage Dorget’s research assistant in the Alchemy lab, another with Madame Martin in her biology lab, and the remaining four days with Mage Lesnier in the infirmary and as her research assistant. When time allowed, I worked on my own projects. I had completed translating the book on eye conditions I purchased in The Hague the summer I married Eva and the others. While it offered insight into Isabel’s condition, it contained no cure. Margot had kindly made a second copy to donate to the academy library.




In early July, Capitaine Paru visited me at the infirmary with the army’s order and advance payment for 250 medallions. They had selected a faster delivery option at a higher price and offered bonuses for even faster production. I promised to get the family started immediately. When Adeleide checked in with me mind-to-mind later that afternoon, I relayed the firm order, and she promised to spread the word.




By dinner, the household was in full motion: Eva and Delia had written to classmates about potential hires, Denise contacted a broker for a shop location, Cristigna had ordered blanks for inscriptions, and Marie had begun arranging a meeting with Archduke Morise. Cristigna and Adeleide had already created the first fifty medallions on speculation and asked me to notify Capitaine Paru that they were ready. I instructed them to produce ten for the Archduke as gifts, with two fashioned into jewelry for his wife and daughter, who would turn eighteen in the fall. I also suggested including a few of our enchanted lanterns and other household items we had in surplus.




The next morning, I stopped by Capitaine Paru’s barracks to deliver the first batch.




“I’m not surprised your wives had these ready,” he said. “You didn’t need to bring them; I could have sent a man.”




“I’m on my way to the academy, so it was only a slight detour. We wanted you to know that recruiting, searching for workshop space, and materials ordering are already underway.”




“I’ll include that in the report to Paris. I look forward to seeing it all come together.”




Early the following week, I took a half-day off from the academy for our meeting with Archduke Morise.




“Your Grace, thank you for seeing us,” I began.




“You have more women with you than last time. Are they all your wives?” he asked bluntly.




“Yes, and two are part of the reason for our visit. Your Grace, this is Cristigna du Pont and her twin sister Adeleide du Pont. We married about a year ago. While away last year, we were on assignment from the Mage Council. Everything from this point on is confidential, as the Council forbade discussion, but given the kingdom’s security needs, you should be informed.




We were instructed to retrieve ancient Roman documents on magic, and we succeeded. We translated the ones covering magics unknown in France. One, in particular, may interest you: the Lost Magic of Enchantment. It allows a mage without an elemental affinity to imbue items with magical properties. If the property involves an affinity, the mage can collaborate with an appropriate mage to complete it. You are familiar with mage lanterns. An Enchanter can create items usable by anyone, just like a lantern. These are our gift to you,” I said, placing a pair of enchanted lanterns on his desk and demonstrating the adjustable brightness.




Another item is a ward against direct magical attack. While it won’t stop mundane hazards, nearly any magical assault is nullified. Your wife and daughter have jewelry versions that look beautiful and while being protective.




These items are the primary reason for our visit. The army has placed a large order, and we are preparing a shop, hiring staff, and acquiring materials. Cristigna and Adeleide produced these items.




With Enchantment’s potential, it could become a significant economic force, and Reims, with the academy and our family here, is ideally positioned. As Archduke, the economic benefits and tax revenue will fall to you, so we thought it prudent to inform you.




Other enchanted objects we’ve brought you demonstrate the diversity of applications. Soon, a market for enchanted devices will expand dramatically. Reims could become a major source. Mages without affinity, who previously relied on family connections or non-magical jobs, can now earn professional wages. Many female mages delay careers to marry; we plan to offer jobs with childcare support, raising living standards and stimulating the local economy.”




“Oui, Reims benefits, and I assume you want my support if the Mage Council objects?”




“It’s not just about their wishes. We suspect they are delaying the release of Lost Magic to gain personal advantage. We thought it best to alert you and note the army’s interest in our products. We know that there is no reason that all the documents in the trove we recovered could not have been translated and released by now.




My wife Margot translated all the Lost Magic documents in under six months. The Council could have disseminated them long ago but chose not to. Instead they have released two books on magics already well understood. They intend to take advantage of early knowledge to corner the market. We have a chance to beat them at their own game.




Multiple copies were given to the academy nearly a year ago; the chancelier holds them pending Council approval.”




“And what do you want me to do?” he asked.




