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

Baron Mage Jacques du Pont
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Chapter 1




Lieutenant de Vair had left Mage Le Borgne’s office about an hour earlier, and I’d been told to wait in the lobby. During that time, several more pairs of officers and students arrived and checked in with the administrators. I noticed that no other student waited more than five minutes before being called in to meet whichever administrator was handling their return after their escorting lieutenant had left. I also observed that none of the other students were being seen by Mage Le Borgne, the Chancelier.




I was eager to get to my new dorm room and see what letters and messages had been left for me. Even more than that, I longed to see my lovers, Denise and Marie, and my young friend, Robin. I wanted to know how my dear friend Nicole’s pregnancy was progressing. I couldn’t wait to see Collette the woman who had paid me to get her pregnant and to meet our child. I was also concerned about how the women at the brothel in the building I owned were doing. I wondered whether Madame Berthier’s marriage to her gay friend had eased the pressure she’d faced from her late husband’s family and whether she and her maid, Ysebeau, still wanted me to father their children.




There was a lot on my mind, and waiting here in the lobby wasn’t bringing me any closer to the people I cared about or the answers I needed. Unfortunately, I wouldn’t receive my new dorm key until after my interview, so I had no choice but to wait.




Finally, a clerk called my name and escorted me to Mage Le Borgne’s office. As soon as I stepped through the door, I began to salute before remembering that I was no longer serving as an army officer, but once again as a student. The Chancelier gestured toward a chair and said, “Sit. You’ve had an eventful summer.”




I did as I was told, though I sat on the edge of the seat, then replied, “Indeed I did though not in the way I expected.”




“Yes, I imagine not. Your lieutenant doesn’t seem to care much for mages. Did you have something to do with that?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.




“Non. He decided he hated mages long before he ever laid eyes on me. His fiancée left him to marry one.”




“Ah, that would explain a few things. In any case, it seems you made quite an impression on Sergent Agode. In addition to the report he apparently wrote which Lieutenant de Vair signed he also submitted a recommendation that you be commended for valor in combat, citing that you single-handedly eliminated over half of the attacking force and then saved both de Vair’s life and another’s through your healing magic.”




“I did what needed to be done, that’s all,” I replied. What else was I supposed to say?




“I also see, in a private addendum to the official report, that you took it upon yourself to provide meals and lodging for a young woman you found being beaten and that you later trained her so she could earn an apprenticeship.”




“I couldn’t let Emmelote starve she had no one and nothing. When I was left an orphan, the Chef de Village and his wife took me in and cared for me. Later, Grand-mère, the village herbalist, trained me. I could do no less for someone who found herself in the same position I had once been in.”




The Chancelier nodded in understanding before saying, “I wasn’t pleased when Mage Viart first brought you here, given your age. But you’ve conducted yourself more maturely than many of the third-years or even some graduates. You’re a fine young man, Jacques, and we are honored to have you as a student. I regret my initial reluctance to enroll you—“Now, on to business. Here is your schedule for the coming year, and this is your dorm key. Your quarters are now on the second floor, with the rest of the second-year students. The belongings you placed in storage before your summer duty have already been moved into your room. Your friend, the messenger, wouldn’t allow anyone else to handle them he was quite adamant about it.”




I smiled. “Robin is a good friend.” Glancing down at my schedule, I froze in surprise. “There must be some mistake,” I said. “This lists Botanical Lore First Year, but as you know, I completed the third-year class months ago.”




“No mistake,” the Chancelier replied. “You aren’t taking the class you’re teaching it.”




“Mon dieu. I don’t know if I’m ready for that,” I admitted. 




“Your success with Mademoiselle Emmelote suggests you may be underestimating yourself,” the Chancelier said with a faint smirk. “In any case, Mage Dorget will be supervising you, and he has great confidence in your abilities. He wouldn’t have pushed so hard to assign you the class or to name you his research assistant if he didn’t.”




Now that the shock of seeing my first class had passed, I turned to the rest of my schedule. As it turned out, I was assigned as a research assistant to both Mage Dorget and Madame Martin, the Biology instructor. My other courses included Calculus, Economics, Military Tactics, Fitness, Literature, Dance, Healing, and Advanced Spellcraft.




Seeing nothing else unusual, I looked up at the chancelier who gave a curt nod and said, “Enjoy your evening. Classes begin tomorrow.”




Knowing a dismissal when I heard one, I thanked him and let myself out of the office. When I returned to the dorm and opened my door, I found that all the belongings I’d left in storage had already been put away. That meant I only had the gear I’d carried with me on summer duty to sort through. On the desk sat a stack of letters and messages far more important to me than unpacking. I set my gear down beside the storage cabinet and crossed the room to begin reading.




I recognized the handwriting of Nicole, Denise, and Marie, and there was even one from Robin. Since Nicole’s letter would surely have the most news and because I wouldn’t see her for at least a week or two I decided to read hers first.




Mon chéri Jacques,




I hope your summer duty was uneventful and that you have returned safely to the academy. I look forward to seeing you soon, so you can regale me with tales of your hopefully quiet three months in the countryside. Of course, what I wish for and what you actually get up to are often two different things, so I’ll be content as long as you are well.




The baby is growing nicely, according to the midwife, and is expected near the end of the year. Andry and I have been quite successful in expanding our business along the new routes we’re developing, and my side ventures are thriving as well.




Your tenants have not sent word, so I’ll assume all is well there.




Your first client and her maid are most eager to see you from October 10–16 and again from October 27–November 2. You know their expectations, so plan accordingly.




C’s child was born while you were away, a baby girl. She’s very excited to introduce her to you. She wishes to resume her services and is eager to recreate your original meeting. Her availability begins October 13–19.




I’ll refrain from scheduling anyone else for now, as you’ll be unable to take countermeasures for a while. Of course, if anyone else requests the same service, I’ll inform you, better to handle all such matters at once.




Andry and I should be back in town a couple of weeks after the fall equinox, and I’ll send you an invitation to dinner then.




Amour,

Nicole Remon




Wow. I now had a child—and would likely have three more on the way. Each would be joyfully claimed by the women’s husbands.




Next, I opened Marie’s note. It was brief.

Jacques,




I hope your summer service went well and that you returned safely before classes begin.




I spoke with Denise this morning when we both arrived at the academy, and we flipped a coin to decide who would get you first. I lost, so I’ll have to wait an extra week for your special attention — you’d better make it worth my while. I’m sure I’ll see you in the dining hall sometime this week; we can catch up then.




M




Then I opened Denise’s note and found it just as brief.




Dearest Jacques,




I hope your summer was more pleasant than mine. The only bright spot lately has been winning the coin toss with Marie, which means I get to see you this Saturday. I’ve already made a reservation through your friend Robin under your usual name. Don’t let me down I need something to look forward to. Seek me out at mealtime; I can’t wait to hear about the adventures you must have had, as excitement always seems to follow you.




D




Finally, I read Robin’s note.




My friend Jacques,




I made sure your belongings were handled with care—I did it myself. I hope your exploits during your summer service were as amazing as when you’re here, and I can’t wait to hear all about them. I also hope you can find an evening to have dinner with my family; we all want to see you and know that you’re well. Margot hasn’t given up hope.




Your girlfriend Denise is certainly eager to see you. She was so funny, asking me to make a reservation before you even arrived at the academy.




I’m sure you’ll be hearing from me soon with messages to and from.




Robin




I already felt better. In just a few minutes, I had heard from nearly everyone important to me. I hoped I’d get a letter from Isabel soon. As an academy graduate, she was on her first deployment as a real officer, and I wasn’t sure where she’d been assigned. I’d have to make time to visit La Poule Rousse, the Red Hen, the tavern and brothel, to check on the women there and make sure no one was bothering them. After removing Monsieur Dor and his henchmen, who had held the women as sex slaves, I had taken ownership of the building. I allowed the women to operate the brothel rent-free as long as they paid taxes and maintained the property. I split the money I found in Dor’s office among all the women and helped those who had been controlled through drugs to recover, allowing anyone who wished to leave to do so. Regardless of their choice, each woman had significant starting funds to begin a new life or return to the homes from which she had been stolen. The women who had been prostitutes before Dor or who wished to continue the trade now ran the business as a cooperative. Each paid her share of the expenses. The oldest, Juliote, handled the finances and acted as the manager when dealing with outsiders, but all decisions were made collectively.




Once I had stowed my gear, I headed down the hall to take a shower and change into clean clothes. On my way back, I passed a handful of classmates, greeting them as they arrived at their rooms or headed to the showers. After dropping by my room, I wandered down to the lobby near the stairs to see who else had arrived and say hello. I spotted Thierry immediately and waved.




“Hello there, Thierry.”




“Hey, Jacques. How was your summer? Anything exciting?”




“Oh, you know,” I said with a shrug, “just riding from town to town for three months, offering healing. Nothing special… aside from the occasional bandit and damsel in distress.”




Thierry rolled his eyes. “Of course there were. But did you really meet a damsel in distress? Did you… sleep with her?”




The second question annoyed me. While he didn’t know about all my girlfriends, he certainly knew about Isabel she not only hadn’t kept our relationship secret; she flaunted it openly. I couldn’t blame him for asking. “Interesting that your mind immediately jumped to a woman instead of my adventures with banditry,” I replied, getting my dig in. “Does that mean you found a woman while away from Genevote?”




“Non, don’t even joke about that. I will likely be betrothed to her in a few months.”




“As for the damsel, non, I was a gentleman. I merely offered my assistance and some training in alchemy to help her secure an apprenticeship.”




“Well, tell me about the bandits. Did you chase down a couple?”




“More than a couple. We had advance warning and set up a trap, but there were more than my lieutenant had imagined, and they nearly overran us. I had been sent ahead, leading a group of boys in our uniforms acting as decoys, while the rest of our unit was embedded in a large caravan, pretending to be drivers or hiding in the wagons. When I heard the battle start, I raced back and positioned myself behind a dozen crossbowmen in the woods, using ‘Burn’ on as many as I could before the rest noticed. When they began searching for me, I took down a few more, which broke their formation. I then assisted the rest of the unit in defending themselves, capturing three prisoners while three others escaped. The remaining nineteen met their end that day. Afterwards, I healed my lieutenant, who had been shot in the lung with a crossbow, and one of the guards, who had been slashed in the gut with a sword.”




“Mon dieu, I thought you were amazing the day of the picnic. Now you’re telling me you did twice as much in a single day. Your well of magic must be enormous.”




“I don’t know,” I replied. “I was much more efficient with my magic this time. I didn’t incinerate any of the bandits like I did last fall. I’ve also learned so much about healing magic and the human body that I can do far more with less of my own energy now. I’m grateful to Mage Lesnier and Madame Martin for their training. Tell me about your summer.”




“It was truly uneventful. We rode the same circuits all summer, and I did a lot of healing, but nothing out of the ordinary. I consider myself fortunate not to have been involved in anything like your bandit attack I think we’d all have died, as no one in our unit could have done what you did.”




“Well, I’m getting hungry. If you don’t have plans for dinner, you’re welcome to come along; I’m going to one of the cafés nearby.”




“As it happens, I’m meeting Genevote shortly, but thanks anyway. I’m sure I’ll see you in the dining hall tomorrow, if nowhere else.”




After checking out at the gate, I started looking for a place to have dinner. I decided I might as well visit La Poule Rousse this evening, since my life would be very busy starting the next day and I wasn’t sure when I’d have the time. I found a vendor at a cart selling seasoned meat on a stick with roasted carrots and potatoes, so I purchased a couple. Next, I hired a carriage to take me where I needed to go and ate my dinner while traveling.




I rarely allowed a carriage to drop me off at my actual destination; I didn’t want anyone later tracking my movements by asking the drivers where they had picked me up or dropped me off. This time was no different, so I walked the last couple of blocks after leaving the carriage.




It was still a bit early for the clientele at La Poule Rousse, so I wasn’t surprised to find only the ladies gathered in the front parlor. I was greeted warmly by Gervaise, a lively girl my age or perhaps a little younger with dirty-blonde hair and a trim figure. She wore a gauzy red negligee that left very little to the imagination. As on my last visit, she immediately went to find Juliote.




I asked the remaining ladies how business had been and whether they were well. All agreed they were happy now that Monsieur Dor’s beatings and drugging were behind them. Gervaise returned a few steps ahead of an attractive, buxom brunette in her early thirties, dressed in a red gown with a plunging neckline and slits running all the way to her hips. I made a conscious effort to meet her eyes, lest my attention wander elsewhere. Juliote seemed slightly troubled when she greeted me, though she placed a chaste kiss on my cheek, reassuring me I wasn’t the cause of her concern. She invited me up to the office so we could talk in private, before the customers began arriving.




Once we reached the third floor and stepped into the office, she closed the door behind us and said, “Jacques, we’ve been safe under Monsieur Quignon’s protection, just as you promised. His fee has been entirely reasonable, so there’s no need for you to worry. You should also know that all the ladies here are aware of who you really are. We figured it out after the fire. But don’t be alarmed we all have our secrets, and we’ll continue to protect yours, just as you’ve protected us.”




I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I wasn’t exactly pleased that they knew. The more people who know a secret, the less likely it is to remain one. There was no point worrying about it I couldn’t make them forget so I had to accept that these women knew and simply move on.




Juliote continued, “I thought you’d want to know that the man who used to sell girls to Dor has come around looking for him. When I told him Dor had moved his business out of Reims, I don’t think he believed me but he didn’t seem offended either. Instead, he offered to sell three girls to me. “I wanted to save them, but I’d need to discuss it with the rest of the women here, since I don’t have the authority to spend our money on my own. When I told him I’d have to think about it for a day or two, he refused to wait. Said it was a take-it-or-leave-it deal. “So I told him I’d talk it over with my partners and that if he ever had others to sell in the future, he should keep us in mind but he’d have to give us a couple of days’ notice, since we don’t keep that much money on hand.




I’m glad you’ve returned, I hope that I’m right about you and that you’ll take interest in this man the same way you did Monsieur Dor.”




I asked, “Have you spoken to a gendarme about this man?”




“I have,” she replied. “But he said they were too busy, and that the girls probably ran away from their villages so it wasn’t his problem.”




I didn’t care for that attitude one bit. If the gendarme wouldn’t take action, then I would.

“Oui. If he shows up again, try to negotiate a price and tell him you’ll have the money in two days. Then send a note to me at the Académie de Magie with the day and time. If you can arrange the meeting for eight bells in the evening, I should be able to get here. How many men did he have with him, and how did he keep the girls under control?”




“There were two other men guarding the three girls, each of them chained at the wrists, one to another. A carriage stood nearby, which I assumed belonged to him, as there was no other driver in sight.”




Since the ladies here already knew I was a mage, I no longer needed to conceal my every action from them. Dealing with the slavers would be simpler than facing Monsieur Dor and his thugs. The vile man had enslaved these women through drugs and beatings.




“Good. When he comes to collect his payment, tell him it’s being delivered. Then bring him into the kitchen and make him some coffee. Leave the back door unlocked. When I come in, I’ll be carrying a bag, let him believe it contains his money. Once I’m inside, leave the room and wait outside the kitchen door so I can call you back in when it’s done. Keep everyone else away from the kitchen; things might get noisy when I start asking for information. I need to be sure he isn’t working for someone else—if he is, I’ll have to deal with that person too.




If one of the ladies could sing or play music, it would help mask any sounds coming from the kitchen.”




“Gervaise likes to sing, and one of the others plays the flute,” Juliote said. “I’ll make sure they’re ready to provide cover for you.”




“Thank you for keeping my secret—and for helping me,” I told her.




“Oh non, monsieur,” she replied firmly. “We’re all just trying to thank you. Since you’re not profiting from our work or trying to take any of us to bed, we know you’re sincere in wanting to stop these men. The least we can do is help.”




I nodded. “Now that we have a plan, I’ll be on my way and let you get back to your lives.”




I said goodbye to the ladies in the parlor and went to find a carriage to take me back toward the academy.





Chapter 2




After a hasty breakfast, I found the room where the Botanical Lore class I was to teach would be held. The space was arranged exactly as it had been on my first day as a student. Twenty large drawings of various herbs were displayed around the room, each marked with a number in the corner as an identifier. The students would be asked to identify as many herbs as they could, list their uses, and describe the proper methods of preparation. It was a placement exercise, one Mage Dorget traditionally used to determine whether a student belonged in the first-year class or possessed enough knowledge to advance directly to the second-year. When I had taken the test, my thorough answers had caught Mage Dorget’s attention. He’d been so intrigued that he gave me the second-year final exam that very evening. I performed so well that he not only placed me in the third-year class but appointed me his teaching assistant as well. He’d told me my performance had been extraordinary, and I doubted I would encounter another student so versed in the subject.




Just a few minutes after I arrived, a man in his early sixties entered the room a bald head ringed with white hair betraying his age. It was Mage Dorget. “Good morning, Mage du Pont,” he said. “I’ve set up the room the same way as last year, but don’t think I’ll be doing all the work for you this time. I’ll be using this room for the other first-year classes I’m teaching.”




I raised an eyebrow. “Since when do you greet me as Mage du Pont?”




“Since you’re an instructor in this classroom. When you’re my research assistant, you’re simply Jacques.” He winked.




“Thank you. Will you be providing a syllabus, or should I create my own?”




“Oui, I’ll provide it. I want your students to cover the same material as the others so they have no excuse for not meeting the expectations of those entering second-year,” said the mage.




“Excellent. Then I’ll do my best to ensure that it is so,” I replied.




“I’m sure you remember what to do, so I’ll leave you to it. Please report to me after your last class to let me know if any of your students should advance to second-year. I’ll have the syllabus for you then. Now, I’ll be on my way.”




I nodded and waited for my students to arrive. It didn’t take long. Soon, the room filled with chatter as a few students wandered around, examining the drawings on the walls. Once the signal for the start of class sounded, I closed the door and locked it. “My name is Jacques du Pont, and I’ll be your instructor,” I announced. Several students looked surprised, they had clearly expected someone older. I couldn’t blame them. “Please make sure to arrive on time. I lock the door at the signal, and late arrivals will have to get the notes from a classmate. Interrupting a lecture is unacceptable.” I paused to ensure they were paying attention.




“Now, I want each of you to write the following about each of the twenty sketches on the walls, in this order: number, name, uses, and preparation. The more detail you can provide, the better but don’t get bogged down. It would be best to identify them all first, then add the uses, and finally the preparation. This exercise will help determine your class placement based on your current knowledge, so take this opportunity to show what you know. When you’re finished, make sure your name is on the report, place it on the corner of this table, and you may leave. Please begin.”




Fifteen minutes later, more than half the class had turned in their work and left. There was little doubt they would remain in the first-year class. I reviewed their work anyway and found no surprises. By the time the class was halfway through, only three students remained. One of them finished shortly after, and though his work wasn’t bad, it wasn’t strong enough for second-year placement. The last two students turned in their reports within minutes of each other and left well before the period ended. I had time to review one completely; the other would have to wait until later.




It was time for me to become a student again, so I made my way to my new math class, Calculus. I had never heard of it before, but from Mage Coquin’s explanation last year, I understood that the main purpose of teaching mage students advanced mathematics was to expand our magical reserves and stamina, much like learning music and languages did. The old herbalist from my village had already taught me algebra and geometry, along with a secret language we used in her shop. I was confident that Grand-mère as everyone in the village called her knew I possessed magic, even though we never spoke of it directly. In hindsight, I believe she had been preparing me all along. Calculus was typically a third-year class, but I had tested out of first-year Geometry and advanced to Trigonometry early. My presence here wasn’t as surprising to the other students as it had been last year, when I’d first arrived in the third-year Botanical Lore course. At least now, they recognized me as someone who had been at the academy for a while, and some of them had even shared a class with me before.




Since it was the first day, the instructor introduced himself, assigned chapters to review for next time, and told us to pick up a textbook on the way out. In other words, the usual.




Economics, on the other hand, was a true second-year class though a few third years had joined as well. It was much the same routine.




At lunch, I scanned the cafeteria for my friends and spotted Marie Chambault first. Perhaps Denise Feret hadn’t arrived yet, or maybe she was hidden somewhere in the crowd. I still hadn’t seen anyone else I knew by the time I got my food, so I made my way to Marie’s table and asked if I could sit. Her warm smile was all the answer I needed. Marie was petite, with dark brown hair and a graceful figure that drew attention without effort.




After sitting down, I asked, “Was your summer assignment exciting, or were you bored?”




“More on the boring side which, honestly, is what we all hope for,” she replied. “That usually means the countryside is safe. After our first two patrols, my lieutenant put me in charge of running the rest of them for the summer. If I were planning to accept service to the kingdom after this year, it would have been good experience.”




“My lieutenant hates mages, his fiancée left him for one so you can imagine how my summer went. On our first patrol, we rescued an orphan from a beating, and I took her on as a student so she could earn an apprenticeship with an herbalist in the town where we were stationed. Near the end of the season, we were ambushed by more than two dozen bandits while escorting a caravan. It was brutal. All of us survived, though the lieutenant took a crossbow bolt to the chest. I healed him, and a guard who’d suffered a deep sword wound. Since he was still recovering, I was assigned to lead the final patrol before we returned here.”




“Mon dieu,” Marie said with a smirk. “From what I hear, a band of that size is rare, too many mouths to feed, too much risk. You truly do attract trouble.”




“Hey, trouble finds me,” I said, grinning. “I never go looking for it.”




Marie leaned in closer, her voice soft. “I missed you so much. After the third week, I kept replaying our adventures in bed so much while riding that stupid horse my panties stayed wet all the time. In bed I fingered myself nearly every night but rarely achieved an orgasm.”




I raised an eyebrow. “You did?”




She laughed quietly, her cheeks flushed. “Let’s just say I’m looking forward to next Saturday night.”




“Well,” I said with a teasing smile, “there’s that little wooded area between the gate and the dorms that I’ve been known to satisfy mutual desire in after dark. It’s secluded far enough from the path that no one would ever notice.”




Marie’s eyes widened. “You didn’t.”




“A gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell with whom,” I said lightly. “but yes, she didn’t seem disappointed when she pranced up the stairs to the dorms.”




Marie shook her head, laughing. “You’re terrible, but knowing Isabel I can see you two there. Now I won’t be able to stop thinking about that until you make it up to me.”




I smirked. “I could, tonight.”




“Non,” she said, still smiling. “I’ll wait for our room at the inn but I’ll have to go to my next class with wet panties. You should be ashamed of yourself.”




“Ha!”




“You’d better make it worth the wait,” she said, her lustful smile lingering a moment longer than necessary.




I winked at her before dropping off my dishes and heading to my Military Tactics class.

Capitaine Paru was already in the room when I arrived, though I wasn’t late. As expected, the classroom was spacious enough to hold about forty students.




While waiting for the rest of the class to arrive, I reviewed the last Botanical Lore student’s test. I was impressed, it seemed he could pass the first-year final exam if he were given it today.




Once the capitaine introduced himself, he addressed the class. “This year we will continue focusing on small-unit tactics,” he began. “Each of you will write an after-action report on an event from your summer patrol. Be sure to include what you personally, as well as your commander, could have done differently to achieve a better outcome. If your patrol experienced no incidents involving force of arms, take one of the packets on the corner of my desk and write your report based on the documents inside. You have one week to submit your reports. Read chapters one and two in preparation for our next discussion. Now, pick up a book on your way out.”




During my next period, I reported to Mage Dorget’s Alchemy Laboratory, where I served as his research assistant. I had been looking forward to this class. As soon as I arrived, he set me to work preparing fifty sets of reagents to replicate his latest experiment, testing how minor changes in time and temperature affected the results. He explained that I could expect this kind of work for several months, though the reagents would vary. Our goal was to determine the optimal procedure that produced the highest quality results with the least material waste—while ensuring the process was fully repeatable. My initial enthusiasm dimmed a little at the thought of such repetitive work, but I knew there was merit in it and was confident I would learn something valuable.




My final class of the day was Fitness. After changing clothes, I found the same crusty old soldier from last year running the session. Sergent Augier, a muscular man in his early fifties with scars tracing his face and arms. Since I was among the first to arrive, I approached him and offered my thanks. “I put your teachings to good use over the summer,” I told him. “Stretching every day and running on the days we weren’t in the saddle kept me ready for when we ran into bandits. I was able to sprint through the forest in time to get behind their crossbowmen and ambush them.”




“Ha! One of my fragile little mages actually made use of all my training. How many bandits were there?”




“About a dozen crossbowmen and another dozen or so with swords. Disrupting the archers let our patrol regroup with the caravan guards and launch a counterattack. The day would have gone very differently had I not been able to run a few miles through the woods, as I’d been sent ahead leading a decoy patrol.”




“Well done, lad. Too many mages forget the value of a strong body. You need strength, stamina, and speed to reach where you’re needed or to escape when your position becomes unsafe. Keep that in mind the next time you think about slacking off.”




“Indeed, I will.”




The class went much like the first day of last year: we stretched, ran laps around the field, and completed a series of exercises that would later be compared to our previous year’s results.