“We ask only that our production facility not be shut down. You may contact Capitaine Paru for confirmation that the army supports us.”




“You have made a convincing case. I will conditionally support you and contact Paru, but given my experience with your family, I expect he will back you.”




“Now, you brought jewelry for my daughter. Are you courting her?”




My eyes nearly popped. “Non, Your Grace. I recalled you mentioning her previously and thought she would benefit from the protective medallion, crafted as jewelry so she would willingly wear it.”




“Someone is filling her head with tales of your exploits. I also suspect…more intimate details since when she speaks of you her ears turn red.”




“Your Grace, we have only danced at social events. I assure you, I have no designs on your daughter.”




“Very well. Good day to you all.”




Back on the street, I immediately turned to Delia. “What have you been telling that girl?”




“Only the truth. That you are a great man, possibly the most powerful mage in all of France, and a magnificent lover.”




“Oh, I’m sure that’s not all you said it’s just a summary. Otherwise her ears wouldn’t be turning red whenever she thinks of me.”




“Of course I told her details. She’s heard the full tale of our trips to the Netherlands, the battle with the mercenaries, the pirates, the search for hidden treasure in England, the kidnapping, finding more lovers, and your sex magic.”




I groaned. Eva giggled; the others rolled their eyes or smirked.




“Delia, I thought you loved me. You’re going to get me killed. That man is several steps above us. By his word alone, I could be executed without trial.”




“He wouldn’t do that,” Delia said. “He loves his daughter and dotes on her. If she wants to join our family, he’ll get over it. Besides, he likes you.”




“Non. I’m a vassal, just like you. He expects me to run my barony, keep trouble to a minimum, and pay my taxes. If I do that, he won’t pay me any attention—and that’s what we want. When powerful people pay attention to you without equal power, you get smashed. Today, we went to plead for his support not because he likes us, but because we are useful, compliant, and bring in more taxes.”




“We all find Jehanne adorable. We need a metal mage so she will fit right in,” Delia insisted.




“That’s enough. Let’s find a carriage and go home.”




I heard Cristigna and Delia whispering and giggling in the back, but I left it alone, hoping the subject would die down.




A couple of days later at dinner, Denise announced she had found a potential building for the Enchanting shop. It was close enough to walk from the house, so the next morning we went to inspect it. The owner wasn’t thrilled at the hour but let us in and waited while we measured. Cristigna quietly told Denise and me she thought it much larger than needed. I reminded her we would soon expand into other products and would eventually need an even bigger space.




Denise conferred briefly with Delia, who then pulled her blouse down to expose a generous amount of cleavage. She was a tall, slender woman with enormous breasts, so the effect was dramatic. Delia sashayed to the man and began negotiating. By the end, he was practically begging her to accept seventy percent of his original asking price. Denise signed the contract, handed over a deposit, and took the keys.




Once the man left, the ladies broke into giggles. I kissed Delia and wrapped my arms around her waist. “You deserve special attention after that performance,” I whispered, kissing her neck and moving down her chest. Delia responded eagerly, pulling the top of her dress off to bare herself. I caressed her and sucked her nipples hard.




“Mon dieu, wait until we get home. You two can have the bed for a while,” Denise called out.




“What if she doesn’t want to wait?” I asked.




Isabel snickered, and Delia replied, “Denise is right. It’ll be more fun in bed,” pushing me away and covering herself.




“I’ll hold you to that,” I said with a smile.




Meanwhile, Cristigna and Marie had been interviewing potential employees in the parlor. Marie wore her mage uniform to underline the seriousness of the position. The women had been told the job was as calligraphers, and handwriting was their key qualification. Of the dozen candidates, four had terrible handwriting, two had attitude problems, leaving six likely prospects.




Once selected, Marie organized a meeting at the new shop. She, Isabel, and Denise joined Cristigna and Adeleide to explain that while the official story was calligraphy, the real work involved magic—national security-level magic. Each signed an agreement to keep the secret, then received a demonstration.




Three copies of the first book on enchanting were shared, covering ward creation. Cristigna provided instruction while Adeleide continued production. In just over a month, all six became competent ward enchanters. By the third month, production met contract deadlines; by six months, they had completed the required output, triggering a significant bonus. Both the employees and we were thrilled.