After cleaning up, I met with Mage Dorget to report the results of the tests I’d given my Botanical Lore students. I placed the best paper on top, followed by the next student’s, who had taken longer to complete it. I recommended that only the top student be advanced to the second-year the next best had talent but still needed refinement.




Mage Dorget skimmed the pages and said, “I tend to agree from a quick look, but I’ll review both more thoroughly this evening. I look forward to seeing how you perform as an instructor.”




“It will be an interesting challenge,” I replied simply.




Once I’d completed my assignment, I returned to my dorm to study before dinner. Two hours later, I joined the other students in the dining hall. As I stood in line, I scanned the crowd for my friends and spotted Thierry carrying a plate piled high with food. I kept an eye on him until he sat down with Marion and Genevote. The three of them had been in my Healing class last year, and we’d spent a lot of time together—even after Marion’s father had effectively forbidden her from seeing me outside the academy grounds. His concern was understandable; Marion had once been struck by a crossbow bolt meant for me while our group was on a picnic.




Continuing my search, I noticed Denise in an animated discussion with another woman—likely a classmate. By the time I collected my meal, Denise had already gone, probably among the first to finish. I made a mental note to catch up with her later. Spotting Thierry and the others again, I approached their table and asked if I could join them. They welcomed me with warm smiles, even Genevote, who had seemed uneasy around me last year.




As we ate, each of us shared stories from our summer patrols. Marion’s had been uneventful. Genevote’s unit had encountered two small bands of highwaymen and defeated them easily, though several of her comrades were wounded badly enough that she had to use her healing skills to save their lives. Thierry’s summer had been as quiet as Marion’s. Then he turned to me and said, “Tell us about your bandits, Jacques.”




I recounted the same tale I’d told Thierry earlier. When I mentioned Lieutenant de Vair being struck in the chest by a crossbow bolt, Marion instinctively placed a hand over her own chest—the memory clearly unsettled her. I quickly wrapped up the story and steered the conversation toward safer ground. We talked and compared class schedules until our plates were empty.




I didn’t linger. There was reading to do if I wanted to keep pace with my courses, and I still needed to outline my first lecture for Botanical Lore.




Since Marie wouldn’t met me in the park, I resigned myself to a few more nights of dreaming about my lovers before I could see Denise again at Decadence. C’est la vie.





Chapter 3




When I woke the next morning, I went to breakfast early, hoping to see Denise. The hall was still quiet, and it was clear she hadn’t arrived yet, so I waited by the door. I was beginning to wonder if she’d eat at all when I finally saw her approaching. A smile tugged at my lips the moment I spotted her, and when she noticed me, her whole face lit up.




I held the door for her, and we walked in together. Denise had straight blond hair that caught the morning light and a figure that drew more than a few glances. She was of average height, and carried herself with the quiet confidence. Her small breasts, were offset by her plump but firm derrière. Just looking at it was enough to give me an erection.




The first words out of her mouth were a soft, “I missed you so much.”




Equally quietly, I replied, “I missed you too.” Then, with a teasing smirk, I added, “I saw that you’ve earned the honor of my attentions this weekend.”




As we joined the line for breakfast, our familiar banter resumed.




“Honor, you say?” she whispered, eyes sparkling. “You’ve no honor, sir — that’s precisely why I can have you.”




“Ha! I’ll have you know my actions were perfectly honorable all summer,” I said, grinning. “If that changes now that I’m back in your presence, I think we both know who’s to blame.”




“Your unit headquarters must have been in a very small village if you didn’t find anyone to share your bed with,” she said, arching a brow.




I laughed softly, waiting until we’d gathered our food and found a quiet table before answering.




“I’ll have you know,” I said, lowering my voice, “that I spent most of my free time with a comely young woman and yet, I never laid a hand on her, aside from a chaste kiss or two.”




She gave me a mischievous look. “Are you losing your touch?”




“Non,” I said, my tone softening. “She was lovely, but I couldn’t bring myself to start something knowing I’d be leaving her in just a few weeks.” Thinking of Emmelote dimmed the playfulness of our exchange, so I gently changed the subject. “Your note mentioned your summer wasn’t pleasant. Tell me about it.”




Denise sighed, rolling her eyes.




 “My lieutenant was on a power trip. He couldn’t wait to order me around for the smallest things. If my magic could do something, I was ordered to use it — even when it would’ve been easier and more efficient to do it manually. If he’d wanted me to practice, I’d have been fine with that, but he was simply being cruel. He laughed when I struggled with his ridiculous commands. Three months of riding all day and sleeping in a tent… not exactly this girl’s idea of a good time.”




“If I’d had you to ride at night, I might have found the summer far more pleasant,” she murmured, her voice carrying a teasing hint of desire.




“Since you’ve won the coin toss and sent our ever-faithful messenger to make the reservation, I’ll dedicate myself to banishing your unpleasant memories by replacing them with far more gratifying ones.”




“I’m counting on it,” she said with a smirk. “So tell me about your summer, I hope it was better than mine.”




“I suppose it was,” I said, “though it started off just as badly. My lieutenant developed a hatred for mages a few months before I was assigned to him. His fiancée had left him for a mage who offered to marry her. You can imagine, then, that I became the focus of his resentment. Fortunately, he had the decency to simply ignore me, so I made an arrangement with the sergent to gain some of the experience I would have had working at the lieutenant’s side.




During our first week on patrol, we came across a girl being beaten by two thugs. We stopped them and discovered that the men had been hired by a group of merchants to chase her out of town for stealing food. They’d beaten her to make sure she didn’t go back. When I questioned her, she told me her family had owned an herbalist shop that burned down a few months earlier, killing her parents and siblings and leaving her injured. The rival herbalist refused to hire her, and no one else would take her on, so she was starving.”




I healed her recent injuries, but the burn scars were beyond my ability to mend. We brought her back to the town where we were stationed, and I paid for her room and board so she could recover in comfort. When she was well enough, I accompanied her around town in search of work. She eventually found an apprenticeship with an elderly herbalist, though he agreed to take her on only if I promised to teach her alchemy. So I spent most of my free hours with her, teaching the material we normally covered in third-year Botanical Lore except for the portions that required magic. Her struggle as an orphan struck a deep chord within me, for I too had lost my parents. I couldn’t simply walk away knowing she wasn’t yet able to fend for herself.”




“Mon dieu,” Denise murmured. “Of course you wouldn’t walk away from her. It isn’t who you are and that’s why I love you.”




We had never spoken the word love before, but I felt it then, fully and undeniably. Had we been alone, I would have embraced her and kissed her. Instead, all I managed to say was, “I love you too, Denise.” After a steadying breath, I went on to tell her about the rest of my summer the battle with the bandits and Sergent Agode’s recommendation that I receive a commendation for valor.




Denise laughed, then said, “You can’t go anywhere without finding trouble, can you?”




I smiled and replied with what I’d told others before. “You’re mistaken it’s trouble that finds me.”




“Well, in any event, I’m glad you’re back safely. I’m looking forward to our time together on Saturday night.”




“As am I, mon chérie.”




I noticed the breakfast crowd was thinning out and checked the time. We needed to get moving to our classes, so I gathered our plates and set them in the wash tray before leaving.




I arrived just in time to avoid having the door shut in my face when I slipped into Literature. Since it was the first day, we went through the usual class rules, received our assigned short stories, and collected the required books. The session ended quickly, leaving me plenty of time to make it to Biology for Healers.




I took a seat and began reading one of the stories from earlier. Madame Martin arrived a few minutes before class started. She wasn’t a mage, but she carried herself with quiet confidence. Attractive for someone in her early fifties, she had salt-and-pepper hair and an ample derrière. I could imagine her bent over while I took her from behind.




When the signal for class to begin sounded, she closed and locked the door, reminding everyone that anyone who arrived late should get notes from a classmate instead of interrupting. I’d borrowed that rule for my own Botanical Lore course, it worked well.




There were far fewer students in this class than in the first-year Biology course, as this one focused specifically on the human body and the details healers would need to know. I knew nearly all the students by name; half had been with me in Healing class the previous year, including Marion, Genevote, and Thierry and I’d shared other classes with most of the rest.




Madame Martin announced, “This year, we will be studying the human body exclusively. Roughly half of our sessions will take place in the lab, where you will either watch me dissect a corpse or perform dissections yourselves in teams. Monsieur du Pont will be my teaching assistant, as he has been and will continue to be my research assistant. He already has a head start on our work and will help you stay on track.”




I almost sank into my seat; this was exactly the sort of thing that would make Genevote accuse me again of brown-nosing. After assigning chapters and telling us where to find the lab for our next class, Madame Martin instructed us to grab a book on the way out before she left. I picked up a copy and followed close behind her, my next period was the research assistant position she had just mentioned.




When we arrived at her research lab, she noticed I had followed and let me in, saying with a smile, “I’m glad you’re here. Let’s get started.” Madame Martin pointed to the notes where I’d be entering the data and began putting on her lab gear. “You’ve mastered the note-taking and data organization part of this job. Now, we’re going to focus on dissection skills. Today, I want you to pay close attention to where I cut and how I hold the scalpel. I’ll give you a running commentary, explaining what I’m doing and why. You don’t need to take notes on that unless you want to. But I do want you to record the same details as last year: organ, size, weight, and condition.”

“Oui Madame.”




Madame Martin worked me hard until it was time for lunch.




When I entered the dining hall, I scanned the room for familiar faces and immediately spotted Thierry waving at me. I waved back and waited patiently for my turn to fill my plate. Once I had my food, I made my way to the table where I’d seen Thierry sitting and, of course, Marion and Genevote were there too. Marion still caught my eye. Her blonde hair was a little longer than it had been before summer, framing her face in soft waves. Her blue eyes and bright smile made something warm stir inside me. I really wanted to stuff my face in her large bosom. Not that I’d have the chance since her father had made it clear we could never be together and she’d soon be married.




As usual, Geneviève wore a scowl. I ignored it and greeted them all with a smile.

“So, what do you think about dissecting human bodies?” I asked.




Genevote wrinkled her nose and said, “I’m not looking forward to the smell.”




I glanced over and asked, “Is that what you’re scowling about?”




“Non. My class right before lunch was Fitness, and that old man told me I must have slacked off over the summer because I was slower than I was when we last measured.”




“Ah, oui. He’s very determined that we mages stay mobile so we can get where we need to be and get out quickly if things turn unsafe.”




“I know he’s right,” she admitted, sighing. “It’s just that all the horseback riding over the summer was exhausting, and running on my days off wasn’t something I wanted to do.”




I only shrugged, deciding not to press the matter. I was fairly certain she planned to become pregnant before the end of our third year, which would make her exempt from service to the kingdom for at least three years. If she had three more children after that, she’d be exempt from all future obligations. Women could earn a full exemption, while men were only released from the final ten years of the twenty we were all required to serve no matter how many children they fathered.




Thierry patted her hand and said, “Once we’re married, we’ll make sure you never have to worry about any of that again.”




“Oui, and I’m looking forward to that,” Genevote replied with a playful, lustful smile.




I grinned. “Get a room, you two.”




Marion just laughed.




I turned to her. “What about you, Marion? Are you ready to do some dissecting?”




“Oui. I expect it to be very interesting. Since I plan to work as a healer no matter whom I marry I’m taking the course very seriously.”




Genevote lifted her chin. “Oh, I didn’t say I wasn’t taking the course seriously. I just don’t look forward to the smell.”




“I’ll make sure to provide everyone with some scented cream to put under their noses to ward off the odor,” I said. “I can make some in the alchemy lab.”




All three of my lunch companions looked at me and answered in unison, “Oui!”




I chuckled, and we made idle chit-chat until it was time for our next classes.




On my way, I stopped by the administration building and left a message for my friend Robin, the messenger, letting him know that I was available Monday through Thursday evenings next week to take his mother up on her dinner invitation.




I arrived at dance class early. Just before the signal to begin Madame Beson, our instructor, entered and closed the door behind her. She was in her early fifties but still quite fit. She had black hair, probably dyed, a bountiful bust, wide hips, and a round derrière. I wanted to grab a handful of her breasts from behind and grind my cock into her derrière. Then with a pang of guilt I thought “Mon dieu, what’s wrong with me? I need to get control of myself. I can’t keep letting my thoughts wander every time I see a beautiful woman. It’s been three months since I’ve been in bed with a woman, but soon I’ll see Denise again. I just have to be patient.” I drew a steady breath.




“I’m sure none of you had much time to practice over the summer,” Madame Beson said. “So during the next few days we’ll review each of the waltzes you learned last year before moving on to new material.” With that, the review began.




The next class was Healing, and once again, Mage Lesnier was our instructor. She was a tall, gray-haired woman with an ample chest who carried herself with quiet authority. I tried to keep my eyes on my desk, forcing myself to focus. I’d been distracted enough lately, and the last thing I needed was for Genevote or anyone else to notice my pants tenting.




Fortunately, we didn’t have long to wait. As soon as the signal sounded, Mage Lesnier asked each of us to share our experiences with healing during patrol. When my turn came, I described finding Emmelote and the extent of her injuries, then explained how I treated them. After that, I summarized the conditions I had encountered and the treatments I had provided, referring to the notes I’d kept over the summer. Finally, I gave a brief account of the battle with the bandits omitting my personal involvement and outlined the injuries suffered by others, including Lieutenant de Vair, who had taken a crossbow bolt to the chest, and one of the guards, who had received a deep sword wound across his abdomen. When I finished, most of my classmates stared at me in astonishment. Marion, Thierry, and Genevote, however, looked unsurprised; they had already heard the full story before and had lived through something remarkably similar the year prior.




“I see the trouble magnet hasn’t changed a bit,” Mage Lesnier said with a small shake of her head before calling on the next student.




When the last review was complete, our instructor dismissed us; there wasn’t much time left in class.




Advanced Spellcraft was my final lesson of the day, and I was eager to discover what Mage Coquin had prepared for us. He was a man in his late forties who always greeted his students with a warm, patient smile. I enjoyed the cantrips and spells he taught, they were the foundation of every mage’s craft. After all, not everyone possessed an elemental affinity like I did. My command of fire made me formidable in battle, while my gift for healing allowed me to care for the sick and injured. Yet, I had one more secret: my hidden affinity for wind. My papa once told me there were three kinds of wind mages those who served as spies for the king and never left his service alive, those who turned to thievery and met early, painful deaths, and those who concealed their gift and lived long, peaceful lives. He wanted me to belong to that third kind and so did I. That’s why I’d never told anyone.




Among the spells we were set to learn this year was the bug-repellent charm, the same one I’d asked Mage Coquin to teach me last year before my Botanical Lore trip to gather herbs. He handed us a list of the spells he planned to cover and asked each of us to suggest three others we’d like to learn. If time allowed, he said, he’d choose the most requested ones to add to our lessons. That sounded exciting. I’d just have to make sure the spells I wanted appeared on as many classmates’ lists as possible. 




After class, I headed into the city to order new clothes from the tailor my friend Robin had recommended. Finding the shop was easy, even though it had been almost a year since my last visit. Estienne, the tailor, was busy with another client, so I took the chance to browse through the displays of fabric and finished garments. Originally, I’d planned to order only a few new shirts, but then I spotted a jacket and a pair of trousers in a rich shade of blue. The cut looked flattering, and I decided to ask Estienne about those as well. Unlike the first time I’d come here, I now had more than enough money for the foreseeable future and more on the way soon.




I now had a clearer understanding of the events I was expected to attend balls, holiday gatherings, and formal parties as well as a better sense of men’s fashion in the city. My tastes hadn’t changed, but I now had more experience to guide my choices.




When Estienne finished with his current customer, he greeted me warmly, and we got down to business. I immediately ordered replacement shirts; a year of wear had left the old ones stained, worn, and frayed. I also chose a suit made from the blue fabric I’d noticed on his display. We discussed the cut and how I wanted it to fit, and Estienne agreed that with my athletic build, I could carry it off well. He promised to have it ready in a week. That was fine by me, though I would have liked to wear it for my date with Denise that weekend. But I had known even before I walked in that it wouldn’t be ready in time. After paying the usual deposit, I decided it was time for new everyday boots. The summer patrols had worn down my current pair far more than nine months of city life ever had. I stopped by the same cobbler I’d bought from the year before and ordered another pair identical to the ones I was wearing. With that done, I headed back to the academy. By the time I arrived, it would be nearly dinner.




When I arrived at the dining hall, the line was already fairly long, so I figured I was right on time. I glanced around but didn’t see any of my friends at the tables. Then, a few spots ahead in line, I caught sight of a woman with straight blond hair, it might have been Denise, though I couldn’t be sure since I only saw the back of her head. Once I had my food and stepped out of the line, I scanned the room again. This time, I spotted Denise at a table near the far end, sitting with a brunette woman. Curious, I decided to walk over anyway and see if she’d mind me joining them. To my surprise, the brunette turned out to be Marie. I knew they were aware I’d been seeing both of them since they’d even visited me together in the infirmary after I passed out putting out the fire last spring but I hadn’t realized they actually spent time together. I asked if they’d mind my company. They both smiled, and I took that as a oui, pulling out a chair and sitting down.




My curiosity got the better of me, so I couldn’t help but ask, “I haven’t seen you two together often in the past. What brings you together this evening?”




Marie smirked while Denise offered a shy smile. “Oh, we spent quite a bit of time together last spring Isabel too. You have a way of bringing women together,” Marie teased. “Denise and I were just discussing whose room we’d sleep in tonight.”




“Something about the way you said sleep tells me that’s not really the goal, is it?” I asked, raising a brow.




“I told you he was sharp for a man,” Denise said, grinning at Marie.




My cock was already getting hard. “I’ve already promised each of you a trip to Decadence now that we’re back from summer patrols. What do you think about the three of us trying a new place I found called Damona the next weekend?”




The girls exchanged knowing glances and smiled, letting out a soft ooh in unison.




It would be the perfect chance to wear my new suit.




Later, as I walked back to my dorm, I couldn’t stop thinking about the two of them together and what I might be missing out on. I needed to push those thoughts aside, though; I had to teach Botanical Lore in the morning and make sure I’d reviewed the readings for my other classes. The coming weeks would be packed with my lovers, my clients, and my coursework. I couldn’t afford to fall behind.




The academy’s schedule kept us busy: six classes on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, and another six on Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday. Sundays were our only day off, just enough time to catch up if I slipped behind but not by much.





Chapter 4




The last two days of the week were filled with lectures, labs, and more reading assignments. I also spent some time working on the report for Capitaine Paru. Saturday night belonged to Denise, so I met her at Decadence the restaurant and inn we frequented, known for offering a discreet haven to lovers who preferred to keep their meetings private. For both Denise and Marie, secrecy was necessary. Their parents were negotiating marriages with other merchant families, hoping to expand their wealth and influence through new alliances. Neither woman wished to serve in the army for twenty years, nor could they imagine living in poverty with children to feed if they married a man unable to provide for them. So, they accepted their parents’ arrangements, even if their hearts were elsewhere.




As a male mage, I was required to serve the kingdom for twenty years at a meager salary or ten, if I managed to father a child. Unlike most of my classmates, I didn’t come from a wealthy family that could support me, my wife, and four children. My modest pay made things difficult. There was no way I could provide for a wife and child in the city while I was sent off patrolling the back roads or stationed in some distant outpost. I knew my classmates would soon be wed; they were both third-year students, and to escape twenty years of royal service, they needed to be pregnant before the summer solstice.




Neither of them could afford to be seen with a man unescorted by a relative. We always traveled separately, and I used my working name, Masseuse, to make the reservations. I used that name when providing discreet services to women unsatisfied by their husbands and, in a few cases, I helped them conceive. Marie’s cousin, Collette, was one such woman. Her much older husband demanded a child but couldn’t get her pregnant, likely because of his alcoholism; he often passed out before finishing the act.




Collette knew me only as Masseuse and had spoken of me to her cousin in glowing terms after she became pregnant. Marie hadn’t made the connection until our first dinner at Decadence, when I told the maître d’ that the reservation was under Masseuse. The clever girl caught on immediately, and I confessed that I was the one who had helped her cousin.




Denise struggled with the same problem of never being seen with a man. We’d been meeting here since last fall, after I killed the man who had raped her years earlier. What had begun as her early attraction to me had led to a date at a party, where she unexpectedly ran into her rapist again. He’d verbally attacked her, and I reacted by throwing my drink in his face. He challenged me to a duel, which ended when I head-butted him and broke his nose. Not long after, he apparently hired a few thugs to ambush my friends and me during a countryside picnic. I refused to let him strike from the shadows again. So, I tracked him down while he was barhopping, and when I found him alone, taking a piss in an alley, I used my fire magic to incinerate him then my wind magic to scatter his ashes. To most people, he was simply missing. But Denise realized what I had done and demanded I take her to bed that very night.




Tonight promised a long-awaited sense of relief after three months of abstinence. Denise wore the same dress she’d chosen for our first outing together an off-the-shoulder design that showed off her lovely skin and highlighted her small breasts. The dress fell in soft lines, its low waist and subtle side slit adding an effortless allure. When she stepped out of the carriage the slit had opened wide enough to confirm she’d left her panties in her bag along with binding for her breasts. I had no doubt I was going to have my hands busy while we waited for dinner.




We were shown to our usual table, the one with a curved sofa that wrapped around two sides and a curtain at the open end for privacy. Once we were seated and the curtain drawn we turned to each other for a passionate kiss. One hand went behind her neck and the other went to her top which I pulled down below her nipples so I could fondle her breasts without all that pesky fabric in the way. Denise had one hand on my cheek and the other in my crotch stroking my hardening shaft through my pants.




A soft knock at the curtain let us know the wait staff was ready to take our order. I gently adjusted Denise’s dress enough to cover her nipples before calling out, “Come.”




After taking our order the server informed us that our drinks would arrive shortly and dinner would follow in about forty minutes. We agreed, exchanging polite smiles, though beneath the surface, the air between us remained charged with quiet longing. For the next few minutes, we managed a careful semblance of propriety—speaking softly, until our drinks were delivered. That’s not to say we weren’t kissing and caressing.




The space seemed to close in again, filled with unspoken words and the echo of restrained desire. Denise leaned closer, her breath warm against my cheek, and I met her gaze with a smile that said everything neither of us dared to speak aloud. The world outside that curtain no longer mattered; for a while. I undid the buttons on the back of her dress again. and freed her bosom entirely then began mauling her breasts with my hands and suckling her nipples.




At her request I backed off for a moment to let her undo my pants so she could get her hand around my cock and stroke it. She turned toward me, her movements deliberate and calm, her back resting lightly against my chest. One of her legs rested on the seat beside her, the other tucked close. I slipped an arm around her and grabbed a breast, drawing her in. My hand found hers, and together we settled into the quiet rhythm of being near again.

I stroked the leg left bare when the slit in the dress fell away from leg. I pressed a gentle kiss just below her ear, letting my lips trace a slow path along her neck and shoulder. Her breath caught faintly, and I could feel her heartbeat echo against my chest. Neither of us spoke; there was no need. The silence between us was full, soft, heavy with everything we had missed. The warmth of her body against mine, the familiar scent of her skin, and the tender gravity of the moment said more than words could. It wasn’t about urgency anymore; it was about recognition, about finding each other again after too much time apart.




We didn’t talk much as we were just enjoying the sensations of touching one another intimately after being away from each other for so long. The hand on her leg made its way into her crotch. I caressed her pubic mound and slipped a finger in her slit finding her lower lips wet and warm. She groaned as I continued to probe her depths and teased her clitoris by circling it without touching.




Denise whispered softly, “It’s just not the same when you’re not the one touching me there.”




I fingered her a while longer then moved to her clit and stimulated it until she arched her back and groaned loudly. It’s a good thing this place is known for the sound insulation between booths and rooms as Denise can be very loud when she reaches orgasm.




I realized our promised forty minutes were nearly gone. Gently, I helped her adjust her dress and fasten the top buttons, my fingers lingering for a heartbeat longer than they should have. A moment later, a polite knock sounded, and she called out, “Come in.”




Dinner was as perfect as ever. We sat close, feeding each other small bites and exchanging smiles that said more than words could. The evening unfolded easily between us, unhurried, full of quiet laughter and familiarity. When the server returned to ask about dessert, I looked to Denise, but she only shook her head with a knowing smile.




We finished our wine, and hand in hand, made our way to the room where our bags had been taken earlier. The night felt heavy with promise, the kind that lingers softly in the air long after the door closes behind you.




As soon as the room’s door was closed we kicked off our shoes and Denise turned her back to me. She didn’t have to say a word, I knew she wanted me to undo the buttons so she could get out of her dress. As soon as the top two were undone the top of her dress fell to her waist and once I had unbuttoned the six at her waist her marvelous derrière was bare for me to enjoy. I grabbed those moons with both hands and mashed them. Then I let go and removed my shirt while she turned around and helped me get my pants off. Once both of us were nude our arms went around each other and lips locked while we ground our pelvises together. There is nothing in the world like the sensation of a woman’s skin encompassing you.




When we finally pulled apart, breathless and trembling, I looked into her eyes and asked softly what she wanted. A playful smile curved her lips as she whispered, “You already know I’m soaking wet, take me from behind.” Then she bent over and leaned on the seat of the chair by the bed and wiggled her luscious derrière at me.




I rubbed my cock in her slit to lubricate it well and found she hadn’t exaggerated at all, she was dripping. I found her opening and slipped my cock all the way in a single stroke which elicited a satisfied groan from Denise. “Oui, that’s what I’ve wanted for months. Now pump.”




Pump I did, and while I was doing that I pushed a little magic on each stroke just like I had with the girls at the Festival of Giamonios where Isabel had taken me. It was an orgy in the public park in the peasant quarter. We’d fucked all comers for hours.




“Harder, I want to feel you hit bottom.”




My thighs were already slapping hers so I grabbed her hips and started pulling her back toward me on each stroke while nearly pulling out afterward. I could feel myself reaching my tipping point so I started going faster. When Denise groaned louder than before and arched her back I knew she’d had her orgasm and that put the finishing touch on me. I released into her on each of the next four strokes while continuing to pound into her. It was amazing. Her knees were weak after that so I helped her to the bed then climbed in after her.




We stayed close for a while, simply enjoying the quiet and the comfort of each other’s arms. After a moment, Denise’s expression shifted mischievous and familiar.




“Feeling up for a little more adventure?” she teased.




I laughed softly. “When have I ever turned down a challenge from you?”




“Good, lay on your back. I want to be on top.”




I really enjoy watching a woman’s breasts bounce. After watching her for a while, my hands found her nipples, teasing and tweaking with soft intention. Occasionally, I’d lift myself just enough to kiss and suck on her breasts savoring the taste and warmth of her before letting her resume the rhythm. Slowly, my fingers traced lower, finding her most sensitive spot, and I stroked her clit delicately as she rode me with increasing fire.

I was closing in on my climax and reached for her hips, hoping to pull her down harder and faster. But she swatted my hands away playfully. “Did I ever grab your hips when I wanted you to go harder?”




“Non,” I replied.




“Then why not do what I did and just ask?” she teased.




“Denise, will you please go faster and drop all the way down?” I said with a smirk.




She smiled and willingly moved with me as our bodies found rhythm together. It wasn’t long before we both reached the heights of pleasure for the second time since entering the room. When we finally stilled, Denise simply relaxed atop me. I held her close, my hands tracing gentle caresses along her back and derrière, drawing comfort from the soft strands of her hair brushing against my face as I nestled into her neck.




After catching her breath, Denise whispered, “You’re doing something different now. With every movement, I feel a warmth flow through me that enhances the sensations. I’ve always treasured our lovemaking but now it feels like we’ve reached a whole new level.”




“Hmm, it’s something that came to me late last spring,” I said, “and being here with you tonight, feeling that raw desire between us, made me want to try it with you. I’m glad you liked it—I’ll keep doing it.”




“Oh, definitely. I wasn’t exaggerating. After that, I don’t know if any other man could satisfy me.”




“I aim to please. Ready for another round?”




“You’d better believe it. You’re on top this time, with my legs draped over your shoulders.”




Whenever we felt sore, I used my healing magic to ease the discomfort, which let us spend hours exploring new positions and satiating our lust. We fell asleep entwined in the early morning hours and woke mid-morning to continue for another hour until hunger pulled us away. After checking out, we enjoyed a leisurely lunch and then relaxed in the tavern for hours before returning to the academy in separate carriages about thirty minutes apart.




That night, I finally wrote letters to those who had cared for me in my childhood village. One to the Chef de Village, who also owned the inn, and another to the woman we all called grand-mère. I expressed my deep gratitude for their kindness; as an orphan, there would have been no one to care for me as a child had they not taken me in. Eleven-year-olds left to fend for themselves rarely survive. I owed them my thanks.





Chapter 5




In the middle of the second week, I walked into the dining hall just as a loud argument erupted between a young woman and a young man in typical student uniform. The woman’s attire caught my eye immediately though it was clearly a uniform, it was unlike ours. Instead of our academy’s grey with blue piping, hers was a vibrant orange, marking it as belonging to somewhere else entirely. She spoke French with an accent I couldn’t place and seemed to struggle with the language, while the young man was fluent. Neither of them looked familiar, so I assumed they were likely first-year students.




I wouldn’t have paid them much mind, except then the young woman began speaking in a language I hadn’t heard in over a year. It was what I always thought of as grand-mère’s secret language the one she used in her shop when we discussed herbs, alchemy, and math. No one else in the village knew it, nor where she had learned it. As a child, I believed she had made it up just for us. But after last year’s lessons with Mage Coquin, who explained that mages often used languages, mathematics, and music to deepen their magical potential I realized what the old woman had been doing all those years. Now I could learn the language’s origin, so I stepped closer and asked if she’d like my assistance translating.




Her whole face lit up when she heard me speak her tongue, rattling off several sentences so quickly I couldn’t catch it all, but I got the gist. She wanted to know how I got here and why I was wearing a French uniform. I told her, “I am Jacques du Pont. I live here, and I am French.”




I turned to the attractive blonde. “And what is your name?”




“I’m Eva Moeck.” Then I noticed another woman in the same orange uniform seated beside her, but introductions would have to wait. “Yes, please translate for me.”




“I’ll do my best,” I said.




Eva spat out, “Klootzak rot op!” which I translated as, “Go away, Scrotum!”




The young man was affronted by the insult. “You liked my scrotum just fine when we were traveling,” he snapped.




“She’s calling you a scrotum, not talking about yours,” I replied.




“Look, you little whore, you and your parents are here by the sufferance of the king to beg for an alliance. I want you in my bed tonight, and you’re going to be there!”




“Jij bent lomperd,” she shot back. I told him, “You are boorish.” 

“You’re not even a man—with such a tiny thing,” I sneered in French, loud enough for all the students to hear. “Are you sure that’s not but a small mushroom in your britches?”




The boy’s face flushed red with fury. “How dare you speak to me so, peasant? Do you know who my father is? He’ll see that you’re beaten and cast out from the academy.”




Until then, I had found the quarrel somewhat amusing, and remained curious of the girl’s origins. But his haughty threat stoked my ire.




“It matters not to me who your father is,” I shot back. “What matters is who you are. If you must call on your father’s name, it means you have wrought no deeds of your own. Tell me—do you know who I am?”




“Likely the son of a Dutch whore,” he spat.




My mother died before I turned two, and though I never knew her, I would not suffer his casual disrespect for her.




I said, steadying my gaze upon him. “You are boorish, and no gentleman.”




I roared, my voice echoing through the hall. “Ask any second- or third-year at the academy who I am, and they will tell you I am the mage who saved the city when it burned last spring. Many know I am the mage who felled five attackers and healed a classmate pierced by a crossbow bolt to the chest. Some remember that I slew more than a dozen bandits when the caravan my unit was guarding came under attack just weeks ago. But you—what have you done, boy?”




The entire dining hall had fallen silent. The boy had no words left and glanced around for support, but his companions remained mute.




Then Denise, Marie, Thierry, Marion, and even Genevote began clapping. Moments later, applause and cheers swept through the hall. The boy stomped out, followed closely by his two friends.




I suspected I had earned another powerful enemy, but I cared little. Instead, my curiosity about the two lovely ladies grew.




In Eva’s tongue I said, “Ladies, if you please, may I fetch my lunch and return to your company?”




“Of course,” Eva replied warmly.




When I returned, Eva asked, “Are you truly French? Your accent sounds more like you hail from Amsterdam.”




“I am truly French,” I said. “I’ve never been abroad. As far as I know, I was born a few days’ travel south of here.”




“Well, whoever taught you Dutch did a fine job.”




“The village herbalist where I grew up taught me the language, though she never said it was Dutch. If you hadn’t told me, I wouldn’t have known. You’re the only one I’ve only ever heard speak it other than her,” I said. “Pardon me, but won’t you introduce me to your friend?” I gestured to the woman sitting beside her, who listened intently.




Eva smiled. “I’m sorry, Delia, that was rude. I got so angry I forgot you were here. Jacques, this is Radelia Yelyra.”




“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Radelia.” Truly, it was. Radelia was breathtaking—long blond hair flowing to her slender waist, unbelievably large breasts, a heart-shaped face with brilliant blue eyes, and lips the color of carmine.




“You may call me Delia, Eva shortens my name all the time; she can’t help herself, just like the rest of you humans,” she said, her voice musical.




I was taken aback by her reference to Eva and me as humans, suggesting she was not. In the village, such tales of other races were dismissed as guard stories and wagon driver entertainment; no one believed them. I had to ask, “Delia, if you are not human, then what are you?”




“I’m an elf, of course,” she said.




I thought my jaw might hit the table. She was indeed a beauty, her voice as lovely as a song. Yet the idea that the old stories were true was utterly astounding.




“Oh, calm down we don’t bite,” she teased.




“Mon dieu! I didn’t think you’d bite me, but I was told tales of elves and other magical beings were merely stories for children, make-believe.”




“Ah, yes. We rarely leave our lands, so few have ever met an elf. I can understand why most humans would doubt our existence.”




“I appreciate your understanding of my surprise, Delia, and that you didn’t take offense. What brings you two to Reims, and to the Académie de Magie in particular?”




Eva replied, “We’re here to learn how to use our magic, of course.”




“I understand that,” I said, “but I imagine you could learn just as well in the Netherlands. Surely there’s an academy there comparable to this one.”




“Indeed. My father is the ambassador to your king. He offered to bring us with him so we could experience life in another country, learn a new language, and appreciate a different culture.”




“Then, welcome to France and to the academy. I hope you enjoy your stay. What year are you in? We have three levels: first, second, and third.”




“We’re in the first year. I turned eighteen over the summer, so I would have been a first-year student in Amsterdam as well.”




“And you, Delia?”




“I’m taking first-year classes too.”




“That explains why I haven’t seen you in class; I’m taking mostly second-year courses,” I said.




“Only second-year? From the feats you described, I expected you to be at least a third-year student — if not an instructor — though you look too young for that.”




“Ha! Actually, I am an instructor. I teach a first-year course in Botanical Lore.”




“Oh my! This is only our second day here. We were delayed by bad weather during our travels. We have Botanical Lore later today — will you be our instructor?”




“No, my next class is tomorrow morning.”




“Ladies, I must bid you adieux. I have to get to my next class, and you probably should as well. I look forward to seeing you again soon.”




In dance class, I struggled to keep my focus on my footwork. Meeting an elf and realizing they were real had been a lot to process. By the time I reached my Healing class, my mind had finally settled enough to give the lecture my full attention. When class ended, I stopped Mage Lesnier to ask about burn scars and healing. I was thinking of Emmelote, a girl I had taught over the summer, who bore scars from the fire that had killed her family marking one side of her face, her torso, and her arm. Mage Lesnier explained that healing old scars was difficult and rarely attempted for cosmetic reasons. The older the scars, the harder they were to heal; after several years, it became nearly impossible. Then she looked at me and said, “Of course, with your power, you could probably manage it. You’d just need to learn how. We still have several patients from the fire last spring that you could work with if you want to develop the skill.”




“Oui, I would like that very much. I met a young girl over the summer who lost her family, home, and livelihood in a fire. She has scars on her face, arm, and, I believe, along her side as well. I helped her find a job, but I can’t help wishing I could have healed her.”




“Jacques, you have a kind heart. Just remember, you can’t fix everything. Do what you can, and be thankful for that. I imagine that young girl is grateful you looked out for her she likely expects nothing more from you.”




“I know. I just felt like I could understand her struggle one orphan to another. I wanted to give her the chance to live a happy life, just as I was given mine.”




“Well, as I said, you’re welcome to help at the infirmary. Talk to me after our next class, and I’ll let you know when I can work with you on scar treatment.”




“Thank you, Mage Lesnier.”





Chapter 6




Denise, Marie, and I had begun meeting for breakfast in the dining hall regularly—something I genuinely enjoyed, as it made me feel closer to both of them. I’d been trying to open up more about my life beyond the academy, since I’d always kept that part of myself private. Marie had already figured out that I was her cousin’s paid lover, and I decided it was time to let Denise in on the secret too.




One morning, when we had extra time before our first classes, we took a walk and found a quiet spot. There, I told them how my friend Nicole had come across a copy of L’Amour de Dame Trudeau when I was fourteen, and how the two of us had been curious enough to enact the various sex acts described in it. Then I told them how we had turned my healing massages and the skills at pleasuring a woman into a discreet way to earn money which I was still doing.




Marie, who had met Nicole before, laughed and said with a grin, “I’ll have to thank Nicole for developing your talents the next time I see her.”




Denise smiled, leaned in to kiss me gently, and said, “Thank you for sharing that with us. I know that wasn’t easy.”




By then, our time had run out. I told them there was more to the story but it would have to wait for another day.




I arrived early for my Botanical Lore lecture. As I watched students file in, I noticed that the boy who had threatened me yesterday was among them was a new addition to the class. My muscles tensed, not from fear of him or his father, but from the certainty that his presence would only deepen our mutual dislike.




It struck me that I still didn’t know his real name. In my mind, I’d been calling him Scrotum, the unflattering nickname Eva had given him. I decided it was best not to think of him that way in class though, admittedly, the temptation lingered.




Pushing the thought aside, I waited for the bell to ring, then closed and locked the door before beginning my lecture as usual. Every so often, I caught a glimpse of him in the crowd, but I ignored him and kept my attention fixed on the lesson.




When I finished explaining how to identify the various species of arnica especially the mountain variety, one of France’s most valuable medicinal crops I opened the floor for questions.




Of course, the only raised hand belonged to Scrotum. I gestured toward him and said evenly, “Oui. Please state your name and question.”




“My name is Adam Pellerin,” he declared, puffing out his chest as if to make sure everyone noticed. A smug smile crept across his face as he glanced around the room, clearly waiting for applause. “Since mountain arnica is such a common medicinal herb, why must we learn to identify it? We could simply buy it at the market.”




“Monsieur Pellerin,” I replied evenly, “you may not realize this, but a market isn’t always within reach when a healer or alchemist needs mountain arnica. At times, you’ll have to gather it yourself. Merchants who sell it aren’t always as knowledgeable or as honest—as they claim, so it’s essential that you can verify what you’re buying. Otherwise, you risk wasting both time and resources on an herb with no medicinal value.




When we students are assigned our summer patrol routes, we often spend three months in the countryside, far from the markets and conveniences of a city like Reims. It’s best to know how to identify and assess the quality of what you find rather than rely on the word of an unfamiliar merchant. Does that answer your question?”




“Ha! No mage worth the name would ever be assigned to such a small, backward community. If you were, that says quite a lot about you.”




I was tempted to argue but suppressed the impulse. I had a class to teach. Instead, I replied evenly, “You’re welcome to your opinion. For anyone who wishes to know better, I suggest speaking with the second- and third-year students about where they’ve been assigned and what their experiences were. Since it appears all questions have been answered, we’ll move on to the next herb.” I continued the lesson, reviewing several more herbs using the large illustrations Mage Dorget had provided to highlight their identifying details. The class ended without further disruption from Pellerin.




Once Military Tactics class ended, I made my way to Mage Dorget’s lab, where I was assisting with his research. Before I could begin, he looked up from his work and said, “I’ve received a complaint about your behavior toward a student in your Botanical Lore class.” I wasn’t surprised only disappointed. It figured that Pellerin, whom I privately referred to as Scrotum, would find a way to stir up trouble. Mage Dorget continued, “Please meet me here after your last class today so we can discuss it. For now, prepare fifty more samples like the ones you made last time. I’ve had an inspiration I want to test.”




I pushed the matter out of my mind and focused on the work. By the time I’d finished the fifty vials, the frustration simmering beneath the surface had built up. I carried it with me to Fitness class, where I took it out on the track and during every exercise. No one managed to keep pace with me, and by the end, I was thoroughly spent. After cleaning up, I returned to Mage Dorget’s lab for the meeting. He asked me to describe exactly what had happened with Monsieur Pellerin, which I did in detail. When I finished, he nodded. “That matches what I heard from several other students I spoke to,” he said. “Consider yourself disciplined you’re free to go.”




“Wait did you say I was disciplined?”




“Yes, the chancelier instructed me to investigate the complaint and discipline you as appropriate. I’ve done exactly that and can now report to him honestly.”




“You still haven’t told me how I’ve been disciplined.”




“No action was necessary, so you’ve been disciplined appropriately by not being punished. Is that clear enough for you?”




“Ah, so you and Mage Le Borgne are playing word games. I imagine Monsieur Pellerin is the son of someone who thinks rather highly of himself and must be handled delicately. Am I close?”




“Indeed. Pellerin’s father is the King’s diplomatic adviser. He recently returned from the Netherlands with their ambassador and part of his family. If the rumors are true, you’ve already met his daughter and her friend.”




“I suppose that would be Eva Moeck and Radelia Yelyra. They seem pleasant enough. Did you know Radelia is an elf?”




“Of course.”




“Why am I the only one surprised that elves aren’t just fairy tales?”




“Perhaps because you’ve spent your life in that rock you insist on calling a village.”




“I suppose I can’t argue with that. Thank you for your time, Mage Dorget.”




I was tired of feeling embarrassed by my ignorance, so I decided it was time to educate myself about other races. That evening, I went to the library and asked the librarian to direct me to information about races such as elves. The old gentleman’s expression remained unreadable, which spared me from feeling too foolish, and he led me to a shelf lined with a dozen books. “You’ll find everything you’re looking for right there,” he said.




I flipped through several volumes before finding one that summarized all the known races. To ensure I wasn’t being misled, I turned first to the section on elves. The description matched closely with what I already knew of Delia the most noticeable difference between elves and humans being their pointed ears.




The book explained that a dozen or more elven clans were scattered across remote corners of the continent, including the northeastern region of the Netherlands. They were celebrated for their art particularly their wooden carvings and for their hauntingly beautiful voices and songs. Elves were also renowned for their mastery of herbalism and alchemy.




I discovered that dwarves were said to inhabit the mountains of Norway, Sweden, and the Alps north of Italy. Famous for their mining expertise, they produced some of the world’s most dazzling gems and were master metallurgists, crafting alloys unmatched anywhere else. The book also noted that gnomes often lived near dwarven settlements, trading extensively with them and using the metals they obtained to create ingenious mechanical devices.




I read that Orcs were fierce warriors who preferred solitude and rarely engaged in trade. They lived deep within the jungles of Africa and, according to some accounts, in parts of the New World as well. I took the latter claim with skepticism, since the only source was the Italian fool Columbus, who sailed for Spain and was notorious for exaggeration in service of imperial ambitions.




Feeling satisfied with my newfound knowledge about the other races of the world, I finally gave in to the rumbling of my stomach and went to get dinner.




On Thursday night, I had dinner with Robin’s family. Some time ago, I had stepped in when Robin came to me in desperation—his sister, Margot, was being threatened by a man named Monsieur Niquart. The thug had warned that if their mother, Madame Erard, didn’t pay higher fees for the so-called protection offered by his boss, Monsieur Quignon, he would take Margot and force her into prostitution. When I looked into the matter, I discovered that the extortion wasn’t Quignon’s doing at all. Niquart had been conspiring with a man named Monsieur Dor, who ran a brothel that enslaved women, hoping to seize control of Quignon’s protection racket. I informed Quignon of the scheme, and he dealt with Niquart swiftly. He then visited Madame Erard himself, apologized, and even reduced her protection fee to make amends. Margot had taken an immediate liking to me after that. Out of gratitude, she offered herself to me but I couldn’t accept. She was only sixteen, and if word ever spread, her reputation would be ruined. It was the same situation I’d faced with Marie and Denise. Still, I wanted to do something kind for her, so when I was later honored for helping extinguish the fire that devastated the city last spring, I invited her to attend the dinners with the Duke and the Trésorier.




When I arrived, Margot opened the door before I could even knock. She let out a delighted squeal, kissed me on the cheek, then grabbed my hand and pulled me inside. Margot was utterly charming, and I realized how much I truly enjoyed her company. It broke my heart that I had to keep my distance from her.




I greeted Madame Erard and handed her the bottle of wine I’d picked up on my way over. A moment later, Robin entered the living room and shook my hand.




“Thank you for inviting me,” I said.




“My friend, you’re always welcome in this house,” he replied warmly, and Madame Erard nodded in agreement.




We chatted for a few minutes before Margot called from the kitchen, “It’s ready, everyone! Take your seats at the table.”




We all complied, and soon Margot appeared carrying a beautifully baked hen with stuffing, followed by several other dishes that filled the room with the most inviting aroma.




As we ate, Robin asked me to tell them about the fire. It had come dangerously close to their home before I managed to get it under control, and they were grateful that I’d saved both their house and business. I gave them a brief account, explaining how fire mages like me had been assigned in pairs to extinguish individual buildings. After a couple of hours, though, I realized the flames were spreading faster than we could contain them. Our efforts had saved lives pulling people from burning structures but more buildings were catching fire than when we started. I knew I had to try something different. I searched for the tallest building nearby and climbed up to find a clear view of the Canal de la Marne, which lay on the far side of the blaze. From the roof, I had to scramble onto a chimney to catch a glimpse of the water. Once I did, I channeled the heat from the burning buildings into the canal. After several exhausting hours, the fire was nearly out but I lost consciousness, still clinging to the chimney. Robin jumped in to finish the story, explaining that someone had spotted me hanging halfway off the chimney and called the gendarme. When they brought me down and saw my academy uniform, they rushed me to the infirmary, where I eventually woke to find Robin sitting in a chair across the room.




Later, when I’d finished my dinner, I said, “That was a truly fine meal.” I’d been looking at Madame Erard when I said it, but she smiled and replied, “Margot is the cook, I burn toast.”




“She really does,” Robin added, earning himself a playful swat from his mother.




“Margot, I hadn’t realized you were such a talented cook,” I said.




“There are many things you don’t know about me,” she replied with a sly smile.




Madame Erard stood and said, “I know it’s early for you young people, but I have to be up before the sun. I’m going to bed. You’re welcome to stay up as long as you like — just keep the noise down, please.” With that, she disappeared down the hall.




“How about I help with the dishes? Robin can dry,” I offered.




“Non, we’ll let them soak and take care of it tomorrow,” Margot replied.




“I insist. I can’t, in good conscience, leave all the work to you after the effort you put into such a fine meal.”




Margot smiled warmly, a faint blush on her cheeks.




With the three of us pitching in, the kitchen was spotless in no time. When we returned to the living room, I chose the armchair, thinking Margot would sit with her brother on the couch but instead, she settled into my lap with deliberate grace. “Jacques,” she said softly, “I can be a good wife. There’s no man I’ll ever meet who could hold a candle to you. You’re caring, thoughtful, handsome, and strong. No woman could ask for more.” As she spoke, I noticed she’d subtly adjusted her blouse, showing more cleavage than she had while her mother was present.




“Margot, you’re certainly attractive, and you really can cook wonderfully. I’m sure you’ll make a wonderful wife for whoever you choose to marry. But I don’t see how I could give you the life you deserve on a mage’s salary while serving the kingdom. Most mages have family support or marry into wealth  I have virtually nothing to offer you.”




“Silly,” she said with a smile, “you don’t have to take care of me. I have a job with my mother, and she’s not about to throw me out if I marry you.”




“Robin, a little help here?” I pleaded.




Robin only shrugged, laughing softly. “Oh non, Margot’s made up her mind. She’s talked to my mother and me about this for months. Only you can change it.”




“Margot,” I said gently, “before we make any decisions we can’t undo, why don’t we take some time to get to know each other better? Let me take you to dinner a few times, and we’ll see if you still feel the same way.”




Before I could say anything more, she threw her arms around and gave me a fierce hug that shoved my face into her chest, then kissed me just as enthusiastically. I gave in and held her close to me. She had a lithe body that felt really nice and her perfume was intoxicating. The ongoing close up view of her cleavage was an added bonus. She had perky breasts each just big enough to fill a hand. All of that combined to give me an erection that poked her. I’m sure she felt it because she kept wiggling her derrière and smiling impishly.




I wasn’t about to let her have all the fun. I slipped an arm beneath her legs and turned her so she sat with her back against my chest. My cock nestled comfortably between her marvelous moons. It was quite a thrill when she wiggled. The view over her shoulder and down her cleavage was quite nice too. I caught a glimpse of her soft smile and the graceful curve of her neck.




“Now that we’re comfortable,” I murmured, “I have another story to tell you. After I dealt with Monsieur Niquart, I decided to find out what he’d been involved in. I went back to the brothel where he had planned to sell you. What I found there was intolerable—the man running it was keeping the women trapped through violence and drugs, taking every coin they earned. I couldn’t let that stand, so I drove him and his men out of town, just as I did those who attacked me and my friends at the picnic.”




Robin understood immediately and said quietly to Margot, “He turned them to ash.”




“Oh, mon dieu,” Margot whispered, pressing my arms tighter around her. “They deserved nothing less.” She leaned back and kissed my cheek softly. “If you would do that for women you don’t even know, I have no doubt you’ll always protect me.”