Eva, meanwhile, had been establishing an intelligence network, gathering both commercial and political information to prepare for when the enchanting business went public. She meticulously interviewed and vetted all potential new employees.




Within months, her network was delivering up-to-date commodity prices from local farmers and wineries, which Denise and Marie used to optimize our operations. By spring, our baronies were collecting several percent higher tax revenues, more than offsetting the network’s cost. Citizens were happier, and we were more profitable.

Cristigna began teaching the enchanting staff how to craft magic lanterns. Two enchanters continued refining wards on speculation while the other four learned lantern-making, rotating tasks so everyone gained experience with the new product.




Just after the spring equinox, Capitaine Paru visited the shop to request a quote for another 20,000 warding medallions, 15,000 mage lanterns, 2,500 exploding fire bombs, and several other items, along with delivery timelines.




Adeleide sent me a mind-to-mind message asking me to post a notice in the women’s dorm about potential employment. Since no men were allowed in the dorm, I asked Jehanne Morise, the Archduke’s daughter and one of my Botanical Lore students, to post it. I chose her because she didn’t flutter her eyelashes at me like some of the less mature girls attracted to my status as both instructor and baron. It didn’t hurt that she was sharp-minded and easy on the eyes. Jehanne always greeted me with a smile, and when out of public view, I enjoyed smiling back, watching her blush.




Delia had been right—Jehanne was adorable. I found myself very attracted to her, but I remained professional. Since returning from England and studying the translation of the Roman book on sex magic, I had been reflecting on its effects on me and those around me. My desire for more women wasn’t just youthful indiscretion; it was inherent to my nature as a sex mage.




The Romans seemed to believe that sex mages were compelled to “collect” members of the opposite sex, drawn to those most sensitive to their magic. Adeleide’s immediate attraction made sense under that lens. Accepting who I was meant I could no longer deny pursuing women who genuinely interested me. I resolved that when Jehanne returned for her second year, I would seek her out—hoping I would be in her father’s good graces because one way or another I would pursue a relationship with her.




That evening, before our customary bedroom activities, I told my wives, “I’ve been thinking a lot about what it means to be a sex mage. I’ve decided to embrace it. I intend to visit Emmelote—the girl I met during my summer duty tour after my first year at the academy—to see if she feels the same attraction. I also plan to pursue Jehanne Morise when she returns to the academy.”




Delia’s eyes lit up. “I knew you’d see it my way eventually.” The others smiled, and Collette quipped, “How about you embrace it right now with me?” as she pushed me down and mounted me. That night, as always, we were fully satisfied.




Meanwhile, Isabel had completed the road project in our baronies by late April. Thinking ahead, she contacted Archduke Morise’s staff about similar work throughout his domain. Her offer was accepted, so instead of releasing her apprentices and the grandmothers supervising them, she kept them employed. Isabel planned to train new apprentices as needed while delegating other management tasks to a hired administrator.




Isabel then took a month off to visit her parents, whom she hadn’t seen since entering the academy, bringing our children with her. Before leaving, she announced plans to start an Herbalist and Alchemist business upon her return. Upon returning to us, she announced having hired her second-in-command and installing her at the countryside estate to begin working with local farmers, growing necessary herbs and teaching local youths to identify forest plants.




Next, Isabel visited Capitaine Paru to inquire about contracts to supply herbal and alchemical products to the army. He referred her to the procurement office in Paris. A week later, Isabel and Denise traveled to Paris to pursue contracts, visiting both the army and naval procurement offices.




A week after the summer solstice, when the academy students departed for their assignments, Capitaine Paru notified us of a Special Operations assignment. It was the first in two years, so complaints were few, though no one was thrilled at putting their projects on hold.




A lordling in southern Luxemburg had been attacking French territory. Due to treaties and diplomatic concerns, the king opted not to deploy large numbers of troops. Instead, he sent our team to remove the head of the problem, the lordling himself. Considering the lives lost and property damaged, I had no qualms with the task.




We rode hard for five days to Belvaux, where the lordling had been operating, only to discover he was gathering troops in a larger town, Differdange. We spent several days surveying the town and listening for news of him. Fortunately, most citizens spoke French. Eventually, we learned he would review his troops during a local holiday celebration, speaking to the citizens from a raised stage.




Margot secured a reservation at a restaurant with a clear view of the stage. She performed a show of admiration for the lordling, negotiated a patio table so our view would remain unobstructed by discreetly bribing the maitre d’.