I kissed her neck and held her a little closer. There was something about Margot that stirred me deeply: her strength, her tenderness, the quiet courage behind her eyes. For a moment, I found myself thinking that maybe she was the one I could truly marry. We talked for another hour before I finally left, needing to rest before class the next day.





Chapter 7




Then Saturday arrived, and after my final class—Advanced Spellcraft I was finally free to meet Marie at Decadence. I hurried back to my dorm, took a quick shower, and changed into the new suit I’d picked up earlier that week. The deep blue fabric made me feel confident, almost dashing. I reached the restaurant just in time to see Marie’s carriage pull up. I stepped forward to help her down, and for a moment, everything else faded. The petite brunette looked as delicious as ever with dual slits in her dress up to her hip bones so that both legs showed and made it unlikely she was wearing panties. I almost reached in and grabbed her twin moons. The top of her dress was a single triangular panel with the top point attached to a sort of strap around her neck and the two lower corners making a line just below her nipples and tied with a thin strap around her back. There were also two thin straps from the lower corners attaching to the waist of her dress. Her breasts showed on the sides and bottom and her nipples poked the thin fabric. “Always the temptress,” I said and kissed her pillow like lips, she responded with her tongue dancing in my mouth.




When we stepped back from each other she said, “You look rather striking yourself in that new suit,” she said, her voice playful. “I might have my desert first,” as she reached for my cock.




I led her to the door and opened it for her. Knowing that she likely had a toy stuck between her generous moons in preparation for our adventures in bed I slid my free hand down the back of her dress and found the hard end of the toy then I pushed on it little and was rewarded with a squeak. Marie turned to me and whispered, “Not so fast, naughty boy I expect proper attention from your tongue before you earn your reward.”




When I told the maître d’ that I had a reservation for Masseuse, Marie giggled. The first time I had taken her to Decadence, I had used that same name. She instantly recognized it as the pseudonym of the man her cousin Collette had once hired to get her pregnant and save her marriage. Ever since, she had never missed a chance to tease me about it.




Once we were seated, the atmosphere shifted. Candlelight reflected off the crimson drapes, casting everything in a warm glow. I took her hand, kissed her knuckles, and let my thumb trace gentle circles on her skin. We lingered over our conversation, sharing quiet laughter while I caressed the inside of her thigh until the curtain to our private booth was drawn.




When it finally closed I reached to her neck and untied the strap there letting the triangular panel at the front of her dress drop, exposing her marvelous breasts. I finished releasing her breasts by untying the knot holding the bottom of the triangle in place. Marie turned to me with a smile that spoke volumes. She brushed her fingers through my hair, her touch both tender and commanding as she pulled my face into those twin soft pillows. “A little appetizer before dinner,” she murmured. The warmth of her tone made it clear the evening was only beginning.




Had there been any more room in that booth, I’d have taken her right then and there.

When I finally came up for air, Marie took charge she unbuckled my belt, opened my trousers, and freed my rock-hard cock. She wrapped her fingers around it, licked her lips with a wicked grin, and sank down to take me into her warm mouth.




She teased the tip like it was her favorite hard candy, swirling her tongue slowly at first, then with hungry insistence. I ran my hands over her bare back, tracing the curve of her spine as she bobbed deeper, faster. After a minute or two of pure bliss, I warned her through gritted teeth: “Keep that up and I’m gonna come in your mouth. “That only spurred her on. She picked up the pace, sucking harder, stroking the tip with quick flicks of her tongue until I couldn’t hold back. I exploded, shooting thick ropes straight down her throat. I felt her swallow every drop while her hand kept pumping me gently. Another swallow, another soft moan from her lips. Then she rose, eyes gleaming, and crushed her mouth to mine in a deep, filthy kiss that tasted like both of us.




I slipped an arm around her to draw her close while my other hand found her thigh then caressed it, slowly moving toward her sex. I could feel the moist heat coming from it. After inserting a finger between the lips I started stroking in and out then moved to her clitoris and started swirling my finger around it but not on it. I kept teasing it like that until she started to wiggle trying to get me to touch it and stimulate it. I took the hint and did so. When we disengaged from the kiss I started butterfly kisses down her neck to her lovely breasts and started licking the nipples and sucking on them. After a few more strokes on her clit Marie’s back arched and she shuddered.




The world outside the booth ceased to exist; there was only the rhythm of our hearts and the whisper of her name on my lips. When she finally leaned back, her eyes met mine warm, vulnerable, and full of something deeper than desire. She smiled faintly, and for a moment, it felt as if everything else faded away.




Our forty-minute wait for dinner was nearly over, so I retied the neck of her dress but left the lower strap dangling loose around her back. I straightened my pants, buckled my belt, and tried to look innocent. As if we could keep our hands off each other.




The moment the plates arrived, we slipped into something resembling good behavior just long enough to enjoy the food while it was still hot. Conversation drifted from one harmless topic to the next, nothing heavy, nothing that mattered. We stole bites from each other’s forks, tasting every dish like it was part of the same secret.




After we’d eaten our fill, we slipped out of the booth and headed for our room. I couldn’t take my eyes off Marie’s breasts soft, full, and swaying teasingly beneath the thin fabric of her dress as she scooted around the table. I was already counting the seconds until we reached the stairs, knowing they’d bounce with every step. I love the little things in life.




At the door, I fumbled with the key. Marie pressed against my back, arms snaking around my waist, fingers boldly cupping my cock through my trousers. The second the lock clicked, I spun around, scooped her up like she weighed nothing, and kicked the door shut behind us. Carrying her in a princess hold, I crossed the room in three strides and laid her gently on the bed, her legs dangling over the edge.




I dropped to my knees, gathered the front of her dress, and pushed it up to her waist. No panties—just smooth, glistening skin. I buried my face between her thighs, tongue sliding along her slick folds, tasting her sweetness. Marie sighed, threading her fingers through my hair, then draped her legs over my shoulders, ankles locking loosely behind my neck to keep herself wide open for me. I plunged deeper, lapping hungrily as her gasps turned to breathy moans. It didn’t take long. Her hips bucked, back arching off the mattress as she came hard, grinding my face into her heat. The earthy, intoxicating scent of her release flooded my senses and made my cock throb painfully. When the tremors faded, she melted back into the sheets, chest rising and falling in soft waves. I stood, stripped quickly, then reached for the bow at her neck. One tug and the top fell away. I untied the side knots at her waist, peeled the dress from her body, and tossed it aside. Naked at last, both of us.




I rolled her onto her stomach and traced lazy circles around the plug nestled in her derrière our favorite little secret. We never crossed the final line; Marie guarded her virginity fiercely for the marriage her family expected into another merchant dynasty. I respected that boundary completely. What we shared was more than enough raw, electric, and ours alone.




“Mon dieu, stop teasing me and grab the oil for that enormous thing you call a cock I need you inside me now.”




“But I love teasing you,” I murmured, rummaging through her purse for the vial of oil. “It drives you absolutely wild.”




I applied a light coating of lube to my cock, then wiped my hand on a rag. I eased the toy from her and slid my cock into her open sphincter until I hit a tight spot. I stroked in and out gently until the muscle relaxed, then pushed deeper repeating the process until her cheeks pressed flush against my hips. Marie squirmed beneath me as I began thrusting, pulling out to the tip before sinking back in, pulsing a little magic with every stroke. It didn’t take long for her to push up off the bed, meeting my thrusts with her own. Our thighs slapped together in rhythm, the sound echoing through the room. I was teetering on the edge when she gasped, “Harder. Faster.” Exactly what I needed to hear. I held out just long enough until her back arched and she cried out then buried myself deep and unleashed, flooding her colon with hot pulses. I kept moving through the aftershocks until I softened inside her. I grabbed the rag again, catching the warm trickle of cum leaking down her thigh. After cleaning her up, I washed my hands and returned to find Marie sprawled on her back, glowing. She turned her head, eyes heavy-lidded, and gave me that slow, satisfied smile that said everything.




As I slipped in beside her, she murmured, “You’re doing something different tonight. I felt a pulse of warmth ripple through me with every stroke it heightened the pleasure so much. I can’t wait to do it again.”




“Just a little trick I picked up to make it even better for you. Glad you liked it.”




“I’ve become addicted to your cock,” Marie teased with a smirk, “and maybe to you too… but definitely your cock.”




“Then it’s a good thing it’s attached to me you can’t have one without the other.”




“Oui,” she whispered, tracing lazy circles across my chest, “I don’t think it would work half as well detached from this marvelous body of yours.”




“Come here, beautiful. I want to feel every inch of your body against mine,” I murmured, pulling her on top of me. The weight of her soft breasts pressed deliciously against my chest as I traced slow circles down her back and over the curve of her derrière. We kissed long, deep, hungry until she pulled back just enough to meet my eyes. Her brunette hair fell like a silken curtain around us, framing her flushed face.




“Are you ready for round two?” she whispered, lips brushing mine.




I grinned. “Put a little oil on it, and I’ll be more than ready.”




Marie leaned over to the nightstand and snatched the vial of oil, then slid back onto her knees. She inched backward, reaching between her legs to grasp my mostly erect cock. With a quick dab of oil, she stroked it a few times coating it slick and teasing it to full hardness. She wiggled into perfect position, lined me up with her now-partially open sphincter, and sank down in one smooth, deliberate drop. A deep, satisfied “Ahhh” escaped her lips as she took me all at once.




It was pure fun watching Marie’s large breasts bounce wildly as she bobbed on her knees. The ever-changing expressions on her face were downright entertaining, too. I savored every second of the show as she rode herself to climax on my cock. Holding back was torture while I watched her unravel, and when her breathing turned shallow and frantic, I couldn’t resist I started thrusting up to meet her, our bodies slapping together with every pulse of her magic. When her back arched again and those gorgeous breasts thrust toward me, that was it: I exploded, shooting another hot load deep inside her. She screamed loud enough to rival Denise. Usually, Marie stayed quiet through her orgasms, but not that time.




Marie collapsed onto my chest, her body limp and glowing with satisfaction. I stroked her hair gently and traced lazy circles along her back while she nuzzled into my neck, planting soft kisses just behind my ear. “Send me some of that healing magic,” she whispered, her breath hot against my skin, “so we can go again.”




I channeled the warmth into her, expecting another slow ride but she surprised me. With a wicked grin, she spun around and straddled my face, lowering herself onto my waiting tongue. I gripped her hips, tasting her deeply, then reached around one thigh and eased my middle finger into her tight sphincter, stroking in and out in time with my licks. Marie’s moans vibrated through her whole body, urging me on.




We lost track of time, tangled in sweat and pleasure for hours. Every two or three rounds, I’d flood her with healing energy, erasing every ache so we could dive back in harder, deeper. When exhaustion finally claimed us, we collapsed entwined, limbs heavy, hearts racing in sync.




Sometime in the soft morning light, Marie stirred. She slid down the bed with a mischievous glint in her eye, wrapped her warm mouth around me, and started bobbing slow, deliberate, relentless until I was rock-hard and gasping awake. For a hazy second, I thought I was still dreaming.




When she saw I was awake, she slid back up my body, kissed me deeply, and eased herself onto me again this time taking me into her tight derrière with a slow, deliberate roll of her hips.




Eventually, we dragged ourselves out of bed, checked out of the room, and grabbed lunch downstairs.




I could never get enough of that woman. But tomorrow morning we’d both be back at the academy, and I still had to finish prepping my Botanical Lore lecture.





Chapter 8




Every morning, I continued sharing breakfast with my lovers, opening up a bit more about my adventures since arriving in the city. For instance, I told them about the night I stumbled upon two men raping a woman in a dark alley. Without hesitation, I unleashed my fire magic and made their heads explode. I'd just come from an assignation with a client and didn't want to draw attention to myself in that part of town, so I stayed anonymous. I alerted the gendarme to help the woman but slipped away before he could get a proper look at me.




Marie already knew, but I told them both about my agreement to help Collette save her marriage by getting her pregnant and that our child had been born. Then I dropped the next bombshell: I was scheduled to do the same with her again this fall, plus two other women.




Marie raised an eyebrow.




Denise took a deep breath. “I understand why you’re doing it,” she said, “and I really appreciate you being so open. I’m just… still reeling from the surprise.”




“If it helps, I truly care about Collette and the other two women I’ve known for over three years now. Collette doesn’t know my real identity, but the other two do. They’ve trusted me with their deepest secrets, and I consider them genuine friends.




I hope this doesn’t make you rethink what we have. I care about both of you more than you know. By being completely open about who I am and what I do, I’m only trying to build something stronger between us.”




Marie spoke first, her voice soft but steady. “Speaking for myself, it doesn’t bother me at all. The fact that you were brave enough to tell us both says everything I need to know about you and it’s all good. I’ve never felt closer to you than I do right now. And that’s saying something, because you already make me feel so incredibly special every time we’re together… not just in bed.”

Denise spoke next, her voice trembling with emotion. “It’s not what you’ve been doing that shocks me it’s that you felt you had to hide it from everyone. Of course, I’m hardly one to judge. I’ve been sneaking around with you for nearly a year now.” She let out a soft, self-deprecating laugh. “I thought Marie and I were the only ones keeping secrets… not you, too.” he paused, her eyes glistening. “I don’t have a single concern about what you’ve done. Like Marie, I’m deeply honored that you’ve trusted me with your most closely guarded truth. I’ve suspected I was in love with you for a long time. Now I know I was right and that you feel the same about me.”




Tears spilled down her cheeks. I wanted nothing more than to pull her close, but we were still in view of the others, even at a distance. So I simply said, my voice thick, “I love you both.” Marie slipped an arm around Denise’s waist and drew her into a gentle side hug. “This one’s for Jacques,” she whispered with a playful grin. Denise burst into a watery giggle.




I had to cut our conversation short and said, “We should get to class. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”




Adam Pellerin, better known as Scrotum, kept antagonizing me during Botanical Lore. I ignored him when possible and gently reprimanded him whenever he disrupted the lesson.,




Twice a week, I visited the infirmary to treat victims of last spring’s fire who were still suffering from burn scars. The work was painstaking, and I quickly realized that understanding the underlying issues and learning how to help the flesh regenerate properly would take much longer than I’d hoped. I made the most of every opportunity to consult with Madam Martin and Mage Dorget, gathering valuable insights, though none offered a shortcut to success.




One approach Madam Martin suggested was to take a piece of healthy tissue from a patient and attempt to grow it on an alchemically enhanced medium designed to supply the necessary energy. When I discussed the idea with Mage Lesnier, she offered several animals for the initial tests.




I spent weeks developing detailed procedures and outlining the necessary materials and lab space. I also established clear criteria for evaluating the results. Eventually, I set the project aside, I simply didn’t have the time to commit to it while managing everything else. Just as I had neglected to study the problem with Isabel’s eyes, the condition that would one day take her sight I found myself unable to give this work the attention it deserved. There was so much I wanted to accomplish, yet I realized that what I needed most was a firm foundation. So, I deliberately set both concerns aside and concentrated on my studies. At the same time, I began developing the resources I would need to achieve my goals: restoring Isabel’s vision and healing Emmelote’s scars. To do that, I resolved to seek opportunities to strengthen my financial position. I knew I would need to discuss it with my lovers, who were far more knowledgeable about such matters than I was.




I still hadn’t received a letter from Isabel, and I was starting to worry. So, I wrote one myself and sent it to her army headquarters in Paris, asking that it be forwarded to her wherever she was posted. If I had known her exact posting, I would have sent it directly it would have reached her much faster. That’s why I had waited for her letter to arrive first. Now, I wished I had written to her upon returning to the academy.




A day later, I received a note from Nicole letting me know that she and Andry were back in town and inviting me to lunch the following Sunday. I replied that I’d love to join them and asked if Denise and Marie were also welcome. Nicole wrote back, “You’ve been taking on two at a time for quite a while, so why not?”




A few days later, during lunch, Delia waved me over and pointed to the open seat between her and Eva at their table. I joined them, and Delia said in Dutch, “We’re having difficulty keeping up with our studies because our French isn’t very good. Can you help us?”




“I can try,” I said, “but I have my own studies, outside work to earn money, and other commitments. What kind of help do you think you need?”




Eva said, “I’m having the most trouble with Geometry and Biology.”




“With me, it’s Geometry and Literature,” Delia replied.




“Alright. After class, Monday through Friday, let’s meet in the library. There are study rooms available, so we can study together until dinnertime. I’ll answer your questions as they come up, then you can work on your own until you run into something else you need help with. I’ll do my reading between your questions. How does that sound?”




“Wonderful, thank you, Jacques,” Eva responded.




“You’ll need to reserve the room, so you should probably go there after you finish eating and set it up. I’ll meet you in the library lobby after class, and you can show me to the room.”




Delia smiled and said, “Thank you; that will be a big help.”





Chapter 9




Saturday’s classes seemed endless. When Mage Coquin finally called it a day, I returned to my dorm to shower and prepare for my date with Denise and Marie at Damona. The place was similar to Decadence tucked away from the well-traveled paths and known for its discretion. It catered to men meeting their mistresses and to others who preferred not to be recognized. Damona was a restaurant, an inn, and a tavern. The girls traveled together for better cover, and I arrived separately.




We were a bit more restrained that evening than we had been in previous weeks partly because we'd finally satisfied our pent-up desires after a long summer apart, and partly because I didn't want either of them feeling left out. That said, we weren't exactly keeping our hands to ourselves while waiting for dinner. My fingers slipped through the high slits in their dresses, tracing slow circles along their inner thighs. They took turns teasing my cock through my pants, their touches alternating in a rhythm that had me throbbing. I alternated kisses between them, deep and hungry, stealing breaths whenever the waiter turned away. Just the thought of what we'd do once we tumbled into bed together was enough to make me rock-hard. With their hands stroking me like that, I nearly came right there in my pants.




After dinner, I trailed them up the stairs to our room, savoring the hypnotic sway of their derrières as they climbed each step. Denise clearly had a plug nestled between her cheeks too she was definitely itching to explore anal tonight. No way in hell was I turning that down.




The girls treated me to a private striptease, peeling each other’s clothes off with teasing slowness. When they finally spun around, bent over, and gave those perfect derrières a playful wiggle, plugs on full display, I couldn’t help but burst out laughing.




They climbed onto the bed, and Denise lay back with her legs spread wide while Marie straddled her in the opposite direction. Denise began licking Marie’s labia, and Marie eagerly returned the favor. In moments, their tongues delved deep into each other’s throbbing love canals. My skin flushed hot with arousal, my cock swelling painfully hard. I stripped off my suit, slicked oil over my shaft, and knelt behind Marie. I eased out her toy, lined up, and thrust in until I met resistance. Gentle strokes followed, coaxing her muscles to yield, until I sank deeper. Soon, my hips slammed against her derrière in a relentless rhythm. Every so often, Denise’s tongue would flick across my balls, sending jolts through me. I was lost in the heat of it, ignoring everything but the tight grip around me, pounding harder and faster pulsing my magic with every thrust. Within minutes, my cock exploded, flooding her colon with hot semen. Luckily, Marie hit her peak at the same moment.




I pulled back, letting her roll off, then bent over and kissed Denise passionately while roughly kneading her small breasts. I slipped off the bed, cleaned myself in the bathroom, and returned to slide in beside her. “How do you want it?” I asked.




“You saw my toy earlier let’s use that. And this time, I want to be on top of Marie,” she said with a wicked grin.




“Give me a couple minutes to recharge, and we’ll make it happen.” I spent those minutes devouring her mouth and sliding my fingers deep into her slick heat. Soon enough, Denise straddled Marie, and we dove back in. This round, I stayed in control, pacing myself until Denise shattered first her scream echoing off the walls the way it always did when she came undone. Only then did I let go, flooding her with everything I had.

When she finally rolled off, breathless and glowing, she laughed softly. “That was wild… but I still like it in my pussy better.”




Marie smirked from beneath her. “I’m right there with you. Nothing beats the real thing. But until I’m safe, ‘really good’ will have to do.”




“You’re both incredible lovers, and I’ll do anything to give you every ounce of pleasure you can handle,” I whispered to them.




We slipped into the bathroom for a quick rinse, then tumbled back into bed and curled up together. For hours, we traded partners and positions, chasing every desire and curiosity until exhaustion claimed us. Finally, we drifted off to sleep each of them tucked safely in my arms.




I woke first, just as sunlight filtered through the gaps in the curtains, softening the darkness of the room. I found myself wondering what it would be like to have both of these women with me for the rest of my life perhaps even Isabel too, and maybe Margot. Mon dieu, I was so greedy; I wanted them all. If I was going to keep Denise and Marie, I would have to act soon before they agreed to marry someone else.




The only problem was France’s law; it allowed marriage between just one man and one woman. I couldn’t help but wonder if either of these lovely women would ever be content with anything less than being a wife. Still, I could ask.




When the girls woke up, I told them I had more to share about myself before we dove into some more fun. We settled on the bed, all three of us naked, sitting in a cozy triangle so we could look each other in the eyes. I opened up about Robin rushing to me in desperation to save Margot, how I’d uncovered Niquart’s shady scheme, and how I’d immediately tipped off Quignon. The girls just smiled at me warm, knowing smiles that made my heart skip.




I pressed on with the story, recounting my raid on Dor’s brothel and how Juliote confirmed the monster had beaten and drugged the women for years. I described storming the place, cutting Dor down along with all six of his thugs, then freeing every last captive. I treated their addictions, split Dor’s blood-soaked fortune among them, and I personally escorted any woman who wanted to go home to the safest transport I could find. When the final word left my lips, they swarmed me. Lips, hands, breathless laughter kisses rained over my face, neck, and chest until I was drowning in warmth.




“Mon dieu,” Denise whispered against my ear, voice trembling with pride and something fiercer, “you are such a good man. Every time I think my heart can’t hold any more love for you, you give me another reason to burst.”




Marie replied, “Indeed, I feel the same way. I keep thinking that what we have now is what I truly want. I don’t want another man, but I’ll be left destitute if I don’t do as my family requires. And I can’t spend twenty years serving the kingdom, riding from town to town with a band of soldiers even if I am the officer in charge.”




“I still have more to tell you.” We all sat up again, and they looked at me eagerly.




“When I returned from summer service, I visited the brothel. And before you ask I didn’t sleep with anyone. I only went to make sure they were all well. Juliote, the woman who manages the place, told me that a man had come by weeks earlier trying to sell girls to Dor, the former owner. She said she didn’t know if the partners would be interested and told him to check back in a few days, but he wasn’t willing to wait. The man did say he’d return the next time he had women to sell. Juliote promised she’d send me a message when he came by again and would agree to buy the girls, though it would take her two days to gather the money.”




“I’m going to pretend to bring him the money, then interrogate him to find out whether he has more women to sell where they’re being held and where else he’s sold them. Then I’ll rescue all of them and seize the property, whether it belongs to him or to the men who bought the women. Do you want to help me?”




“Oui,” they said in unison, then tackled me again. Our lovemaking after that was even more intense than the night before.





Chapter 10




At breakfast Monday Denise told me “Adam Pellerin has been trying to spread trouble with the first-year class, Marie and I have answered a lot of questions about you and what you did last year. Your friends Marion and Genevote have spoken highly of you, as have some of your other classmates and ours, too. They all now know he’s a connard, and they laugh at him. If you know any of the first-year boys, you might want to ask them.”




“I’d start with Robin, but I’m sure he would have told me right away if he’d heard such things. Still, I should check with Thierry and perhaps gently probe some of my Botanical Lore students.”




Mon dieu, it wasn’t as if I didn’t have enough on my plate already, I thought.




After dismissing my Botanical Lore students, I waited until Pellerin left the room. Then I called over one of the male students the one who’d earned the second-highest score on the first-day quiz and had shown himself to be a diligent learner. “I’d like a quick word,” I said, gesturing for him to stay back as the rest of the class filed out. When we were alone, I asked, “Are any of your classmates stirring up trouble with wild claims?” He looked a little uncomfortable, so I added gently, “I’m not trying to cause you any problems. I just want to stop trouble before it starts.”




“You won’t tell anyone I said this, right?”




“Remember, I’m a student too. I know you don’t want to be ostracized by your classmates I have the same concerns,” I told him.




“Pellerin’s going around claiming that everything you said in the dining hall that day was a lie. I asked some of the second- and third-year students, and they all said you did exactly what you described. The fire was so large that the city might have burned down if not for you.”




Some of the first-years seemed too nervous to ask the older students and ended up believing that idiot’s story.




“Did the Duke really invite you to dinner to thank you?”




“He did indeed,” I said. “He invited me to a private dinner with his wife. I also dined with the Trésorier, who gathered several local nobles to meet me.”




“So you really are a hero! That’s so cool. It’s an honor to have you as my instructor.”




“Thank you. Do you know how many students are falling for Pellerin’s nonsense?” I asked.




“Just a handful.”




“Thank you for your time.” We shook hands and went off to our next classes.




When I saw Thierry in Biology the next day, I pulled him aside. “I have a favor to ask,” I said. “Apparently, that first-year student, Adam Pellerin, the one I embarrassed in the dining hall is trying to stir up trouble among the first-years. The women’s dorm has already been taken care of by friends there. Would you mind cluing in the few boys who believe his bull shit? Let them know my so-called ‘boasts’ were true and that he’s the real fool.”




Thierry nodded. “Consider it done. You saved my life and everyone else’s at the picnic. I’ll never be able to thank you enough.”




I hoped Pellerin would eventually realize how pointless his efforts were and just give up. Still, I had a feeling he’d try to escalate things, so I planned to be ready.




Studying in the library with Eva and Delia worked surprisingly well. They rarely interrupted me, so I managed to complete my own reading without much distraction. Occasionally, they asked me to explain concepts they struggled to translate. I soon realized that both women were intelligent; it was the language barrier not the material that challenged them. To my surprise, I also discovered that I genuinely enjoyed their company.




On most evenings, after we left the library, we’d stop to chat for a while, learning a little more about each other. One night, Delia leaned in and kissed me before walking away. I wasn’t really surprised I’d already noticed the way she looked at me with those big, beautiful eyes whenever we discussed something in the study room. Eva just smirked, then turned, grabbing Delia’s hand as they headed toward the women’s dorm.




Those two were definitely up to something.




Friday night, I had dinner with Margot at a restaurant I’d visited with Isabel back in the spring. We had a wonderful time. Margot can be unexpectedly funny, and she had me laughing more than once. When I walked her to her door, she pulled me inside, shut it behind us, and rose onto her tiptoes to kiss me. I leaned into her, responding with equal passion.




When we finally broke the kiss, she smiled and said, “I knew you had it in you. I just had to convince you to let it out.”




“Margot,” I said, catching my breath, “I won’t lie, I’ve been attracted to you since the day we met. I just want to be sure you understand what you’re getting into. Has Robin told you that I have other girlfriends?”




“Oui. That was the first thing he told me when he tried to talk me out of dating you. Besides, I already knew that Isabel told me all about it when we went dress shopping before dinner with the Duke, and Denise loaned me those lovely earrings.”




“Good. Because I’m greedy, and I want all of you. You haven’t met Marie yet, can you handle sharing me?”




“Aren’t they going to marry some merchant, like their parents want them to?” she asked.




“They might, if I don’t find a way to take care of them.”




“You can have me and not have to take care of me, though.”




“Oui, and you have my greatest respect for that. But as I said, I’m greedy and I want you all.”




“I can share. As long as I have a piece of you, I’ll be happy. Do any of them kiss girls? Because I don’t want to be left out when you’re kissing one of them?”




“Oui, they all kiss girls and much more than kiss.”




“Oooh, I think I’m going to like sharing.”




“Well let’s date some more first to make sure you know me. I don’t want you to regret your decision.”




“We can do that, but I know already what my decision is.”




The day of my first appointment with Madame Berthier, Loyse when we were in private, had finally arrived. I was eager to spend time with her and her maid, Ysebeau. Last spring, Loyse had offered to make me her live-in lover, which led me to reveal just enough for Ysebeau to deduce that I was a student mage at the academy. Loyse had confided that she was preparing to marry an old friend, Girart a man who preferred men over women. Their marriage would provide mutual cover from meddling families and ambitious rivals, both eager to exploit their unmarried status.




Loyse wanted a child for the simple joy of motherhood and to lend greater authenticity to her marriage of convenience. Ysebeau shared that desire and intended to enter a similar marriage with Girart’s valet, who also happened to be his lover. I had agreed to help them both conceive upon my return from summer service and tonight marked the beginning of that promise.




As I slipped through the back door of Loyse’s home, Ysebeau greeted me exactly as she always did in an untied robe and nothing underneath. The moment I stepped inside, she shut the door behind me, then bolted up the stairs with a teasing giggle. Her robe slipped from her shoulders and pooled on the steps like an afterthought as I gave chase. From below, the sight of her exquisite derrière and those long, graceful legs was pure bliss; my cock was already stirring, thickening with every stride. I scooped up the discarded robe on my way and followed her into the bedroom, closing the door with a soft click.




Loyse was lounging in a silk robe, perched on a velvet armchair across the room. She rose with effortless grace and glided over to me. I cupped her cheeks in my hands and kissed her deeply, hungrily. When we finally pulled apart, her eyes sparkled as she whispered, “I’ve missed our nights together so damn much. I can’t wait for a full week of them with you.”




“I missed you too, and I think we’re in for a lot of fun for the next few weeks,” I said, grinning like an idiot. Loyse’s smile turned wicked. “Indeed we are. Now get over here and put a baby in me.” With that, she let the robe slide off her shoulders and pool at her feet.




I cupped one of her generous breasts in my hand and leaned down to draw the other into my mouth, savoring its weight and warmth. My free hand slipped between her thighs, fingers tracing the soft curve of her pubic mound. After a moment, I pulled back and stripped off my clothes while she eased onto the bed, reclining with a inviting smile. I made love to her slowly, deliberately pulsing my magic with every deep stroke, just as I’d learned my lovers craved. Loyse was no exception. When we caught our breath afterward, she murmured how it left her feeling so wonderfully warm… not feverish, but truly loved, cherished, wrapped in care. I brushed a strand of hair from her face and told her the truth: “It’s because I do care for you, Loyse. Deeply. And I always will.” We kissed, long and lingering, her arms clutching me tight, as if she never wanted to let go. That night, I held back my release the first three times since she was the fertile one this week, and I wanted every moment to be hers alone.




When Loyse finally felt worn out from our marathon of activities, I turned my full attention to Ysebeau, indulging her in every way we both craved. Ysebeau thrived on being handled roughly—no, aggressively and I’ll admit, it ignited something primal in me. I gave her exactly what she demanded, no holding back. Loyse, ever the voyeur, lounged nearby and watched for a while, her hand slipping between her thighs as she started fingering herself with lazy, teasing strokes. Once Ysebeau was breathless and satisfied, I returned to Loyse. I’d made her a promise to get her pregnant and I was determined to keep it, pouring everything I had into her until we were both spent. We kept that rhythm going every night for a full week. Toward the end, I couldn’t linger as long; Collette was waiting for me too, with the same fertile mission on the agenda. If it weren’t for the near-superhuman stamina my healing magic granted me, I doubt I could have kept up with them all.




My first visit to Colette had been a total surprise: her drunken husband was sprawled across the bed, snoring loudly when I slipped in through the window. A year later, I didn’t think twice about it except to pause and listen for that familiar rumble before climbing inside. I never really had to worry, though. Colette only hung the red scarf on the lamp by the window once he’d finally passed out.




That fall, on my first visit, Collette introduced me to our daughter a beautiful little girl she’d named Symonne. My heart raced as I cradled her, feeling her tiny fingers wrap around mine. But the moment she started to cry, I handed her back to Collette and watched, mesmerized, as our baby nursed at her breast. Once Symonne was full and drifting off to sleep, I helped Collette pull blankets from the chest by the bed. We spread them on the floor for padding; neither of us wanted to make love in the bed while her unconscious husband lay there. Collette’s breasts had always been gorgeous, but motherhood had made them fuller, heavier, and breathtaking. She whispered that they were more sensitive now, so I touched them gently, reverently, savoring every sigh that escaped her lips. She was around the same age as my lovers back at the academy, though not quite as toned, she didn’t have Sergent Augier barking orders and running her ragged three days a week. Still, her body was stunning, and those lush new curves only amplified her beauty, especially when she was bare beneath me. I spent a glorious week of nights with her, pouring myself into her again and again up to five times a night until we were both spent and glowing.




The first time Collette hired me, she didn’t expect to enjoy it she just needed to get pregnant fast, or her husband would divorce her the way he’d dumped his previous two wives. She wasn’t about to end up penniless and alone. So when her friend Nicole offered to set her up with a discreet professional who could guarantee results, Collette jumped at the chance. What started as a cold transaction turned into something neither of us saw coming. The moment we touched, the chemistry ignited. She discovered pleasure she’d never known in her marriage, and I discovered a client who kept me coming back long after the job was done. Even once the pregnancy test turned positive, Collette booked me every month without fail. I knew nursing mothers were less fertile though not impossible to impregnate so I imagined she wasn’t just chasing another baby. If she wanted to keep paying top dollar for my time, who was I to argue? I loved watching her unravel beneath me, loved the way her breath hitched when I pulsed my magic with every slow, deliberate stroke. This time, sprawled across the blankets, she arched into me and whispered, “Mon dieu, whatever you’re doing differently since last spring… don’t stop.”




She had no idea a mage was buried deep inside her, weaving pleasure spells with every thrust.




I wore a mask to most of my rendezvous, but Loyse and Ysebeau already knew my face from the inn, so I never bothered with them. On my second night with Collette that autumn, I leaned in close and whispered, “If I remove my mask, can you swear that if we cross paths in public you’ll act as though you’ve never seen me before? You might be shocked by who I am… or who I’m with.”




“Oui,” she breathed, eyes sparkling in the candlelight. “I promise. You’ve been far too kind to me; your secret is safe.”

“Thank you.” I slipped the mask from my face and smiled. “Here’s another secret, then. I’m a friend of your cousin Marie. My name is Jacques.”




“Mon dieu,” she gasped, hand flying to her lips. “You’re a mage too?”




“I am.”




Her voice dropped to a thrilled hush. “Does that mean… our children could be mages as well?”




“It does,” I said softly. “Though they might not be. Magic isn’t guaranteed, it skips as often as it strikes.”




“Of course. You’ve got me soaked just thinking about it not that I wasn’t already dripping at the thought of you slipping through my window. Come here and put a baby in me.”




That night she couldn’t get enough, so I stumbled back to the dorm even later than usual.

After my exhausting week with Collette, I had three blessed nights off to catch up on sleep… then it was straight back to Loyse and Ysebeau.




Before that, I took Marie and Denise to lunch at Nicole’s house and, as usual, introduced her as my cousin. Nicole’s belly was swollen with child, and she glowed with the quiet joy of impending motherhood. I made sure to give some attention to her husband, Andry though with my two companions, I doubted he would see any reason to worry about me and his wife. Still, it was best to remain consistent with my past behavior. I gave them a brief summary of my summer service. Naturally, Andry asked about the skirmish with the bandits. After the meal, he left for his weekly card game with friends and business associates. Once he was gone, I filled Nicole in on the situation at the brothel and the attempt to sell more women into slavery. I explained my plans and told her that Marie and Denise had agreed to help. Nicole just shook her head. “I used to tell him what to do, and he’d meekly obey,” she said with a wistful smile. “Now look at him, he gets an idea in his head, runs with it, and somehow convinces others to follow. You ladies need to keep a close eye on this one.”




Denise murmured, “Keeping a close eye on him is exactly how I found myself falling in love with him.”Marie leaned in and brushed a soft kiss across my cheek.




The carriage ride back to the academy blurred into a delicious tangle of lips and whispered laughter we couldn’t keep our hands off each other. The next morning, after breakfast, I slipped away with my lovers for a quiet walk along the academy’s shaded paths. There, in the privacy of rustling leaves and distant bells, I told them about Margot’s interest in me. I made it clear she already understood: if she joined us, there would be sharing of everything from nights to the dangerous fortune we planned to carve out by purging the city of slavers. 




I also shared Margot’s main worry: whether the other women would kiss her too, so she wouldn’t feel left out when I was with someone else. Denise rolled her eyes and laughed. “Margot is too cute. I’m not surprised you’ve finally come around to dating her. With that dress Isabel helped her pick out, I was sure you’d have had her in bed last spring.”




Marie leaned in with a grin. “If Denise likes her, I’m positive I will be too. You know we both love playing with other girls and Isabel’s no different. Let’s bring her next time we go out. I’m telling you, the four of us will have marvelous time.”




That was a far more enthusiastic reception than I’d bargained for. I raised an eyebrow. “You two come from those old-money merchant dynasties everyone says are so conservative. How is it you’re so accepting of our unconventional relationship?”




Marie said, “Ever since my parents and I discovered I was a mage at thirteen, I’ve felt like a pet in a gilded cage. I’ve been searching for the key ever since. Kissing boys and girls? That started so long ago I can’t even pin down the year. But nothing pisses off my father’s quite like watching me kiss a girl so whenever I really want to twist the knife, I make damn sure he has front-row seats.”




“Ah,” I grinned, “so you’re a rebel too. Just like Isabel.”




“Not quite. I’m not doing military service no matter what, so you, Monsieur, had better acquire some valuable property,” she said with a teasing smile.




Denise laughed softly and leaned in closer. “I’m not rebelling I just don’t care what anyone else thinks. I found you, I love you, and if you can find a way to keep me out of military service for the next twenty years, I’m yours forever.” She paused, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “I never realized how much I’d enjoy women in bed until Marie kissed me one night while we were studying in her room. We started making out, and… well, it just happened. Now we sleep together almost every night, even when we’re not having sex. Before she graduated, Isabel joined us a few times, and that was incredible. I think Margot will fit right in. I can’t wait to corrupt her.”




I said, “If we pull this off, we’re going to need a really big bed.” At the time, I had no idea just how big it would have to be.




I spent the next seven nights at Loyse’s home. This time, Ysebeau was the fertile one, so I made love to her first and repeatedly while Loyse watched or joined in with lingering kisses.




Sometimes Loyse would circle Ysebeau’s clit with her fingers while I thrust deep inside her. We lost ourselves in each other, night after night. Because the seven days overlapped a weekend, I stayed over a night. I fell asleep tangled in that massive bed with both of them, then woke to make love to Loyse and Ysebeau all over again in the pale morning light.




And then they surprised me: after we’d caught our breath, they invited me to come downstairs and have breakfast with them and their sham husbands.




When I was introduced, Loyse’s old friend grinned and said, “Looks like I’m going to have a good looking child. What do you think, my love?”




His valet-cum-lover, Noel, shot back with a wicked smirk, “I will too.” 




We all burst out laughing. Both men were charming, and I thoroughly enjoyed their company.




On Sunday night, I had dinner with Margot at a restaurant I’d never tried before. The meal was fantastic rich, indulgent, and absolutely worth the money. Thank goodness I have fitness classes three times a week, or nights like that would have me packing on pounds in no time. Margot was in top form: bright, hilarious, and utterly captivating. I couldn’t get enough of her company. As I walked her home afterward, I mentioned that I’d spoken to Denise and Marie, and they’d both invited her to join our next bedroom adventure. She practically tackled me. With a joyful squeal, she leapt into my arms, wrapping her legs around my waist in the most deliciously undignified fashion. I staggered but held steady as she kissed me senseless deep, hungry kisses that left us both gasping for air.




“I’ll wear the dress from the Duke’s dinner. I know you like it.”




She was right. The dress was off the shoulder and revealed plenty of cleavage. Isabel had helped her choose it, fully aware of how much I admired her figure.





Chapter 11




The festivities of Trinox Samoni were about to begin, and, as usual, all the students at the academy had received invitations. Marie and Denise were still keeping their options open, while their parents worked tirelessly to arrange marriages with other merchant families. We weren’t attending the parties as dates; they would dance with several other men, though we planned to spend some time together. I brought Margot as my date, which helped divert suspicion; few would imagine that all of them were involved with the same man. Adam Pellerin, fortunately, didn’t repeat Albert Toury’s mistake of challenging me to a duel during a party. Instead, he tried other foolish stunts, like attempting to trip me while I carried drinks back to the table I shared with my girls. I met his gaze with a smile and said, “You’ll have to do better than that.”




I never worried about being seen at the Erards’ home or having someone follow me there—I had nothing to hide. Perhaps I should have been more careful; then again, it did bring the Pellerin matter to a head, though it pained me that Margot had to endure it. Earlier, I had asked Margot if she wanted to have dinner with me and spend the night at an inn, to which she eagerly agreed. I picked her up in a carriage and took her to one of the restaurants I’d enjoyed with Isabel the previous school year. We had a lovely meal, and I passed on dessert, knowing I already had all the sweetness I could ever want sitting across the table from me. I had just asked for the check when Pellerin walked up with his two stooges and knocked our drinks into our laps.




Poor Margot was beside herself, and when she stood up, she knocked over her chair. I gritted my teeth and restrained my temper, knowing he was trying to provoke me into a duel. Turning to Margot, I said loudly, “My love, I’m so sorry that Scrotum, impotent fool that he is, has ruined your dress. I’ll see to it that you’re compensated.” It was only a simple black dress, and since she’d had nothing but water in her glass, it would dry quickly and cause no harm. I merely wanted to give the other diners something to gossip about.




 Raising my voice again, I added, “So Scrotum, that’s what Eva, the Dutch ambassador’s daughter, calls you, isn’t it? You owe my date a new dress. Where shall I send the bill?”




The manager was rushing over when Pellerin sputtered “Don’t call me that! You, you ahhh! I challenge you to a duel.”




“Do you know the dueling rules for academy students Scrotum?”




“Oui, and I told you not to call me that.”




“Well Scrotum, then you know that the terms are to first blood, no magic, and as the receiver of the challenge I get to choose when, where, and weapons.”




“Oui!”




“Tuesday morning at seven bells, on the lawn in front of the dining hall with cudgels like the gendarmes use. I’ll see you then.”




By that time the manager arrived, I asked him to bring the check so I could settle the bill. I paid immediately, making sure that he noticed the generous tip I’d added. Then I escorted Margot to our inn.




“You provoked him into challenging you, didn’t you?” she asked. “You wanted to set the terms. Have you been waiting for him to do this?”




“Margot, forgive me. I didn’t expect him to drag you into it. I thought he’d make a scene in front of the other students.”




“I’m not offended,” she said softly, “but you haven’t answered my questions.”




“You are indeed a clever girl. Oui, if he tried to cause trouble, I wanted him to be the one to issue the challenge for exactly the reason you surmised.”




“I’m only disappointed I can’t be on academy grounds to see it,” she said.




“And that’s why we get along so well,” I replied, then kissed her.




We’d checked into the inn before dinner so we could drop off our bags, so now we simply climbed the stairs hand in hand.




I opened the door, spun around, and scooped her into a princess carry before kicking the door shut behind us. If her dress hadn’t been soaked, I’d have tossed her straight onto the bed. Instead, I set her down gently and moved behind her, trailing kisses along her neck as I worked the buttons free. I already knew she wasn’t wearing anything beneath the bodice; now her breasts spilled into my waiting hands. I cupped them firmly, kneading and squeezing while I sucked hard enough to leave marks she’d feel in the morning.




Only then did I finish unbuttoning the dress. It slid down her body and pooled at her feet. She kicked off her shoes, leaving just that tiny triangle of silk held up by three delicate strings; her perfect derrière was completely exposed. I grabbed it with both hands, massaging the firm curves as she melted against me.




Margot spun around, tugging my jacket down my shoulders before tossing it onto the chair. She made quick work of my shirt buttons while I scrambled out of my shoes and pants, desperate to feel her skin against mine. Our hands roamed as we kissed mine tracing the curve of her back, hers mirroring every stroke. I found the delicate bow tying the last scrap of fabric around her hips, untied it with trembling fingers, and let it flutter to the floor. Finally free, I pressed forward, grinding my throbbing cock against her soft mound. Her kisses grew hungrier, more urgent. I slid my hands beneath her perfect derrière, lifted her effortlessly, and carried her to the bed. Laying her down with her legs dangling over the edge, I dropped to my knees between them. I draped her thighs over my shoulders, gently spread her knees wider, and dove in slowly licking along her slick labia before plunging my tongue deep into her wet heat.




Margot’s breathing turned rapid and shallow as she clawed her fingers into my hair, yanking my face deeper into her heat. I focused in on her clit with my tongue, flicking and sucking until her hips bucked wildly against me. A sharp, desperate cry tore from her throat. “Why did you make me wait so long for this?” she gasped, her voice raw with need. “I’ve wanted you buried between my legs for months.”




“I wish I’d given you this months ago, but I was afraid you were only infatuated with the man who saved you from Niquart not the person I truly am. I worried that taking you to bed would cloud your heart and keep you from finding your real true love. Now I know the truth: I am your true love, just as you are mine.




Tonight and every night after I’ll give you this, and so much more. Margot, I love you. I want you in my life until the day I die.”




“Then make it worth the wait and fuck me,” she whispered, her voice thick with need. I didn’t hesitate. Her sex was soaked, slick and ready, so I coated my cock in her wetness, teasing her entrance before easing in slow. “Margot,” I murmured, pausing as the head stretched her open, “I’m about to push deeper. It’ll sting like a sharp pinch at first but if you breathe and relax, I’ll start moving, and the pain will melt into something so much better. You ready for me?”




“Mon dieu… oui…” Her legs were already locked around my waist. She flexed her knees, pulling me deeper into her slick heat. A low grunt escaped her as her body stretched to take me, then eased, letting me glide in slow, deliberate strokes. She groaned, the sound raw and hungry. Barely above a whisper: “Jacques… don’t stop. This feels… perfect.” Her hips began to roll, restless little circles that told me everything. I knew that she was close. I drove in faster, harder, each thrust sinking to the hilt. Thirty seconds. Maybe less. Her walls clamped down, pulsing wildly. Her back arched off the bed, a silent scream caught in her throat. That was all it took. I buried myself deep and let go, flooding her with heat as her body milked every last drop.




After her second orgasm, she murmured, “Every time you slide inside me, this warm, happy rush floods through my whole body. Mon dieu, it might be addicting—it feels so good.”




I grinned against her neck. “It’s a little trick I figured out last spring and I’ve been practicing. I’m glad you like it.”




Her eyes widened. “Wait you’re telling me other men don’t do this to a woman?”




“Not like this,” I whispered, thrusting slow and deliberate so the magic flared bright inside her again.




That night, I taught Margot everything I knew about pleasure. Every touch, every rhythm, every secret that makes a woman unravel. She had more fire than I’d ever dreamed, and I kept her trembling for hours, pouring that warm pulse into her with every single stroke, never letting the magic fade.




We drifted off with her draped over me, her head nestled in the crook of my neck, those perky breasts pressed deliciously between our chests. I woke to the scent of her hair, wildflowers on a summer breeze. I tried to let her sleep, but she stirred moments later. The first words out of her mouth? “I love you.” The second? “Take me from behind.” She flipped onto all fours without waiting for an answer, glanced back over her shoulder, and gave that adorable derrière a playful wiggle. Resistance? Futile. We’d burned through every ounce of energy making love all night, so by morning we were both starving.




After freshening up and getting dressed, we headed downstairs for breakfast before checking out of the inn. We spent the rest of the day wandering the city together, hand in hand. Eventually, we paused at a charming little park, where we sat on a bench and savored each other’s company amid the blooming flowers and gentle breeze. As evening fell, I hailed a carriage and we rode back to her home in comfortable silence. At her doorstep, I kissed her goodnight soft, lingering, full of promise and whispered that I’d see her again soon. Reluctantly, I climbed back into the carriage and returned to the academy. All the while, my mind churned with plans to humiliate Pellerin publicly, hoping it would force him to back off for good. But if he dared to pursue the same violent path as Albert Toury, I resolved he’d meet the exact same end.




At breakfast on Monday, I told Denise and Marie about Pellerin’s behavior during my dinner with Margot, the challenge he had issued, and my response.




“Mon dieu, Jacques! You simply can’t stop making powerful enemies. You do realize his father is the king’s diplomatic advisor, don’t you?” Marie said.




“This has been building since the second week of classes, when I translated for the Dutch girl, Eva. I’ve made a point not to provoke him at the academy, even though he filed a formal complaint and has tried repeatedly to disrupt the class I teach. He went out of his way to find me in the city and confront me. I honestly don’t know what I could have done differently. Do you?”




“Non,” she replied quietly.




“Then we move on to what I ask from the two of you. I want as many students as possible to witness the duel tomorrow morning on the lawn in front of the dining hall at seven bells. Please do what you can to spread the word, especially in the women’s dorm, and encourage attendance. I will speak to Thierry about the men’s dorm and to Robin about the messengers and anyone else he can round up. I intend to humiliate Pellerin so deeply that he crawls under a rock until I graduate.”




Denise and Marie agreed and each blew me a kiss before heading to class.




Pellerin was quiet in Botanical Lore, wearing a self-satisfied smile. I suspected he was up to more mischief, though I had no clue what. Since the class passed without incident, I was content.




I found Thierry at lunch; he was eager to help and seemed to enjoy the drama. Besides spreading the word, I asked him to be my second. When I found Robin he was already angry: Margot had told him how Pellerin had interrupted our dinner and splashed her dress with our drinks. My friend promised to urge everyone he spoke with to witness the duel.




When I met Eva and Delia for study time in the library, they had already heard about the duel. Eva frowned the moment I entered, while Delia appeared indifferent.




Eva asked the same question Marie had earlier. “You know Scrotum is the son of your king’s diplomatic advisor, right?”




“Oui, I do,” I replied. “I’ve ignored his attempts to disrupt the class I teach and even the formal complaint he filed against me with the chancelier. Yet he continues to provoke me. The only way to change the situation would be to go back in time or apologize to him. I can’t do the former and I won’t do the latter.”




“I understand, and I’m sorry I got you into this,” Eva said softly.