On the day of the celebration, we arrived early to inspect the surroundings. We had previously agreed our safest approach was to eliminate the man quietly, without creating a spectacle or martyring him. Exploding heads were out; it should appear he died of natural causes.




I chose to freeze his heart blood and wait six minutes—enough to ensure he could not be revived. As his subordinates crowded around him, Margot and I ate lunch calmly. The rest of my wives sat at a nearby table, providing backup should we be detected.




When the lordling took the stage and began his speech, his face reddened with excitement, perfect cover for a heart failure scenario. I froze his heart blood. As expected, he grunted, stiffened, and collapsed. Once six minutes passed, I waited until I could safely warm his heart blood, leaving no trace of magical interference.




From experience, any physician or healing mage would attribute his death to a blood clot. We finished our meal, left a reasonable tip to avoid notice, and returned to our inn. The next morning, we rode hard for another five days back to Reims.




Reporting to Capitaine Paru, he asked for a verbal summary. “Good work making the death appear natural. However, you’re now required to go to Paris to meet with the King’s chancelier. The Mage Council has apparently discovered the warding medallions and are making the fuss you anticipated.”




That evening, we had dinner, reviewed all project statuses, and discussed the upcoming Paris trip. “I’d prefer to get it done quickly, but I know we all miss the children. Shall we leave the day after tomorrow? One day’s ride there, one day’s ride back—we’ll keep our absence brief.”




My wives responded in that “Fine” tone that always means it isn’t—but what else could they do? C’est la vie.




The following day, they checked in on projects while I visited the academy to notify them of our call to Paris. Before dawn on departure day, we set off, stopping hourly for ten minutes to heal the horses, then riding hard for fifty minutes at a stretch. Conversation while riding was impossible, so I practiced telepathy with Adeleide and Cristigna. We managed clear communication all the way to Paris.




We arrived at the city gates around ten bells that night and headed to the inn we had used on our return from England and the Netherlands.




The next morning, after breakfast, we presented ourselves at the chancelier’s office. Hours passed in the waiting room. As lunchtime approached, the chancelier’s latest guest departed, apparently disappointed. After a brief conversation at the door, the secretary informed us we could enter.




“I wasn’t expecting you for at least several more days,” the chancelier remarked.




“We rode hard back from our mission and then again to Paris. How may we assist you, Chancelier?”




“You’ve more than irked the Mage Council,” he replied. “They claim you’ve revealed state secrets. Care to comment?”




“So providing the Army with magical protection via our contract is now a breach of national security?” I asked.




“Non,” he replied. “It’s your use of techniques they claim you’re not entitled to know and apply.”




“Perhaps if they had translated the documents we secured and trained French mages, the Army could have sourced others for protection,” I retorted. “The first contract is complete, the second underway, and the Army is satisfied.”




“Both the king and I are aware. You are scheduled for court tomorrow at eleven bells. Be punctual and in uniform. Good day.”




After leaving the hall, my stomach growled. I led my wives to the dining room we had used during Count Toury’s trial years ago. In Dutch, I murmured, “That could have gone better.”




Marie replied, “He didn’t take sides or scold us. He prepared us for potential accusations and spared us an unnecessarily early appointment.”




“After lunch, Isabel and I will visit the Navy and Army procurement offices to submit bids for medical supplies, warding medallions, mage lanterns, and samples,” Denise said.




“Delia and I plan to stop by the Dutch embassy to see our parents. You’re welcome to join us,” Eva added.




“I’ll go,” I said. “We should inform them that the Prince may release the translations, if he isn’t already aware of the situation.”




I telepathically checked in with Cristigna and Adeleide to confirm our safe arrival and court appointment.





Chapter 27




In the morning, we arrived at the throne room at half past ten bells resplendent in clean freshly pressed uniforms. We noticed the three members of the Mage Council we had met with when being assigned the mission and delivering the documents; enter shortly after we found our seats. The smug looks on two of them made my skin crawl. Mage Giron nodded to us and smiled.




The king moved through his docket quickly and a few minutes after eleven bells our names were called to come forward, the representatives of the Mage Council were called as well. The king looked to the Mage Council representatives and nodded to the chancelier who said, “Please state your accusations.”