“It isn’t my first duel with a hot-headed student,” I replied. Then I told the girls about the night I took Denise to a party, where Count Toury’s son, Albert, had humiliated her the same man who had raped her years earlier and escaped punishment. I explained how I’d thrown my drink at him to defend Denise, and how that act led Toury to challenge me to a duel. I accepted on the spot, blocked his first strike, then headbutted him and broke his nose ending the fight instantly.




Delia tilted her head, an intrigued smile playing on her lips. “Are you still dating Denise?”




I almost choked. Denise and I had been keeping our relationship secret; if we couldn’t find a way to build a future together, she needed the freedom to accept whatever marriage her parents arranged. Yet denying it outright felt dishonest almost disrespectful to Delia. “Unofficially,” I admitted, “we’re still together. Why do you ask?”




“I’d like to date you. You’ve proven that you’ll fight for the women you care about. You’ve been generous with your time, helping us with our studies and with learning French. You’re accomplished academically, and after the fire, you became a hero to the city. You’ve also demonstrated your prowess in real battle. In my culture, you embody everything a woman could wish for and more. Any elf woman open to a relationship with a human, and even many who wouldn’t normally consider it, would fall at your feet.”




For a moment, I was speechless. I had only just consummated my relationship with Margot, and now another beauty was confessing her desire for me. It was a heady experience. I considered Isabel mine, even though she was far away—and with three other lovers already, this new development felt almost unreal.




Before I could respond, Delia continued, “In the Netherlands, some people, usually the powerful, practice plural marriages. We elves have a particular reason for it. Among us, girls are born at least three times more often than boys, so there simply aren’t enough men if they were to marry only once. I wouldn’t be jealous of Denise, if she wouldn’t be jealous of me.”




Mon dieu, she conveyed so much in so few words, I thought. I still needed a moment to collect myself; my mind was racing. To buy time to think, I asked a silly question. “Are all elven women as beautiful as you?”




She looked a little sad “Most are more beautiful. I’m considered somewhat unattractive because of my overdeveloped chest.”




Mon dieu, even without her enormous breasts she was stunning. With them, she was perhaps the most physically desirable woman I had ever had the pleasure of beholding.




“Delia, you would be breathtaking even if your chest were flat as a boy’s. As you put it, your overdeveloped chest only enhances your beauty. I can’t imagine a way for you to be more gorgeous.”




She gave me such an adorably shy smile that I wanted to kiss her right then and there.




“Oui. I’m interested in dating you, but I must tell you that Denise isn’t my only girlfriend. I have three others, and they all share. Are you still interested?”




Delia’s eyes brightened. “The fact that you already have so many lovers only proves how desirable you are. It makes me even more certain that I want to be your lover, too.”




“I didn’t say we were lovers,” I replied gently. “I thought you just wanted to date me.”




“You didn’t have to say they’re your lovers; I can see it in your eyes when you speak of them. I’ll bet that third-year girl, Marie Chambault, is another one of your lovers. Is that not so?”




“Oui, Marie is another of my girlfriends.”




“From what we’ve heard about Pellerin’s challenge, you were at dinner with yet another girl not Denise or Marie, and likely not a student. So, the third must be a woman from the city, probably not a mage. I have no idea who the fourth is. As for dating you, of course we’ll date first, but I already know I want to be in your bed.”




“I’ll speak to my girlfriends and seek their approval. I’ll let you know after I’ve discussed it with the three who are nearby.”




At the time, I honestly wasn’t sure if Isabel wanted to continue our relationship or what she would do if I offered to provide for her and give her a child so we could be together. Given that uncertainty and the fact that I couldn’t contact her anytime soon I had to go with what Denise, Marie, and Margot decided.




Just as I thought everything was settled, Eva spoke up. “I want to date you too. Delia and I share everything we can share you as well.”




I looked at Delia, who was smiling, before she turned to Eva and said, “Almost everything. I told you having sex with Pellerin was a bad idea, and I wouldn’t let him touch me, but you wouldn’t listen. You were bored after traveling for three weeks and made a poor choice. I’m glad to see you’re following my lead again.”




“I fully acknowledge your superior wisdom, sister of my heart,” Eva said with an impish smile.




Delia lifted her chin with self-satisfaction. “That is as it should be.”




I’d never been caught flat-footed so many times in a single conversation. Two breathtakingly beautiful women women nearly every man at the academy likely lusted after not only wanted to date me, but wanted to share me in bed, even with others. The thought alone made my cock stiffen instantly.




“Delia, I’ve never asked, are you related to anyone in the delegation visiting the capital?”




“Indeed,” she said, “my father and one of my mothers are the elven envoys from our clan.”




“Do either of you know if recognition of plural marriages is part of the diplomatic negotiations?”




Eva replied, “Of course. We cannot allow our citizens to travel to your country and have their familial rights ignored or their children unacknowledged. There must be no legal impediments to our family structure.”




“Who’s allowed to marry in the Netherlands?” I asked. “Will you allow citizens of other countries to marry in your country?”




“Certainly,” Eva said. “Why would we not allow foreigners to marry into Dutch families?”




“Can foreigners marry each other?”




“I’m not sure,” Eva admitted, a confident glint in her eye, “but that won’t be a problem for you.”




“Well then,” I said, “we’re here to study, so let’s get to it. I’ve got material from three classes to read.” Of course, I couldn’t focus right away my mind was still spinning. In the end, I managed about an hour of reading before dinner, leaving several more hours of work waiting for me before bed.




Tuesday morning, I arrived at the dining hall’s front lawn well before seven bells.




Not long after, other students began to gather, and by the time the bells tolled, it seemed that nearly the entire student body had come to witness the duel.




Thierry had procured a set of cudgels from the academy guard officer.

He said, “The officer rolled his eyes when I told him how the cudgels were to be used.”




When Pellerin arrived with his second, the proceedings officially began.




As required, Thierry called out, “Monsieur Pellerin, have you reconsidered your challenge? Is there no way to resolve this dispute without violence?”




As expected, Pellerin immediately replied, “Non.”




“Monsieur du Pont, are you willing to apologize to Monsieur Pellerin in the hope of resolving this matter peacefully?”




I took my time before answering and said loudly, “I would be happy to resolve the dispute without violence if first-year student Adam Pellerin, also known by Eva Moeck, the Dutch exchange student, as Scrotum, will come to me on his knees and apologize for ruining my girlfriend’s dress while she and I were at dinner in the city.”




The crowd oohed in unison. Needless to say, Pellerin was enraged.




I couldn’t help but smirk. 




Thierry shook his head, then presented the cudgels to Pellerin’s second for inspection, allowing him to choose one. He handed me the other, then stepped between us, standing midway. After reviewing the rules: no magic, and the first to draw blood wins. He asked if we were ready. When Pellerin and I nodded, he said, “Fight,” and stepped aside.




As expected, Pellerin charged. I took two slow steps forward, creating space behind me. When he swung an overhand chop, I didn’t bother blocking; instead, I sidestepped and hooked my foot out, tripping him so that he fell flat on his face. Unfortunately, there was no visible blood. Before he could rise, I pressed my foot down on the hand gripping his cudgel and whispered, “Eva demands I fuck her every night.” Then I stepped back and said loudly, “Are you ready to apologize now?”




The male students erupted in hoots and laughter a sound I thoroughly enjoyed, and which Pellerin clearly despised. He began swinging his cudgel wildly, back and forth. I dodged most of his strikes and parried the rest. When his breathing grew labored, I taunted him again: “You can still get on your knees and apologize.”




After a few more frantic swings, I let one pass, then blocked the next as I stepped in close and drove the heel of my palm into his nose. I felt the crunch as it broke, warm blood running down my wrist. Pellerin dropped to his knees, drained and defeated.




I couldn’t resist a final jab. “Looks like you’re ready to apologize now but it’s too late.”




I turned to walk away. Two steps later, Thierry’s voice rang out behind me: “Stop! You lost.”




I started to turn back when pain exploded through my shoulder, and I hit the ground.




Later, I learned that Denise had cast a telekinetic spell at the last moment, pushing the cudgel away from my head and saving my life or at least preventing a cracked skull and possible brain damage. Thierry tackled Pellerin, and Robin stomped on the hand clutching the cudgel, breaking a couple of fingers. Several of my other male classmates restrained Pellerin. Moments later, Mage Anceau arrived and escorted Pellerin to the chancelier’s office, while Marie, Denise, Eva, Delia, and Robin accompanied me to the infirmary. By the time we arrived, I had already cast a healing spell on my shoulder, and it was feeling much better.




Once again, I had made the mistake of leaving a wounded beast behind me. I only hoped I wouldn’t have to end Pellerin the way I had Toury. At the infirmary, I was examined and told that no bones were broken, the cudgel had struck muscle, and that the healing I’d already cast was sufficient for now. I was instructed to cast healing on it morning and evening for the next two days and to return if I still felt pain afterward.




I already knew I was fine before I arrived; I just wouldn’t be lifting anything heavy with that arm for the next day or two.




Denise was crying. “I’m so sorry I didn’t cast the spell faster,” she said.




I shook my head. “You have nothing to apologize for. It was my fault for turning my back on Pellerin. The fact that you had the presence of mind to recognize the danger and cast it as quickly as you did is what saved me from a very severe injury.” Then I lowered my voice. “If we were in private, I’d be kissing you and holding you right now.”




Eva leaned in and kissed me.




Marie muttered, “You make enemies with your mouth.”




I grinned. “I make lovers with my mouth too.”




She just shook her head with a smirk.




Delia crossed her arms. “I knew I was right about you.”




Robin said, “I’ll let Margot know what happened as soon as I get home tonight.”




“Let’s step outside for a moment,” I said. “We need a little privacy. You’re included, Robin.”





Chapter 12




Once we had moved far enough from the infirmary to avoid an audience, I said, “I had planned to talk to you, Marie and Denise, about this after breakfast and to Margot one evening but since things have already been said, I don’t want any questions to linger. For Eva’s and Delia’s sake, I’ll explain that Robin is here to relay what I’m about to say to his sister, Margot the young lady I was dining with when Pellerin challenged me.”




I looked at Denise and Marie, then continued, “Delia and Eva have expressed interest in dating me together. I explained that I already have several girlfriends, and it would be up to them whether or not to accept additional women into our relationship. They already suspected I’ve been seeing both of you, so I’m not revealing any secrets. If you’re open to considering them, I propose that you two and Margot arrange a day and time to meet with Delia and Eva so you can get to know each other. Take all the time you need and have as many get-togethers as necessary before making your decision. I won’t take a position on the matter.”




Marie said, “You’ve already taken a position by bringing it up to us. You want to date them, or you wouldn’t have asked.”




“You’re right I didn’t express myself well. I should have said that if you decide not to agree, I won’t hold it against any of you. It would be unfair of me, and I like to think I’m a better man than that.”




Marie responded, “It’s fine. What do you think, Denise? Should we talk to them?”




Denise said, “We don’t really have a claim on him. We haven’t agreed to marry or even enter a permanent relationship yet. I think we should at least meet them and get to know them a little.”




“I agree. For this decision, I think majority rules without further discussion,” said Marie. “Ladies, when should we get together and talk outside the academy so that Margot can participate?”




They arranged an evening later in the week, and Robin agreed to relay everything to Margot. As we started walking to the dining hall for breakfast before class, Robin piped up, “I don’t suppose any of you lovely ladies has a maid or cousin you could introduce me to?”




Denise smiled and said, “Let us think about it.”




Robin grinned and split off toward the administration building to get to work.




The rest of the day was fairly normal, though several of my male classmates gave me a thumbs-up as we passed each other. A few of the girls winked at me. When I returned to my dorm room, I found a letter from Nicole with dates and locations for meeting my clients over the next six weeks. Most were regulars including Loyse, Ysebeau, and Collette but there were a couple of new ones as well. I’d be really busy, but I needed the money if I was going to date five women.




On Wednesday, I learned from Mage Dorget that Pellerin had been removed from my Botanical Lore class. At lunch, I noticed Pellerin enter the dining hall sporting two black eyes and a splint on one hand. With healing, none of that would last long, but he’d be reminded of the beating every time he looked in a mirror for a couple of days.




By Thursday, the ladies had agreed to have dinner together Friday evening, and Denise and Marie promised to let me know how it went when we had breakfast Saturday morning. I had clients to see the next three nights and studying to do, so there would be no dates over the weekend anyway.




Saturday morning, I felt hopeful but not anxious. I loved the women I had and would abide by their decision without disappointment. When we met for breakfast, Denise gave me a nod and a smile, letting me know they had agreed while we were still among other students. I got the details once we stepped outside, putting some distance between us and anyone who might overhear.




Denise told me, “They are lovely girls, and I think we’ll all enjoy their company. Delia is much more mature than Eva. On the other hand, Eva seems more socially aware perhaps because she’s human and Delia grew up in a different culture.”




“Margot seemed fascinated with Eva’s accent. Don’t be surprised if she asks you to teach her Dutch. Did you notice Delia’s tongue? It’s longer than a human tongue and tapers narrower at the tip not a sharp point, but not as broad as a human’s. I can’t wait for her to eat me out; it should be amazing,” Marie said.




Denise rolled her eyes.




“After Delia and Eva left, we discussed them with Margot. She seemed to like that they are closer to her age. I think being three years younger than we are made her a little worried. She’s adorable, and she’s mature for her age most of the time,” Denise responded.




Marie continued, “While we were all there we talked about what we like and what you like. We didn’t reveal any of your secrets, but we let them know that you have more going on than we do, and that it’s up to you to decide when — or if you tell them. They asked why we hadn’t fully committed to you already, and we explained the service to the kingdom required of all mages, how bearing children relieves women of some duties (but not men entirely), and the financial issues involved. We also said we had a plan that would hopefully address the financial side, but again, we told them those plans were up to you to discuss with them.”




“We know that you hope to bring Isabel back, and we would love to have her in the family, but we didn’t discuss her with them. If you haven’t already told Margot, you should probably do that soon just to be up front. Have you told her about your plans for the slavers and your hopes for acquiring their assets? If not, you should probably do that sooner rather than later,” Denise concluded.




“Thank you both. I appreciate your openness, and I agree that I have a few things to catch Margot up on. I’d like to continue having breakfast with just the two of you, if that’s acceptable. Right now I’m spending a few hours most afternoons with Delia and Eva, helping them with French while we study together. I’ll make time to see Margot regularly  maybe Sunday afternoons. Most of all, I look forward to being able to hold you in my arms. I’m anxious to get started on the slaver campaign: both to save the women they entrap and to build our family’s future.”




One afternoon, when I returned to my dorm room after class, I found a note from Nicole. It said:




Mon Chéri Jacques,




I’m so excited. A few days ago, I gave birth to a beautiful little boy. We named him Thomas. André is strutting around like a proud rooster; you’d think he did all the work of carrying the baby for nine months. I can’t wait for you to visit and meet my little boy.




All my amour,

Nicole




It filled me with joy to learn that my oldest and dearest friend had given birth to a healthy child. I was already looking forward to visiting her soon. Without delay, I penned a reply.




Chérie Nicole,




I can’t wait to meet Thomas. I’m available for lunch on Sunday, two weeks from now. Let me know if that works for you.




Yours unconditionally,

Jacques





Chapter 13




I’d kept my word to my ladies. I sat Margot down and told her everything I’d already shared with Denise and Marie. Every Sunday afternoon, I carved out a few hours just for her. And yes, we finally had that promised bedroom adventure with Denise and Marie. It was everything we’d dreamed of and more. All that soft, warm female flesh against mine, hands wandering, lips brushing… theirs on each other, too. My desire burned hotter than ever. Waking up tangled in a heap of limbs with the three of them felt like stepping straight into a fantasy I never wanted to leave.




On my next round of visits to Loyse and Ysebeau, Loyse greeted me with shining eyes and the news: she was officially pregnant. She was over the moon. “I still want you every single day we scheduled,” she insisted, pulling me close. “We’ve blocked the time, and I’m not giving up your touch.” We’d drop back to once-a-month visits once Ysebeau was expecting. As long as she kept paying handsomely I wasn’t about to argue. I collected my bonus for the conception with a grin.




Winter solstice meant a flood of invitations for every student at the Académie de Magie. After single-handedly stopping the blaze that nearly devoured the city last spring, my name carried weight. Suddenly, everyone wanted the fire-taming mage at their gatherings. Last year, Nicole had invited me to her home both for pleasure and to boost her husband’s standing among his merchant peers. This time, I warned her: six of us were coming. Five mages. Two from the Netherlands. Her reply practically vibrated with excitement she couldn’t wait to parade that kind of magical prestige under her chandeliers.




That evening, I gathered my four academy beauties. Their gowns plunged daringly low, but Delia’s neckline was a masterpiece of engineering, barely containing her magnificent breasts. She’d clearly listened when the others teased out my weaknesses—and breasts were high on the list. I had to force my eyes elsewhere or risk walking into a wall. Half the men at the party would be green with envy, watching these stunning women orbit around me like planets around a very lucky sun.




We rolled up to Margot’s door in the carriage. When she stepped out, silk hugging every curve and that same daring décolletage on full display, I knew the trend had spread exactly as intended.




When we arrived at Nicole’s party, our introduction caused quite a stir exactly as she had planned. Andry and several other merchants made a point of speaking with Delia and Eva about trade between the countries. The girls were informative but noncommittal, exchanging contact information for later correspondence.




Nicole pulled me aside and thanked me profusely. We stole a brief kiss; it reminded me how much I’d missed her.




Margot was thrilled to attend several parties filled with nobles and wealthy merchants. She felt especially cherished when I introduced only her as my girlfriend.




Delia and Eva understood that this arrangement helped cover for Denise and Marie, who spent most of their time with us. Wherever we went, our group of six sat together, danced together, and shared countless laughs. We had a wonderful time.




With classes suspended for the week, I finally had time to contemplate a few things that had been on my mind. One was the comment Denise and Marie had made about sleeping together nearly every night and sometimes having Isabel join them last spring. Curious, I reread the student handbook, paying close attention to the dormitory regulations. It clearly stated that men were never allowed in the women’s dorm, but said nothing about women visiting the men’s dorm. Nor did it mention anything about students sharing rooms. The dorms were designed for single occupants, and tradition supported that, but there was no rule enforcing it.




The real challenge of having women in the men’s dorm would be the shared bathrooms and showers, though that wasn’t an insurmountable problem since each had private stalls. I was prepared to stir up a little trouble if the ladies agreed to my plan.




On the evening of our last party together, I took them all out to dinner. I had reserved a private room so we could enjoy our meal and talk in peace. I wanted to spend quality time with my ladies and share my plans for the future.

After we finished eating, I stood and said, “Ladies, thank you all for joining me at the many events these past few days. I’ve had a wonderful time in your company and hope you have as well. I’d like to discuss some ideas for our collective future. Some of you already know about them, and some do not. I’m also going to reveal a few things about myself things, some of you know and others don’t, so we may be here a while.”




I began with where I grew up and my connection to Nicole our sexual adventures, and my side job of pleasuring women. I told them I was still in that line of work and that was how I continued to finance my life outside the academy walls. I told them about the children I had been paid to father and that my second was on the way, and two more were likely within months. I spoke of grand-mère and how she had taught me Dutch, math, herbalism, and a little alchemy. Then I explained how Mage Viart had recognized my gift for healing and brought me into the academy even though I was officially too young. I tested out of the first two years of Botanical Lore and a year of math.




I briefly described coming upon two men attempting to rape a woman and how I dealt with them. I asked Denise to tell the story about Albert Toury; it was hers to tell and she did. She told them, bravely and plainly, that she had been raped not long after her magic came, and that Toury’s father had covered it up even as her parents fought for justice and watched their livelihood be threatened. I recounted the picnic with friends and the attack that nearly killed Marion: how I had used fire magic to kill all but one attacker, and how I had nursed Marion back from the edge of death.




I asked Margot to speak about Niquart and the threat he made to enslave her as a prostitute. Then I explained how I stopped him — by spying, by telling his boss that Niquart planned to overthrow him with Monsieur Dor’s help, and by investigating Dor’s brothel. With Juliote’s aid I freed the women there and treated those who’d been addicted to the drugs Dor supplied. I confessed to killing the seven men who ran the operation and to arranging a bill of sale that put me on record as the building’s owner; I allowed Juliote and the other women to use it as they wished so long as they covered taxes and repairs.




After all of that I said, “That brings me to the future. When I returned from summer duty with the army, Juliote told me a man had come looking for Dor to sell him more slaves. She had refused and told him to come back later. I intend to capture that man and interrogate him and his guards. We will release his captives and ensure they are safe and if there are other slaves waiting to be sold, I will go to them and free them as well. 




If the location where he keeps the captives belongs to him or to a conspirator, I will seize the property as I did the brothel. I don’t intend to stop there. During interrogation I will demand the addresses of every place where he has sold slaves. I will investigate those locations and, where appropriate, repeat the action we took at the first brothel. Each time we capture these criminals I will interrogate them to expand our intelligence on the slavers’ network — I have no doubt more than one group is involved in the trade. My goal is to rid Reims of slavers, free their victims, and take possession of the slavers’ and the buyers’ property so we can benefit from those assets.




My plan is to use the property and funds we gather to finance our family: perhaps open a business, invest in others’ ventures, or simply rent the buildings and live from the income. It will depend on what we find. Regardless, the aim is to allow Denise and Marie to have children so they can be exempted from the kingdom’s compulsory service for all mages. For those who don’t know, that exemption requires four children from each of them.




Marie and Denise have agreed to help me. I offer the rest of you the choice to join us, and I will not hold it against anyone who declines. There is risk when confronting violent men, and Margot — who is neither a mage nor a trained soldier — has limited means of defending herself. Eva and Delia, this is not your country; it is not your responsibility.




On another topic: Eva and Delia told me that in the Netherlands plural marriages are legal and not uncommon. Delia also said that in Elven lands plural marriages are the norm because the birth rate of girls is three times that of boys, so the most practical way for many women to marry is as part of a plural household. This matters because one item being negotiated between representatives of the Netherlands, the Elves, and the Kingdom of France is formal recognition of Dutch plural marriages.




Eva informed me that as long as one partner in the marriage is Dutch, their law allows foreigners to marry. For us, that means if we all agree to marry Delia and Eva, we would need to travel to their homeland and get married there. Once the ceremony is complete, we could return to France, where our marriage would be legally recognized. I know there will still be some stigma surrounding such a union, but it should be less severe than the judgment we might face if we merely lived together.




Frankly, I don’t care what others think of me, but you may feel differently. More importantly, being married protects our rights as parents and safeguards the rights of our children.




I must also mention there is another woman I hope to bring into our family. Denise, Marie, and Margot all know her. Her name is Isabel, and she graduated from the academy last year. She is now completing her mandatory service to the kingdom, as she was unwilling, in her words, “to become a breeder,” and wanted to see the world before her vision fails. Isabel suffers from a condition that causes her eyes to gradually deform and has been told that within a few years she will go blind. At present, there is no healing skill capable of saving her sight.




One of the projects I hope to undertake, once I have the time, is researching and developing a cure for her condition. I have not told her this, as I do not wish to offer false hope. Last year, I could not have offered her any promise of a life with me, but I now hope that my plans for our family’s future will meet her needs—and that she will accept my offer to join us.




Please think carefully about what I’ve proposed. Your constructive criticism is welcome. I yield the floor.”

Denise was the first to speak. “I knew most of what you had to say,” she began. “The idea of actually being able to marry is new and very exciting. I was willing to have you as my lover regardless, as long as we had a way to provide for a family, so I’m in for all of it. For the benefit of Eva and Delia, I’ll mention that Isabel is wonderful. She’s quite a character, and I think you’ll love her as much as Marie and I do. She’s also rather talented in bed.”




Marie followed up, “I agree with everything Denise said. I’ll just add that hearing all your thoughts tonight only reminds me why I love you so much.”




I glanced at Margot, and she spoke up. “You already know I’d be your lover or even marry you without all of this, so I’m certainly not backing out when you’re offering an even better arrangement. I’m happy to help with the slaver project from a distance since, as you said, I can’t defend myself. I’ll gladly assist with handling the victims, tracking down ownership documents, or any other task that doesn’t involve confronting the slavers directly.”




Eva jumped in, her halting French charming as ever. “Now I understand why you were asking about marriage laws in the Netherlands and diplomatic negotiations when we first started dating you. I love how much thought you’ve given everything, and I’ll be happy to join your or should I say our campaign to free the slaves. It’s a shame Nicole is married; she sounds like she’d be a lot of fun in bed with us.”




Delia rolled her eyes but smiled. “You’ve come so far from your early life and achieved great deeds at such a young age. I’m proud you’re willing to marry me. I’m sure Isabel is a fine woman—these others wouldn’t speak so well of her otherwise—so I’ll be glad to have her join us. As for the campaign to free the slaves and strengthen our family’s finances, I’m with you. Humans have come to elven lands to capture our women for the same vile purpose. When they’re caught, we execute them after interrogation. I’ve seen it myself and would be honored to help. My defensive magic can create barriers to protect others, so I can fight on the front lines. Now, all I want to know is—when are you going to take me to bed?”