“Your majesty, the young officers have breached national security by creating magical items that could only have been made with knowledge acquired on a mission they were assigned nearly two years ago. They have made thousands of these items which have spread all over the kingdom. Knowledge of the potential for creation of such items was intended to be a closely held secret and only be used in a time of war,” Mage Noque responded.




“Mage du Pont, your response please,” said the chancelier.




“Your majesty, the magical items Mage Noque refers to have been contracted for by the French army and delivered to the army only. Where they went after that delivery we don’t know but I’m certain that the army procurement office has records. Our team was trained to translate the documents to insure we got what the Mage Council sent us for so we did. Now members of my family are making several types of items requested by the army and I’m told the navy is interested as well.”




Mage Noque turned beat red, “My king, this is exactly what we’re talking about. They are spreading knowledge of this magic. They have no right to it.”




“Your majesty, all we have done is offered the items to your army and navy. We have not shown them the technique to create them or the documents from which we learned them so while knowledge of the items has been spread among the upper echelons of your armed forces the methods to create them have not.”




“You had no right!” Mage Noque shouted. I noticed Mage Giron look away and shake his head.




“Your majesty, in the end all seven of us here are under the command of the army, hence our uniforms today. We have provided items that can protect and defend your troops as we felt it was our duty.” I knew that was self-serving but it sounded good compared to Mage Noque’s claims about rights.




The king looked like he’d had enough and thumped his scepter on the arm of his throne. “Mage Morel, Mage Noque, Mage Giron you may tell the rest of the council that we have heard you and will punish this team appropriately.”




I had to hold back a smile as I’d heard that phrase several times before from Mage Le Borgne and Mage Dorget and it had preceded at most a slap on the wrist. I couldn’t guarantee that the king’s would do the same but I could hope. “We are told the mission you sent them on took ten months, they are to be banished from continental France for ten months beginning in one month.”




The chancelier then stated, “This matter is closed.” As we began to leave the room the chancelier’s secretary nodded his head for us to follow him. Once in the hall he said, “You are to meet the chancelier in his office at five bells today for details on your punishment.”




On our way to the dining room I switched to Dutch and said, “I don’t think it’s going to be too bad. There is a lot of room for dodging in the king’s pronouncement and I think the chancelier is likely to use it. Remember we’re the only ones being punished so Cristigna and Adeleide can continue working on the enchantments. Hopefully we are sent somewhere we can take Collette or she may cut off my balls.”




“She’s far more likely to cut off your arms and legs, as long she can keep your cock working she’ll be fine,” Isabel said with a straight face then busted out laughing. I considered that sadly she might not be far from the truth.




I tried not to let my imagination run wild thinking about where he might send us. I didn’t think the chancelier would want to waste our skill set, of course we’d only been used once in the last two years so maybe I was too full of myself. After lunch we walked in the palace gardens for awhile since we didn’t want to go too far with an important meeting only hours away.




Around half past four bells, we returned to the chancelier’s office and waited on the couch outside until he was ready for us.




Upon entering he noted, “You seem anxious to get your punishment.”




“We prefer to take our medicine and move forward,” I retorted.




“What am I to do with you? I’m half tempted to send you to the New World but it doesn’t seem worth the bother with only five or six months in which to accomplish something. I could send you to Russia as the guard for the ambassador leaving shortly but your group tends to kill a lot of people based on the reports I’ve read.”




“Every one of them had it coming,” I retorted hotly.




“Oui, the reports also agree on that point but sometimes you don’t want to kill people that others will take exception to losing. Not that your victims met that criteria. I just think that sending you somewhere we want maximum damage is more efficient use of your group.”




“We ran into pirates on our trip to England a couple of years ago. Are they still a problem?”




“Non, the Navy has dealt with most of them, now we only lose a ship there every four to six months. The Bay of Biscay has been suffering from piracy of late and it seems the pirates are being sheltered in Spanish ports. I suppose I could send you to Spain and have you sink a few warships in port. I imagine your fire magic lighting one of those ships at night would be rather spectacular, it might even send a message.”




“I’d be more inclined to burn every ship in port; that would definitely send a message.”




“Oh indeed but you might not get out of the country,” he chuckled.




“What about a letter of piracy?”




“A what?”




“Eva, when we took the le Vertbois you told me about pirates who work for kings. They get some kind of letter?”