All the girls laughed, and Eva chimed in, “Me too.”




I grinned. “Ah, I did forget to mention that. But first, one more item I waited on until I knew Delia and Eva were committed. We need a way for me to visit the Netherlands after the summer solstice. Ordinarily, I’d be assigned to patrol the countryside for three months before returning to the academy just in time for classes to start again. If we wait until next year, I could probably defer my service by claiming I’m getting married and planning for children—but I’d rather not wait, and I doubt any of you disagree. Delia, Eva, do you think your parents could help ensure my summer duty involves escorting the daughters of ambassadors and envoys visiting their families in the Netherlands?”




“Ohhh. I’ll send a letter to my parents,” Delia responded immediately. “We have our own language, and it will be far more difficult for spies to read than Dutch if Eva asks. Eva, just mention in your letter that your father should speak with my parents about mine that will be enough to confirm we’re both on board with the plan. I know my mother will be ecstatic and will do everything she can to make it happen.”




“Excellent. Now, about the question of beds.” I paused, gathering my thoughts. “I spent some time with the student handbook over the last few days and found some interesting details. Unlike the women’s dorm, where men are never allowed entry, there’s no prohibition on women entering the men’s dorm at all. It’s simply convention and custom that keep women from going in or, in fact, sleeping there. Of course, there’s the practical matter of bathrooms and showers, but those have private stalls, so I think it’s manageable.




“Margot, I’m going to ask your brother for a favor. I want him to swap my dorm room key for the corner room on the second floor, which is currently empty. That way, we’ll have an empty room between ours and the next occupied one, and the one directly across the hall is also vacant. The only possible disadvantage is that it’s one of the two rooms closest to the showers and bathrooms.”




“I love your devious mind,” said Marie with a grin. “I’m sure we can fit three mattresses on the floor if we dismantle the bed frame and store it against the wall. Then all five of us students can be together once we’re sure we can finance our family.”




Margot looked sad, so I told her, “We’ll make sure to spend plenty of time with you. And don’t forget, Marie and Denise graduate on the summer solstice. If we’ve found a home by then, you three will be sleeping together every night.”




She smiled a little and nodded.




“We need to discuss two other topics, but not tonight. Next Sunday, I’d like us to get together for lunch to talk about how we, as a family, can earn money with our skills and talents. We should also discuss our strategy and tactics for the Free the Slaves campaign. Now, let’s go to the last party of the season and enjoy ourselves.”




I opened the door and received a kiss from each of my ladies on the way out.




We had a wonderful time at the party and made an effort to socialize with the businessmen there, hoping to develop contacts for our family’s future endeavors. It was easy for me, given my notoriety after the fire last spring nearly everyone wanted to meet me.




I noticed Madame Berthier and her husband, Girart, in the crowd. Since I knew her from the inn where I grew up, I had an excuse for our familiarity here and was comfortable being acknowledged by her in public. I greeted them warmly, then invited them to visit our table so I could introduce them to my ladies. I made a point of explaining that she had been a frequent visitor to the inn where I had lived as a child.




Later that evening, I danced with her, and she said, “Jacques, I never knew you could dance. You’re nearly as good at it as you are at our more private entertainments.”




“Thank you, Loyse. The Académie de Magie provides instruction that even civilizes a barbarian like me.”




“Not too much, I hope. I rather enjoy some of that barbarian nature and Ysebeau does as well. Your date tonight is a lovely girl, by the way.”




“She is indeed, and we have plans to marry.”




“I’m so happy for you. Everyone deserves someone to love—and to be loved in return.”




“Thank you, Loyse.”




After the party, I made a point of having Margot sit in my lap on the way home. When we dropped her off, I stepped inside with her, out of the cold, and kissed her deeply. I told her I would miss her and reminded her that I would see her on Sunday. I spent the rest of the ride to the academy cuddling with Denise and Marie, since we still couldn’t show affection publicly. Going forward, though, I planned to be openly affectionate with Delia and Eva.




The next morning, before I left for breakfast, I heard a knock on my dorm room door. When I opened it, Robin stood there holding three room keys. I invited him in, and he said, “Margot told me what you’re up to and that you were going to ask for a key. I brought them all so you can collect the mattresses and bedding from the unused rooms. It’s easier for me to take the keys early in the morning than later in the day.”




“Robin, you’re the best. How soon do you need them back?”




“Any day this week should be fine. It’s unlikely anyone will notice; they’re not exactly hanging in plain sight.”




“That’s great. I’ll let you know when we’re done. Would it be possible to edit the records so it looks like I’ve always been in room 240?”




“I’m not sure,” Robin said. “I’ll check, and if I can, I will.”




“You take such good care of me; I really appreciate it,” I said.




“Ha! If I didn’t, Margot would kill me in my sleep.”




I laughed. “I’ll see you soon.”





Chapter 14




I had breakfast with Denise and Marie as usual and let them know I had the keys. Over coffee, our conversation turned to our abilities and how they might help during the confrontation we were planning with the slavers.




Denise’s telekinesis offered several intriguing offensive possibilities. Marie, with her lightning affinity, had clear destructive potential, while Eva’s water magic provided subtler but no less dangerous options, she could drown someone standing on dry land. My own fire magic, which was really just control over heat, could complement hers perfectly. By redirecting heat instead of generating it, I could freeze water as easily as ignite flame. I was already considering ways to use freezing spells to capture and interrogate our enemies rather than kill them outright.




We decided to dress inconspicuously; there was no reason to draw unnecessary attention. After some discussion, we agreed to meet later in the park between the dorms and the academy gate to practice coordinating our techniques. I planned to review everything with Delia and Eva after classes that afternoon.




By the end of the day, we were all on the same page again. Late that night, Delia and Eva came to my room. I’d left the door partially open and had already unlocked the doors to the other room we were borrowing a mattress from, as well as the new one I was moving into. When they arrived, we went straight to the new room and moved the mattress out of the way so we could dismantle the bed frame. Once that was done, we carried the parts to the other room, leaned them against the wall, and brought the spare mattress back. Next, we moved my old mattress into the new room and laid all the mattresses on the floor, creating a wide bed with barely any space left for the desk. We covered them with sheets and blankets before moving the rest of my belongings in. After locking the other rooms, we called it a night. Tomorrow, the girls would move in.




The next day, I returned the keys to Robin. He told me he’d found the record of room assignments and had updated it as I’d requested. I gave him a generous tip; he’d done great work, taken a risk, and earned it.




That evening, the girls brought over their belongings. They only packed what they needed for daily life at school; uniforms and essentials, leaving their party clothes and extras in their assigned rooms. Since I owned little, it didn’t take long to make space for them. We were exhausted from all the moving and decided to settle in early, just sleeping and snuggling.




Waking the next morning with two gorgeous women on either side of me was wonderful. I looked forward to many more mornings like that. We had to rise earlier than usual so the girls could use the bathroom without attracting attention, but that was fine we still had plenty of studying to do. We caused a small commotion stir leaving my new room together, and again when we passed through the lobby on our way out. Before we left, I tucked a note into the laundry basket with our dirty clothes, explaining to the staff that the two women were now sharing my room and asking them to please return their clothes with mine. It was all uncharted territory so, and we’d soon see how it went.




On Wednesday afternoon, when I returned to my dorm room, I found an envelope addressed to me, it was from Isabel. My eyes stung with tears; I was so happy to hear from her. The letter was dated September 30, meaning it had taken four months to reach me. The letter read:




Mon chéri Jacques,




I miss you terribly. I’m convinced the powers that be hand women the absolute worst assignments just to drive us back home, barefoot and breeding. My commanding officer is a true gentleman; the only reason I haven’t slipped one of those poison concoctions you taught me into my evening tea.




For you, I’d become a breeder in a heartbeat, if only to feel your arms around me again and that iron rod you call a cock buried deep inside. If you’ll have me, I’ll come home the moment my tour ends which falls exactly when yours begins. I’ll do everything I can to arrive before you deploy, then travel with you as needed during my three-month leave. With any luck, that enormous, blood-engorged beauty will put a baby in me fast enough to earn a three-year deferral.




Write soon, my love. I’m counting the days.




All my amour,

Isabel




I fired off a reply right away, telling her I'd be over the moon to have her as long as she accepted Marie, Denise, Margot, and the others she hadn’t met yet. I bolted to the stationery shop, posted it, and paid extra for expedited delivery.




That night, Delia stayed over while Eva spent the night with Denise and Marie. I finally gave Delia what she'd been craving... and much more. In return, she treated me to the best blow job I'd ever had.




That night, I discovered three subtle but thrilling ways an elf woman’s body differs from a human woman’s. First, the tongue: as Marie had teasingly pointed out, Delia’s was delicately pointed and nearly a third longer, letting her swirl and tease in ways no human ever could. Second, the throat. The nerves that usually spark a gag reflex sit much lower in elves, so Delia slid every inch of me down without the slightest hesitation or choke. Third, the complete absence of body hair below the neck. Her mound, her lips, every fold silken smooth, as flawless as the rest of her skin. “All elves are like this,” she whispered, tracing a finger across her bare pelvis. “Men and women alike.” The differences lit me up inside, sent heat racing through my veins. But I kept quiet. The last thing I wanted was Denise or Marie thinking they had to shave or wax to match her. Their soft curls were perfect exactly as they were.




Her warm tongue coiled around my cock, teasing the sensitive tip as she bobbed her head rhythmically up and down. The pleasure built so fast I couldn’t hold back. I climaxed hard, shooting thick ropes of cum straight down her throat. She never stopped, keeping that steady rhythm until my cock softened in her mouth. Only then did she pull back, locking eyes with me and flashing a wicked, satisfied grin.




I was flat on my back; she was on all fours above me, those enormous breasts hanging heavy, swaying gently, and brushing against my thighs with every breath. I couldn’t resist. “Come here,” I murmured, guiding her forward. I watched, mesmerized, as they swung like pendulums while she crawled closer. The moment her shoulders were within reach, I grabbed her and pulled her down, burying my face between those soft, massive pillows. My arms locked around her back, dragging her full weight onto me. Fuck, they felt incredible I could’ve stayed there forever, happily suffocating in that perfect, warm heaven.




After our first round, I pleasured her in several different positions throughout the evening. Each time I thrust into her, she’d gasp. After her second climax she murmured, “Every time you push into me, I feel this warm energy flowing through me. It’s incredible no elf or human has ever made me feel anything like it. It’s like magic, but I’ve never heard of such a thing.”




“It is magic,” I admitted, slowing my rhythm to meet her eyes. “I think it’s tied to my healing gift. The idea struck me the first time I was intimate with someone I was healing. I’ve experimented with it ever since, and the women I’ve shared it with… well, they seem to love it. Margot even calls it addictive.”




“Oui, I can see why she’d feel that way. I might even agree with her. It’s this electric rush surging through my entire body pure fire and the second it fades, I’m already craving the next hit. I’m so tempted to ride your cock slow and teasing, keeping you right on the edge so you never quite tip over… just so I can chase that pulse again and again. You have no idea how wonderful it feels. I keep wondering if it’s dangerous, if there are consequences I’m ignoring… but honestly? I don’t care. It’s too wonderful, and I want more. That hunger scares me a little, but even that doesn’t matter.




Now, can you get hard for me again? I need you to take me hard.”




“As my lady wishes.”




We stayed up far too late, talking and laughing until Delia was utterly spent. She finally drifted off, curled tight against my side, her breath warm on my chest. I followed her into sleep moments later.




The next day we were a little sleep deprived throughout the day, but the high from the night before carried us through, every shared glance and secret smile made the exhaustion feel worth it. That evening, Delia and Eva swapped places, and I had my first full night alone with Eva. She was a delight. Eva could give Margot a run for her money in the energy department. She adored being on top, alternating between leaning forward so I could bury my face in her neck and leaning back, hands braced on my thighs, putting on the most spectacular show. Her full, heavy breasts bounced with every roll of her hips, rising and falling as she worked herself on me, tight and slick and relentless.




I couldn’t keep my hands off her. One hand would slide between us, two fingers circling her swollen clit until she gasped my name; the other cupped a breast, thumb flicking the hard nipple until she arched like a bow. When she came, it was deafening, louder than Denise, louder than anyone, a raw, uninhibited cry that echoed off the walls. Thankfully I’d had the foresight to leave an empty room as a buffer between us and the rest of the house.




Eva responded to the pulse of magic I sent through her, her voice breathless: “Every time I feel it, it’s like being wrapped in your loving arms, surrounded by the heat of your passion. I never want it to stop. Only my orgasm gives me any respite once we get started.” Eva tired out faster than Delia, so we managed to get to sleep at a more reasonable time.




All my relationships had now been consummated; we were lovers in deed as well as in heart.




After breakfast the next morning, Marie grinned and said, “I was right about Delia’s tongue it’s made to please a woman. If she could send that pulse of magic like you do, Denise and I wouldn’t need you for anything except making babies. The girl is gifted.” 

“It isn’t just women she’s built to pleasure,” I replied. “I’d have sworn she had her hand on my cock except it was warm, wet, and I could feel suction. She took me all the way down and stayed there until I exploded down her throat, never once gagging. She says it’s because elves have slightly different anatomy; her gag reflex sits much deeper than in humans.”




Denise laughed. “You two are awful, but you’re not wrong. I’m glad we let them join us. This is going to be fun.”




Barely a week after Delia and Eva moved in with me, women started appearing in the men’s dorm. Within three weeks, one in five rooms had a female occupant. Upper-year students debated whether to designate an entire floor’s bathrooms as women’s or simply go fully co-ed. I kept my opinions quiet except when asked then I pointed out that every stall was private anyway, so co-ed made perfect sense. Whether my words carried any weight, I’ll never know, but co-ed won the vote. It turned out to be the perfect call. Everyone relaxed. Showers stayed drama-free, and the convenience was undeniable. A handful of guys got ideas and tried their luck with the new arrivals. They learned fast naked or not, a mage is never defenseless. One singed eyebrow and a few bruised egos later, the boyfriends stepped in, and the nonsense stopped cold. Here’s the surprising part: the whole dorm felt lighter. Guys smiled more. Girls laughed louder. Even the laundry staff shrugged and adapted without complaint, like they’d been waiting for the place to feel alive.




We continued our Sunday lunch strategy sessions, even turning the one closest to my birthday into a small celebration. I got kisses from all the girls; a sweet moment amid the tension. By then, though, my anxiety was building: Juliote still hadn’t reached out about the slaver trying to sell her girls. With no word from him, we decided we had to take matters into our own hands and investigate ourselves.




Everything rode on this. Providing real financial security for my family depended on seizing money or property from the criminals we’d vowed to drive out of the city. We couldn’t afford delays; Denise and Marie needed to know, without a doubt, that they’d be able to care for the children we’d have together.




None of us knew where any other brothels were, nor did we have any contacts who might know. Marie suggested, “Why don’t you ask Juliote and the ladies at the Red Hen? Perhaps one of their clients has mentioned another brothel.” With no better ideas, I went to the Red Hen that afternoon.




I got there early enough that they had no clients yet, so we all met in the parlor. I said, “Since you haven’t been approached by anyone trying to sell slaves though they probably still are I’m hoping you might know of other brothels I can investigate. I’ll take whatever I can get, even if it’s just a name.” I got three names, but only one came with an exact location; the other two were just general areas. It was something to work with, so that evening I checked out the address they’d given me.




I used the same procedure I’d used when I first investigated the Red Hen. I picked one of the more mature women who clearly wasn’t drunk or drugged. Once we were in a room, I said, “Tonight I just want to talk. I’ll pay you as if we’d had sex. If you agree, I’ll give you the money right now so you know I’m not lying.”




“Oui,” she said.




I paid her immediately, then asked, “Are you mistreated here? Are you able to keep the money you earn?”




She looked at me curiously before answering, “I have no problems here, nor do the other women. No one takes our money except for the reasonable rent we all agree to when we start working.”




I explained, “During another investigation, I learned that the owner of the Red Hen had been detaining women by force—using beatings and drugs—and keeping all the money they earned. Measures have been taken to free those women, and now they run the place as a co-op.”




“Oh, I see what you’re getting at,” she said. “We operate much the same way. All decisions are made collectively by the women working here. We each contribute our share of rent and expenses.”




I was relieved to hear that though part of me remained disappointed. “Are you aware of any other brothels, especially ones that might be holding women against their will?” I asked.




She gave me the names and addresses of two. One of them was a place I had already heard about from the women at the Red Hen—the same one she suspected of keeping women captive. She cautioned, “All I have are rumors, but I’ve heard them often enough to think they’re true. Since you’re investigating, I’d recommend you check that one first.”




“Thank you,” I said. “I appreciate your time and your willingness to help me and to help those enslaved.”




I gave her a tip. She smiled and gave me a quick peck on the cheek.





Chapter 15




I still had some time before I needed to head back to the academy, and I had a solid lead to follow. I decided to pursue it.




The moment I stepped through the door, I knew I was in the right place. Thugs stood guard at the entrance, their eyes fixed not on the customers but on the girls. Some of the women weren’t just tipsy—they looked barely able to stand. I forced myself to keep my rage in check; the last thing I needed was to draw the wrong kind of attention.




I followed the same approach I’d used at the previous establishment. Once alone with the woman, I said, “I’d like to talk instead of have sex. I’ll pay you right now if you agree to answer me truthfully. Will you do that?”




“Oui.”




I handed her the money and continued, “I have reason to believe that you and the other women here might be held against your will, and that the money you earn is being taken from you.”




Fear flickered in her eyes. I tried to calm her. “I will tell no one,” I assured her. “When we leave this room, I’ll loudly compliment you on your skills to avoid suspicion. I’ve already freed the women at another brothel, and I intend to do the same here. Will you answer my questions?”




Once she took a few deep breaths, she nodded in agreement.




I learned that the man who ran the business, Monsieur Paien, slept on the premises, leaving only between mid-morning and mid-afternoon. The doors were always closed and the girls locked in their rooms at three bells. To the best of her knowledge, there were two guards in the building at night. From the sound of their footsteps, she believed they patrolled the lower floor occasionally but spent most of their time near the front and back doors. Since she was always locked in her room, she couldn’t be certain.




Monsieur Paien controlled the place with an iron fist. She had once witnessed him beat a woman to death for trying to escape. When I asked if any of the guards were any better, she shook her head and said, “Absolutely not. They freely abuse the women.”




I asked when the guard shifts changed and how many men worked there in total, explaining that we wanted to capture all of them. She said there were five guards in total, working two shifts. They usually rotated, and one was occasionally off, though she didn’t think it followed any fixed schedule.




My final question was, “Does Paien ever take one of you to bed after three bells? And if so, does she stay the night, or does he send her back when he’s done?”




She huffed. “Nearly every other night, Paien has one of the girls in his bed, but never for more than an hour. Afterward, a guard escorts her back to her room and locks her in.”




I thanked her, then went to the door. As I exited, I said loudly, “That was the best blowjob I’ve ever had, honey. I’ll be back for another real soon.” Then I walked out, forcing a smile.




I made sure to walk a good distance, listening to the wind in case someone had followed me, before finding a carriage to take me back near the academy. It struck me then how accustomed I’d become to hiding the fact that I was also a wind mage. I realized I hadn’t told my ladies, even though I’d shared nearly everything else with them. For some reason, I still felt the need to keep that last secret.




When I returned to our room, I told Delia and Eva that we had a target and that I wanted them to join Denise, Marie, and me for breakfast in the morning so I could update everyone together. It was late, and we all needed rest, so they kept their questions to themselves.




At breakfast, I told the four women, “I’ve tracked down a brothel that’s using enslaved women. I confirmed it by speaking with one of them. I also gathered details about the owner, who sleeps in the building, and the guard schedule. Are you all ready to plan and execute a mission?”




They all agreed. We decided to meet in the library that evening for a planning session.




As I was leaving the Botanical Lore class I taught, Robin passed me a message: I was to report to Chancellor Mage Le Borgne immediately after my third-period class.




I turned to Robin and said, “Please let Margot know we have a target for the Free the Slaves campaign and that we’ll update her as we learn more.”




As instructed, after Economics class I went to the administration building and checked in for my appointment with Mage Le Borgne. He didn’t keep me waiting long. As soon as the door closed, he said, “Do you have any further plans for social engineering at my academy?”




“Would you consider married student housing?” I replied.




He smirked. “And why would we do that?”




“The rules for mages require twenty years of service, yet they encourage female mages to bear children in order to avoid that obligation. That suggests the kingdom desires to increase the number of mages. Since we know that magical ability is hereditary, wouldn’t making it easier to have a family while studying at the academy further that goal?”




“Indeed, it would. I’ll take your suggestion under advisement and perhaps explore potential funding sources for constructing such a facility. Now, are you planning any other surprises?”




“I never set out to change anything. I simply noticed a loophole in the rules and exploited it for personal reasons. Some of my classmates recognized the same opportunity and chose to take advantage of it as well. They organized themselves to ensure efficient access to limited resources namely, restrooms and showers.”




“So you didn’t organize this little revolt? It happened organically?”




“Oui.”




“Hahaha. I told those dolts the handbook was poorly written.”




“I assume you weren’t one of the authors of that document.”




“Non. When I took this job twenty years ago, I was told the student handbook was a long-established set of rules. I was not allowed to adjust it in any way, and I was to enforce those rules to the letter.”




“As it happens, the loophole you exploited was one of the first things I pointed out. But those dolts said it wouldn’t be a problem the prohibition on men in the women’s dorm, together with custom, had always handled the issue. No self-respecting woman would simply live with a man. Frankly, I didn’t care then and I don’t care now; I only used it to show how poorly written the book was. I’m surprised no one bothered to exploit it before now.”




“So I’m not here to be dressed down or told to send my girlfriends back to their dorm?”




“Non. I would only ask that you warn me next time you find a loophole you want to exploit, so I’m better prepared to deal with the fallout. I’ve had visits from the parents of three young women though two of those daughters hadn’t moved in with a man and I’ve received half a dozen letters. I told them exactly what I told you, without disparaging the committee I answer to. For now, as long as both are students, couples are welcome to use your exploit. Pass that on to your classmates discreetly, and be vague about the details of our discussion. Go enjoy your lunch.”




I smiled and said, “Thank you.” I waited until I was out of the building before I let out a belly laugh.




At lunch I sat with Thierry, Genevote, and Marion. I told them about my meeting but left out the committee details. “Mage Le Borgne said the decision to make the men’s dorm co-ed won’t be reversed unless someone above the chancelier rewrites the student handbook and that will take a long time. He also said that if we find something else to exploit, we should plan for it, but warn him first so he’s not surprised if parents complain.”




Thierry grinned like a madman; Genevote blushed, and Marion simply nodded.




After fitness class I met with my ladies in the library as we had agreed. Based on what the woman at the brothel had told me, the best approach resembled the one I’d used at the Red Hen but this time I’d bring backup. I planned to experiment with freezing the blood at the heart to immobilize the guards and Monsieur Paien for interrogation. Once we were satisfied with the plan, we needed to acquire rope and figure out how to turn it into proper restraints. I suggested, “It might be worth asking our fitness instructor, Sergent Augier, whether he has experience restraining captives and can advise on techniques. Perhaps he’ll have a better idea than plain rope, or can suggest the best way to use it.”




Marie said, “I’ll handle that.”




Since we had agreed that we didn’t want to be identified, I said, “I’ll visit the tailor I use and have him make us some masks.” Once everything was arranged, we would set a date—likely a Saturday night—so that we could capture the other set of guards the next morning without missing classes.




The next afternoon, after classes, I visited Estienne and explained what I needed. I asked him to use a dark, durable, yet comfortable fabric, since the masks would be worn for many hours. I also told him there would be several people wearing them and asked that he include adjustable straps for a proper fit. As with my original request for the Masseuse mask, he didn’t ask any questions, though he did raise an eyebrow. I liked the man for several reasons, and his discretion was one of them. I paid him in full when he told me the masks would be ready by Saturday afternoon.




At breakfast on Friday, Marie told us, “Asking Sergent Augier was a good idea. He knew exactly how to handle what we need since he’s used the same procedure when his team captured enemy soldiers and needed to interrogate them. I also asked if he’d be willing to offer suggestions about managing a hostage situation. He said he was intrigued and agreed to meet me after classes.




When we met, I outlined the situation without giving any names or even mentioning a brothel. He asked what was known about the building layout and what weapons or skills would be used in the attack. I provided that information, then told him our plan and let him critique it. He said he liked it and advised us to be prepared for twice as many of everything we expect to need. So if we expect two guards, be ready for four.




“The sergent also recommended we bring our own water in case what’s available is tainted. He said to keep a lookout for reinforcements or anyone showing up unexpectedly. I think he was joking when he said it sounded like fun and that he might want to come along. I told him what he didn’t know couldn’t hurt him and then I winked at him.”




Denise said, “I’ve already purchased the rope, so Marie and I will work on the restraints this evening. I’m confident they’ll be ready for use by Saturday night, as long as everything else is in place.”