“It’s a lettre de marque, Jacques,” Eva sighed




The chancelier arched a brow. “You want a lettre de marque? You’d like to become privateers? None of you have experience in the navy.”




“It would give us flexibility,” I replied. “If we’re already being punished, why not make us useful while we’re out of the country? And if the Spanish are truly harboring pirates, turning their own excuse back on them seems fair.”




He leaned back in his chair, fingers steepled, considering. “It is an intriguing thought. You would technically be exiled from continental France while still acting in the interest of the crown. A tidy way to satisfy both the king’s decree and our… practical needs.”




Eva spoke up. “And it gives us clear authority, reducing the likelihood of diplomatic complaints.”




“Reducing,” the chancelier repeated dryly. “Not eliminating. Spain complains about the weather if it doesn’t suit them.” He sighed. “But I prefer complaints to bodies.”




He flipped through a folder, scanning our service history. “Your group is excellent at precision work. Send you after a target, and the target ceases to exist. Send you somewhere to behave…” He gave us a rueful smile. “The results are unpredictable.”




“Then give us something that doesn’t require behaving,” Delia suggested brightly.




He actually laughed. “Touché. Are you ladies truly not going to talk him out of this madness?”




Most of my wives shook their heads. Isabel muttered, “I’d rather take a carrot from a horse’s mouth.”




The chancelier closed the folder with a soft snap. “If I authorize a lettre de marque, you will operate with the crown’s blessing against pirates and pirate-sympathizers… which conveniently includes certain Spanish captains who seem unable to distinguish between trade goods and gifts to themselves.”




“So we’d be hunting pirates with the legal right to sink their protectors,” I said.




“Exactly.” He pointed a finger at me. “I’ll prepare the documents. Return tomorrow at nine bells for your official briefing. Until then, keep this entirely to yourselves.”




“What exactly are the rules?” I asked.




“I’ll have someone from the navy meet with you in the morning,” the chancelier said. “See my secretary after nine bells.”




We stood, saluted, and turned toward the door.




Outside his office, my wives pounced—rapid-fire Dutch from every direction.




Marie said, “You do realize the le Vertbois was an anomaly? We can’t expect another job like that.”




“It wasn’t easy,” I said. “We planned, we used our strengths, and we pulled it off. This time we can bring Garnier’s men. And if it’s a warship we board, we don’t need to worry about harming innocents. As long as we leave no witnesses, no one will know who struck them. We can do it again.




I have a major grudge against the Spanish, they helped Pellerin when he tried to have me killed and put you ladies at risk as well. It’s time they learned not to mess with us. Besides, think of the income from selling Spanish cargoes. Think of the income from having our own fleet of ships. Think about how much we can sell a warship for.”




“Jacques, I realize that you have always been concerned about how to support the family but we have it under control now. In a few more years our lands will really be prospering and the enchanting business is already expanding. Isabel will soon open the herbalist and alchemy business and I think we have a good chance at a contract with the navy for that,” Denise responded.




“Oui, if the weather is good and the market for champagne and our crops keep prices up we’ll be fine. But if any of those things don’t happen we’re back to pinching deniers worrying about paying the rent on the house. We did this once, we can do it again.”




“I’m with Jacques, it will be fun. I always wanted to sail a big ship,” Eva commented.




“I told Jacques when I graduated that I wanted to see the world and that was why I wasn’t willing to have children to avoid service to the kingdom. I found that didn’t work as intended yet by marrying Jacques I’ve started seeing the world and I still don’t have to serve in the army every day. I think this is going to be another adventure to remember,” responded Isabel.




“We need to ask Capitaine Garnier if he and his crew are willing. If they are then don’t let them get hurt. I know you’ll protect us with your dying breath but they don’t deserve to die if this is a mistake,” Marie replied.




“We’ll be cautious,” I said, “We won’t bite off more than we can chew.”




The next morning, we returned to the chancelier’s office before nine bells. His secretary smirked as he opened the door.




“Your letter de marque,” he said, sliding out a folio. “And the address for your navy meeting. You have half an hour. You’ll be speaking with a capitaine on desk duty. His injury has made him… temperamental.”




Capitaine Dartois looked every bit the warning—tall, gaunt, propped on crutches, and radiating irritation.




“No experience at sea,” he snapped. “Why do you people think you can operate a privateer?”




“Capitaine,” I answered, “we amateurs have already taken a pirate ship in the Channel, freed civilian captives, and executed the criminals. We intend to do the same to Spanish vessels. We will not waste your time and leave you to your work as quickly as may be.”




“Ha! My ‘work.’ Busy work like discussing the finer points of legalized piracy with people who should be third lieutenants at best and that only if you can use a sextant.”




“I confess I cannot use a sextant nor do I know what it is which is why we will be using professional seamen to operate the ship. Think of us as a squad of marines forming a boarding party.” I had gotten that phrase from my conversation with Eva overnight and thought I had put them to good use.




That seemed to make him pause, and again I noticed the strain in his face—the pain he was hiding.




“If I may digress for a moment capitaine, I see that you must use crutches to get around and I understand that you are unable to return to your post until you have healed. I am a skilled healer having trained at the Académie de Magie for additional years after graduation. Perhaps I could take a look at your injury and see if there is anything I can do to assist you in healing more quickly.”




“If you can do that, boy,” he growled, “I’ll give you the entire naval academy lecture.”




I ignored the word boy. His leg was badly swollen, hot, infected, and the tibia fracture was only half-healed. I treated the infection first, applied a poultice, then knit the bone back together.




“You should feel some relief from the pain already. I have two more poultices for you. I want you to change them every three days and put a teaspoon of this in your tea or coffee every morning until you remove the last poultice. By the ninth day you should be fine.”




“Mon dieu,… the pain is almost gone.” He stood carefully and I held an arm out for him to grab if he needed help with balance but it was unnecessary. “You have my deepest appreciation. I doubt you want the entire lecture though. Ask your questions, if you don’t ask something I think is important I’ll tell you when you’re done.”




We spent an hour learning the real rules of a privateer—and more importantly, how the navy actually enforced them. Before we left the capitaine asked us to send him a report on our exploits and requested samples of our wards. He also wanted to know how large an area the medallions could cover. He thought putting them in the powder magazine a good idea along with putting a pair of mage lanterns in it so his crew could see better without risking detonating the powder.




We told him we’d get back to him and to expect a package from our shop as soon as transport could be arranged.




By eleven bells, we were checking out of the inn and heading home with our plans forming rapidly. Marie dispatched a message to our factor in Le Havre, instructing him to notify Garnier to meet us in no more than thirty days.




As we rode toward Reims, I sent a telepathic message to Cristigna and Adeleide, telling them we were safe and when to expect us. That simple ability to reassure my family instantly was a blessing I never took lightly.




We were going to be privateers.




Spain had tried to use magic and assassins to kill me. They had endangered my wives. Now we were going to make them regret ever hearing my name.




And if we became wealthy in the process?




All the better.




I rode home smiling.





Afterword





I've had a great time writing the first four books of this series. I appreciate all my readers. You seem to really enjoy the setting, characters, and my writing style. 




I have a favor to ask. Please leave a review of each book you read even just clicking the 5 star icon is great. Even better if you can think of a few nice things to say and write them. Remember that more reviews means more readers and more readers means I can afford to hire an editor and make future books even better.   https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DS427MHB    

You can look for the status of the latest project in my facebook group page.  www.facebook.com/groups/2702151579982703/




There are a couple of communities where you can find similar stories. 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/permalink/2312587808824685/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks/
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Praise For Author

This is a fun book, in a different style of writing than typical. Overall the world is fun and enjoyable. The characters are great and the story is entertaining.

- Brandon - Amazon reader review


The Chronicles of Jacques the Gigolo

Follow Jacques as he ascends from the life of an orphan in an unnamed village to the heights of magical power and the love of many women who support and cherish him.

Making a Mage: A Lover and A Fighter

Jacques was orphaned when his father disappeared on a hunt and grows up in a village too small for a name, his only friend the daughter of his foster parents. He expects nothing more than to help around the inn and the herbalist shop for the rest of his life. That all changes when an injured mage stops at the inn to recover and Jacques’ talent for healing is discovered. He is then whisked off to the Académie de Magie for training to serve the kingdom where Jacques’ life and aspirations change dramatically. His sense of honor and justice will make him fast friends and deadly enemies. A brush with death makes him realize that a mage doesn’t need a weapon, he is a weapon. Jacques will learn to be an empathetic healer and be forced to become a ruthless defender.

Diplomatic Relations

Jacques has gone from being an orphan of unknown parents to being recognized as one of the most powerful fire mages in the kingdom in less than a year. He's been a protector of women and dealt ruthlessly with slavers and bandits alike while healing the sick and injured. Now that his second year at the Académie de Magie has begun Jacques' sense of honor and justice will drive him to make new enemies as well as new lovers among foreign emissaries.

Ancient Magic

Jacques is now married to six lovely ladies and still exploring all his magic. In order to provide for his family and keep them together he must continue to develop his healing and teaching skills to qualify for advanced education in healing arts at the Académie de Magie while satisfying his obligations to the kingdom. He'll engage in more grey areas than just bringing slavers to justice without the king's approval. Under cover on foreign soil Jacques and his ladies search for ancient magical lore then tempt fate to make sure that the lost magic isn't left under the control of a bunch of power hungry old men. Jacques draws an old lover back and meets new ones.

Mage Privateer

Jacques and most of his wives have been "punished" to satisfy the Mage Council for having the temerity to provide the French Army with protection from magic. Rather than accept whatever the king's chancelier decided to dish out Jacques requested a Letter of Marque so he can go hunting pirates and Spanish ships with the blessing of the king. They will risk it all to eliminate piracy and get retribution from Spain for providing funds and magical assistance to the man who wanted Jacques dead. Jacques and his lady loves explore working magic together defending themselves with massive storms. Jacques has embraced his Sex Magic and actively pursues his romantic interests with the same determination he has his Healing magic. 


French vocabulary




oui = yes

non = no

au revoir = goodbye

chancelier = chancellor

chef or chef de village = village chief

c'est la vie = that's life

connard = Jerk

degage = Piss off

gendarme = constable

Madame = Mrs.

Mademoiselle = Miss

Monsieur = Mister

maman = mom

papa = dad

mais oui = of course you idiot

merde = shit

mon chéri = my darling

mon dieu = my goodness

trésorier = treasurer








FRENCH Currency 




1 franc silver coin = 20 sous	

1 sous = 12 deniers  

1 franc = 240 deniers




OEBPS/image_rsrcBN9.jpg
&
»

S





OEBPS/image_rsrcBNA.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		Title Page


    		Copyright


    		Epigraph


    		Contents


    		Author’s Note


    		Chapter 1


    		Chapter 2


    		Chapter 3


    		Chapter 4


    		Chapter 5


    		Chapter 6


    		Chapter 7


    		Chapter 8


    		Chapter 9


    		Chapter 10


    		Chapter 11


    		Chapter 12


    		Chapter 13


    		Chapter 14


    		Chapter 15


    		Chapter 16


    		Chapter 17


    		Chapter 18


    		Chapter 19


    		Chapter 20


    		Chapter 21


    		Chapter 22


    		Chapter 23


    		Chapter 24


    		Chapter 25


    		Chapter 26


    		Chapter 27


    		Afterword


    		About The Author


    		Praise For Author


    		The Chronicles of Jacques the Gigolo


    		French vocabulary


    		FRENCH Currency


  



Guide

		Cover

		Beginning

		Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187

		188

		189

		190

		191

		192

		193

		194

		195

		196

		197

		198

		199

		200

		201

		202

		203

		204

		205

		206

		207

		208

		209

		210

		211

		212

		213

		214

		215

		216

		217

		218

		219

		220

		221

		222

		223

		224

		225

		226

		227

		228

		229

		230

		231

		232

		233

		234

		235

		236

		237

		238

		239

		240

		241

		242

		243

		244

		245

		246

		247

		248

		249

		250

		251

		252

		253

		254

		255

		256

		257

		258

		259

		260

		261

		262

		263

		264

		265

		266

		267

		268

		269

		270

		271

		272

		273

		274

		275

		276

		277

		278

		279

		280

		281

		282

		283

		284

		285

		286

		287

		288

		289

		290

		291

		292

		293

		294

		295

		296

		297

		298

		299

		300

		301

		302

		303

		304

		305

		306

		307

		308

		309

		310

		311

		312

		313

		314

		315

		316

		317

		318

		319

		320

		321

		322

		323

		324

		325

		326

		327

		328

		329

		330

		331

		332

		333

		334

		335

		336

		337

		338

		339

		340