We had agreed to prepare ten sets so we’d be ready for anything.





Chapter 16




I walked to Estienne’s tailor shop on Saturday afternoon to pick up the masks, then met the ladies’ carriage a block away. Together, we rode past our destination, taking a careful look at the building before disembarking three blocks farther on. We explored the neighborhood, scouting the area behind the building for possible access to the rear. Once we had a clear understanding of our surroundings, we stopped at a nearby tavern for dinner, then found an inn where we booked a room for the night. After reviewing our plans and considering Sergent Augier’s suggestions, we went to bed early to ensure we were well rested for what was to come.




I woke earlier than intended, my nerves stirring me from sleep, but I remained still until  struck three bells rang so as not to wake my ladies prematurely. Once everyone was dressed, we slipped quietly out of the inn and made our way toward the brothel. Half a block from our target, with a clear view of the entrance, we waited in the shadows until four bells. Then, confirming that no lamps were lit, we donned our masks and approached the door.




Denise unlocked the door using telekinesis. Delia entered first, her shield raised. I followed close behind and tried freezing the guard’s blood. He collapsed with a pained grunt. Denise stayed behind me, ready to use her telekinesis to trip or hinder anyone else if I ran into trouble.




The falling guard made enough noise or perhaps the open door let in enough light to alert the other guard, who came running down the hall. I had more difficulty freezing his blood; he was a moving target, and I hadn’t had much practice. Denise’s telekinesis came in handy as she tripped him. Instead of using magic again, I sprinted toward him and kicked him in the face as he tried to get up, then held him down while Eva bound and gagged him. Marie quickly took care of restraining the first guard.




I turned to the others. “Marie, keep watch at the door we came through. Delia, cover the hall and stairs while I heal the first guard.”




If I was going to interrogate these men, I couldn’t have them die too quickly. I also wanted to see how well my blood-freezing technique worked. Once I was done I concluded I needed more practice, but it would do—since we didn’t plan to let him live long after the interrogation anyway.




“Denise, watch the stairs, please.”




“Delia, take the lead down the hall with your shield up so we can check the back of the building before ascending the stairs.”




Finding no one, we returned and checked the doors to all the rooms as we went.




Delia led us up the stairs in the same order we’d entered through the front door. On the second floor I checked the hall alone and confirmed every door was locked. On the third floor there were four rooms and I didn’t know which one Monsieur Paien was in. Denise unlocked the first door while Delia kept her shield raised. I nudged the door open and Eva cast a low-powered mage-lamp spell so we could see the room. It was an office—empty. We left the door open and moved on to the next; it was unlocked and turned out to be an empty bedroom.




The next door was unlocked too, and this bedroom was occupied. I slipped in behind Delia’s shield, put my hand over the occupant’s mouth and pressed a knife to the base of his skull behind his ear. As soon as he opened his eyes I told him quietly that if he moved or made a sound I’d shove the knife into his brain. Actually I’d freeze his heart, but he might not have believed that threat.




Since we couldn’t be certain this was Paien, I let Eva gag him, then put the restraints on and left him on the floor. We followed the same procedure for the last door and found another occupied bedroom.




He must have been a light sleeper — he sat bolt upright the moment the door opened and started shouting for the guards. Fortunately, they were already restrained. The man reached for his nightstand; taking no chances, I froze his hand solid. He screamed and cradled it against his chest, which made it easy for me to step forward and press the knife to his throat. “I suggest you avoid fighting us,” I said, “or I will use this knife or perhaps freeze your other hand.”




He complied, fear wide in his eyes.




With all the guards and Paien under our control, I gave Denise the go-ahead to release the women and take charge of them. I reminded the team, “Make sure Delia keeps her shield up as each door opens in case of a surprise attack whether from an unexpected guard or a panicked woman.”




“Eva, switch with Marie as lookout and send her upstairs to assist me with the interrogation.”




Once the women were assembled, Denise explained they were being freed: any wounds would be healed and addictions treated. Her job was to tell them we would do our best to help anyone who wanted to go home or otherwise leave. Those who wished to continue as prostitutes were welcome to find another brothel, or we would refer them to Juliote at the Red Hen. If enough women expressed interest and if Paien owned the building we might rent it to them so they could run it as a cooperative, like the Red Hen.




I questioned our final captive with Marie’s assistance; shocks of lightning magic proved highly motivating. We had found Paien. He answered all our questions including confirming that he owned the building and telling us where the documents were kept. He claimed the women worked there of their own free will, but I let that assertion go for the moment; I already knew the truth.




Marie went to the office and collected the building’s title and the coins he kept in the room. I suspected he was holding something back, but that was a concern for later. I wanted to develop a sense for when he was lying and when he was telling the truth.




We gagged him and interrogated the other guards one at a time, ensuring they couldn’t hear our questions or the others’ responses so we could compare their answers. The process proved enlightening. We discovered the names and locations of two other brothels that also used slaves.




“Monsieur Paien, we have spoken to all the women. Each one claims she was held against her will. Do you still insist otherwise?”




“N-n-non.”




I pressed further. “Where do you keep the rest of your money?”




“There is no more,” he claimed.




I was now certain he was lying. I nodded to Marie, who grabbed his groin and sent a jolt of electricity through him. I thought I saw a wisp of smoke rise or maybe that was my imagination. Either way, I shuddered when I saw her smile as she did it. My beautiful brunette temptress clearly had a sadistic streak; one I had no desire to explore personally.




Once the screaming and sobbing had subsided, Paien finally broke.




“Th-th-there’s a compartment under the back left corner of my desk,” he stammered. “Remove the board to access it. I keep my francs in there.”




I called Denise and asked her to use her telekinesis to open the compartment, in case it was trapped — a precaution that proved wise. A poisoned spike on a spring would have caught the hand that tried to open it otherwise. We retrieved the money and several documents hidden inside. Denise went back to managing the women while I returned my attention to Paien.




“I’m disappointed in you,” I told him. “You didn’t warn me about the poisoned spike in that compartment.”




I pressed the spike against his neck and continued my questioning. This time, he was far more cooperative. From him, I learned about several other criminal operations in the area   including an alchemist who supplied the drugs he used on his captives. By cross-checking the answers from all four of our prisoners, we confirmed the number of guards expected later that morning and the approximate time of their arrival.




The guards proved a rich source of additional information about other criminals’ names, addresses, little habits. We still had to confirm some of it by further investigation; I’d learned from Capitaine Paru’s lessons that answers under torture weren’t always reliable. Anything that came from two or more prisoners I treated as truth, since separating them during questioning prevented coordinated lies.




When we were done for the moment, I left Paien under Marie’s watchful eye and dragged the guards to the kitchen at the back of the first floor. We kept them there for a while in case we could squeeze more out of them once the rest of the guard detail arrived.




We had about an hour to prepare, so everyone rested and drank water. I sat with the enslaved women and did my best to reassure them — we intended to free them as soon as the remaining guards were in custody.




I also questioned the women about criminal activity, even rumors. Their information proved instructive; thugs liked to brag to prostitutes about their scores. The new leads gave me things to ask our existing captives, but that would wait until the final guards were captured.




Eva alerted us that the last two guards were approaching, so we hid. Delia, Denise and I pressed ourselves against the wall where the open door would shield us until they turned to close it. I put a foot up so a flung door wouldn’t catch us in the face. Both guards walked in, looking around they expected to see at least one overnight sentry.




Denise sent one sprawling with a quick spell, and I tested freezing heart-blood again. After mine was down, I cast freeze on Denise’s target and Delia restrained them both. Once they were bound I healed them, the first took real effort, and likely wouldn’t live long even if I’d intended to let him.




After a few more rounds of questioning that added details but no revelations, I dragged Paien into the kitchen with the guards. One by one I fried their brains — a quick death so there would be no more suffering and so they couldn’t raise an alarm and terrify the women who had already been through enough. If the fireplace had been big enough I would have disposed of the bodies there, but c’est la vie.




The kitchen was stone: floor and walls cold beneath my feet, the ceiling at least ten feet high. Marie and I moved the flammable furniture out of the room and opened the windows. Then, in the center of the room and one at a time, I burned them to ash, careful not to create too large a conflagration that might set the building alight. The stench was overwhelming, so I used wind magic to keep a steady breeze flowing through the windows.

I asked Denise if she thought she could use telekinesis to send the ashes out the back door and into the gutter. She said it would be interesting to try, so I let her work it out and gathered the rest of my ladies at the front door, where Eva was once again keeping watch. Everyone agreed the operation had gone very well, and we all took another short break.




We hadn’t eaten since early morning, and it was nearly noon, so Marie volunteered to pick up sandwiches for everyone from the tavern where we’d had dinner the previous night. I asked Eva and Delia to go with her, as she’d need extra hands to carry food for all the newly freed women as well as for us. Marie checked everyone’s sandwich preferences and asked whether they wanted beer, wine, or something else before the three of them left.




Not long after, Denise came back to report that using telekinesis was, in her words, “a pain in the derrière” delivered in a tone that clearly warned me not to ask her to do it again. I made a mental note to avoid that in the future if I wanted to live to see another day. We’d need a better method next time, since this sort of thing was likely to come up again.




While waiting for lunch, I inspected the kitchen floor where I had burned the corpses and, unsurprisingly, found it severely scorched. It could be fixed later with a little alchemy and some heavy scrubbing, but that would have to wait. I returned to the front door to share watch duty with Denise and asked what she had learned about the women.




Half had been addicted to drugs to keep them compliant; most of the others showed signs of recent beatings, though none had injuries requiring immediate healing. Of those not addicted, most believed they still had homes to return to and wished to do so. Three had been prostitutes before being enslaved by Paien, and having no other skills, intended to continue in the profession. Among the addicted women, a few were too befuddled to answer clearly, while the rest all wanted to go home. I wasn’t surprised. I hadn’t yet counted the money we had found, nor what we had looted from the guards. I also wanted to visit each of their apartments to collect anything of value we could find there. I decided to take Marie with me and leave the others behind to protect the women.




Once Marie and the rest of my ladies returned, I placed a sign on the door marking the brothel as closed for renovations while they put their masks back on. Then we went to the parlor, where everyone was sitting, and had lunch with them. I explained to the women, “One of these ladies and I are going to run an errand. While we’re gone, the others will divide the funds we found in the office among you. After that, they’ll help you arrange transportation home, if you wish. For those planning to continue in prostitution, we can take you to the Red Hen, where you may join the cooperative—if they accept you and you agree to their rules.”




One of the women asked, “How can we be sure you won’t just enslave us somewhere else?”




I replied, “Have we mistreated you or any of the other women since we arrived here? Perhaps you should compare how we’ve treated you to how you were treated before.”




I added, “You and the others are free to walk out that door and find your own way to wherever you wish, whenever you wish. However, I’d recommend waiting until we’ve distributed the money Paien had hidden.”




She grunted but seemed satisfied, at least for now.




Then I turned to Denise. “Please count Paien’s money in front of these women and divide it among them while Marie and I search the guards’ quarters.”




After the first three apartments, I began to think the search was a waste of time. It seemed the guards spent everything they earned on food and drink; there was virtually nothing of value aside from a few coins and some cheap jewelry. The fourth guard, however, rewarded our persistence with a sizable bag of silver francs. The fifth guard’s apartment contained little money, but the jewelry was finer, and we found a few other valuables we could sell for a decent profit.




We considered the guards’ money ours, payment for the effort we’d put in. The more we found, the better for us. I would need to spend a considerable sum to transfer the title to Paien’s building, so the extra funds were a welcome relief.




When we returned, I gathered my ladies and asked Denise what had happened after the money was distributed. She reported that five women had packed their meager belongings and left immediately. Two of the professional prostitutes chose to wait for a ride to the Red Hen. I then asked Denise, “What do you think about paying the two women who stayed to care for the addicted ones until they’ve completed their treatment and can manage on their own?”




Denise, who’d been the one interacting with them, said it was worth a try, so she handled it. It was convenient that they agreed since it allowed all of us to attend classes without leaving the addicted women alone, which would likely have ended badly for some of them. Denise held onto the money for the addicts to keep everyone honest.




I healed the women, easing soreness from prior beatings and relieving withdrawal symptoms for the addicted. Before we left, we confirmed there was food available and I offered the women caring for the addicts a little extra if they would clean the kitchen  it needed wiping to remove the lingering smell and ashes from burned corpses, and the floor would have to be scrubbed. They said they’d see how it went, so my ladies and I left, promising to return every afternoon until the addicts were fully healed. Denise asked them to wait in the parlor with the door closed for a few minutes so we could take off our masks before exiting the building.




We walked back to the inn where we slept the night before and found a carriage to take us to the academy. While we rode, I counted the money we’d found at the guard’s apartments and asked who wanted to handle selling the jewelry and other valuables. Denise said she could arrange it through contacts her parents had, so I gave her the bag. On academy grounds we met on the lawn in front of the dining hall and discussed how the operation had gone the good and the bad. The consensus was that if Paien had woken earlier while we were subduing the sleeping guard, things might not have gone so smoothly. We decided a bigger team would be better; next time we’d bring Margot as our lookout.




I read my interrogation notes to everyone; they were pleased the list had produced new targets. I would have liked to split the work but given the risks and the fact that several targets were brothels, that wouldn’t work for most of them. The alchemist who supplied the drugs was a place the girls could visit: we only needed to see what it looked like inside and learn whether he lived there or elsewhere. Then we would decide how to handle him. I would take on the brothels, and we would investigate the other criminals later; freeing the slaves seemed the priority, and it didn’t hurt that it was probably more profitable. For now, we had to finish our current business: the title transfer, treating the addicts, and my clients.





Chapter 17




For the next week, I spent my afternoons treating the addicted women. Each night, when I returned to the academy, I barely had enough time to grab dinner before the staff closed the hall. I managed to prepare my Botanical Lore lectures and complete most of my reading for the other classes, but by the end of the week, I was utterly exhausted. The final treatment took place on Sunday after lunch. I brought only Denise, not wanting to expose the others any more than necessary. The caretakers had done a decent job in the kitchen, the stench was gone, though the floor still needed more work. Still, it was a vast improvement, and I felt no cause for concern. I paid the women what we had promised for both caring for the addicts and for their diligence in cleaning the place and even gave them a little extra for keeping their word. I told them they were free to do as they pleased, and if they wished to try their luck at the Red Hen, we would escort them there. I had already informed Juliote to expect their arrival.




Denise handled the now-recovered addicts, distributing their share of the money and reviewing their options with them. They all wanted to return home, and I couldn’t blame them. Most were young and had been abducted from villages only a day or two’s travel from the city. I arranged for carriages to take them to the city gates, where they could find a caravan and purchase passage home, while Denise stayed with them. Once they had all departed, I locked up the building, and we took another carriage to meet the rest of the ladies including Margot for a celebratory dinner.




During dinner, Denise and Marie reported what they had learned from their visit to the alchemist. We nearly decided that we had enough information to plan an operation soon, as it seemed unlikely there would be complications involving enslaved women. Still, we needed to investigate further to determine whether anyone else lived there, the alchemist might have a family, perhaps a wife or children. We agreed to consider it carefully. With that settled, we enjoyed the rest of our evening and went to bed content, satisfied that we had done a good deed no matter how things turned out.




I spent the next week mostly catching up on my studying and sleep. I also found time to meet with my contact to transfer the title. On Saturday, a copy of the recorded deed arrived in the mail. On Sunday, we all met for lunch to discuss what to do with the building and whether to investigate the alchemist immediately or look for another brothel first. The consensus was to pursue the brothel, as the investigation could be completed in a single evening, and we already knew exactly how to handle it from start to finish.




As for the building, we agreed it was of no real use to us for anything we wanted to pursue, so our best option was to sell it. Denise volunteered to handle that, as her parents would likely have a suitable contact.




I reminded the group that time was running short and that we needed funds, so I recommended accepting any reasonable offer rather than holding out for the highest price. Everyone agreed, anxious to reassure Denise and Marie that we had the money needed to support them and our children and to make sure they could become pregnant before graduation. The clock was ticking.




Our next brothel raid went smoothly. Unfortunately, we discovered that the man we captured didn’t own the building, and the landlord had no idea the women inside were being enslaved. Still, we gathered valuable intelligence. On the positive side, although he didn’t live there, he kept a fair amount of cash in his office. The women weren’t drugged only beaten so I was able to heal them all by Sunday afternoon. They were young, most abducted within the last year, and all wanted to go home. As usual, we divided the money we found among them before sending them on their way. A few days later, I sent a letter to the building owner, explaining that their tenant was breaking the lease and had fled town.




That afternoon, Marie, Denise, and I visited the guards’ apartments, scavenging for valuables before leaving the doors open behind us. Later that evening, we went to the brothel boss’s home and gathered all the money we could find. He’d been surprisingly forthcoming about its location though only after Marie struck him in the balls with lightning but I still doubted he’d told us everything. I also suspected some of the stashes might be trapped. For a moment, I considered keeping him alive, but it wasn’t worth the effort to drag him along. Using telekinesis, Denise opened every drawer and chest, and sure enough, the largest stash of money was booby-trapped.




We did find the deed, though, which was a good sign. The house itself was actually quite nice. We talked about keeping it as a home for the women, a safe place they could call their own. In the end, we decided to think it over and return next Sunday with the rest of the group to make a final decision.




Tuesday at breakfast, Denise told me that the agent handling the sale of our building believed he had a strong chance of closing a deal within the next couple of weeks. He also expected to secure a decent price for it. We would probably receive enough money for all the ladies and children to live on including rent for about two years, even without any additional income. Alternatively, we could use the proceeds to start a business. 




On Saturday, I received the deed to the house in the mail. The following day, we visited the property in the morning, then went out for lunch to discuss what to do with it. The neighborhood was one typically occupied by mid-tier merchants, and the house itself had four bedrooms. The master bedroom was spacious, though the bed wasn’t quite large enough for all my ladies. There were two bathrooms. I thought the place would suit our needs, but I left the decision to the ladies, they were the ones who would be living there while I served the kingdom. We decided not to rush our decision. Instead, we gathered the old food and clothing and burned them in the backyard. We searched the house again for any hidden money or documents and found a few items, though nothing remarkable. Finally, we selected a few valuables we didn’t plan to keep, even if we retained the house. Denise took custody of those items, promising to use her contacts to dispose of them.




We realized that once the building sold we would have a considerable sum that needed safe storage, and my dorm room at the academy wasn’t the place for it. Denise said she would discuss options with her parents. On the carriage ride back to the academy, we went over exactly what it would take to make Marie and Denise comfortable making the final commitment to have children with me. It turned out we were probably there but they wanted to wait until the building sold before deciding, since the final amount could still differ from the agent’s estimate.




We agreed to proceed to the next brothel; there was a chance we could grab another building, a house, or both. On Monday evening we met in the library to review the intelligence we had gathered and pick our next target. We had one more brothel we were fairly certain used slaves, and a couple more worth checking. In addition, we had several other criminal enterprises we could target, but they were unlikely to be very lucrative unless they kept earnings on the premises. We would at least have to pass by the addresses to see what kind of buildings they were.





Chapter 18




I visited the next brothel soon afterward, confirming that enslaved women were being used. I suspected the presence of drugs, but mostly violence. The woman I spoke to that night was less forthcoming than others I had met, so I decided to return another evening.




When I visited the second time, I chose the woman who appeared the most bruised. We had barely been in the room long enough for me to explain why I was there before the door burst open and a man charged in. I tried to create some distance, but the room was so small there was nowhere to go. He struck me with a cudgel, breaking my arm but I had protected my head, so before he could strike again, I fried his brain. 




There was a second man right behind him, and I fried his brain too. The girl, poor thing, cringed against the far corner of the room. I closed the door and propped it with the corpses. After a moment I sat with her and promised that her suffering would end tonight. I used healing magic on my arm and discovered the break wasn’t too bad: if I didn’t move it. I cast healing on it to begin knitting the bone and dull the pain. I wouldn’t be using that arm much the rest of the night, but it wouldn’t distract me.




I didn’t have much time. I cleared a path to the door and braced myself to fry more brains if I had to. When I stepped into the hall another man charged at me; I dropped him the same way. Two women saw it and screamed, then ran. I coaxed the girl I’d been with out into the corridor and finally had a chance to ask her name. “Isabel,” she said.




At that moment, a pang of sadness washed over me as I thought of my Isabel. I turned to her and asked, “Do you recognize the men who came into the room and the one who charged me in the hall?”




She replied softly, “Oui. They’re guards here.”




At least there were no unexpected visitors tonight so far.




“Will you hold my hand?” I asked. I waited for her to reach out to me rather than taking her hand myself. When she did, I said quietly, “We’re going to walk to the front door, and I’ll deal with anyone who tries to stop us.”




She nodded, and together we moved forward, slow and careful.




When we reached the door, I said, “Isabel, please look outside and tell me if you see any men lingering anyone who might charge in.”




She peered through the doorway and shook her head. “There’s no one out there,” she said.




I had to act fast to handle the mess. “Come with me to the parlor,” I told her. “Check if there are any men inside.”




She reported, “There are no men, but several of the women are here.”




I poked my head into the room and said, “I’m here to rescue you. Please stay inside until the guards have been dealt with.”




My words seemed to startle them, but what else could I do? Then it occurred to me that Isabel might be injured, her bruises had been hard to miss. I turned to her and said, “I’m a healing mage. If you’ll allow it, I can heal any injuries you have.”




She nodded, and I cast the spell. As I worked, I found several swollen areas along her body and eased the pain with care. For a moment, I thought she might cry, but instead she whispered softly, “Thank you.”




“You’ve been very brave,” I told her. “I’ll protect you, no matter what.”




She squeezed my hand.




I saw a man and a woman leave a room and quietly asked Isabel if he was a customer or a guard. She said customer, so I waited until he came closer and said, “As you can see, there’s been some violence here. You should go home and stay there until morning.” He gave me a terrified look and left immediately. Isabel took it upon herself to gather the other woman and send her into the parlor.




We waited for the customers to make their way out and proceeded the same way as before. After four or five had left, a man came down the stairs alone and Isabel said, “Guard,” without prompting. I used freeze on his heart-blood and he dropped with a pained grunt. I asked Isabel if she could find something we could use to tie him up. She went into the parlor and brought back the decorative curtain ties. I bound his hands and feet, then healed his heart I noticed I was getting better at freezing heart-blood; I had done less damage than before. I gagged him and dragged him into the hall.




We waited a little longer before I asked Isabel to check the front door again. She returned a moment later, saying it was still clear. I then asked which of the women in the parlor she thought might help us find out whether any men were still in the rooms on the first floor. Isabel called over another girl about her age.




“I’m a healing mage,” I told the newcomer. “If you take my hand, I can cast a healing spell to relieve any pain you might be feeling.” She hesitated briefly, then took my hand. I focused my energy and cast the spell. A faint smile touched her lips. “Please,” I said gently, “check the rooms on the first floor and see if any still have men in them. If you find one, wave to us and point to the door. If the room has only a woman, send her to the parlor.”




She nodded and carried out my instructions. When she returned, she reported that there were no more men on the first floor. Two more women joined the others in the parlor. I poked my head inside and addressed the group. “I’m here to rescue you,” I said. “Please stay here a little longer while I gather the rest of the women and take care of the men.”




I asked our helper whether she had checked the kitchen or any of the storage rooms, and she confirmed that she had. Then I asked Isabel and our helper to come upstairs with me to repeat the process, and they both agreed. There were only two men on the second floor, both customers, so I sent them home.




Turning to Isabel and the other girl, I asked, “What can you tell me about the rest of the building?”




“The owner’s bedroom is on the third floor, at the back. He also keeps an office up there, on the left. I think there’s another room, but I don’t know what’s in it.”




“Isabel, are there likely to be any more guards in the building?”




“Non,” she replied.




I sent her downstairs to check the front door once more and told her to hang the Closed sign and make sure it was locked. Then I thanked the other girl for her help and asked her to return to the parlor to keep the women calm while I finished my task.




She nodded and left.




When Isabel returned, she confirmed that the front door was clear. I asked her to check that the back door was locked, then to shove a chair under the doorknob to block it in case someone tried to force their way in. After that, I told her to stay where she could see the front door but close enough to the stairs to warn me if anyone entered.




She agreed, and I headed up to the third floor. I prepared a flash-bang spell one of the techniques Mage Coquin had taught me in Spellcraft class and ascended cautiously. Peeking over the top step, pressed against the wall, I saw no one. I slipped quietly into the hallway and checked the door on the right. It was locked, but that didn’t necessarily mean the room was empty. Using a bit of wind magic, I listened for any sign of breathing. After a few minutes of silence, I decided that if anyone was inside, they were probably dead.




I suspected the trouble would come from the office, so I checked the doorknob while standing off to the side. When I realized the door was unlocked, I threw it open and cast a flash-bang spell, shielding my eyes from the burst. As the light faded, I looked inside and saw three men, dazed and disoriented. I froze the heart’s blood of the first man, then unleashed another flash-bang. As the second man staggered, I froze his heart’s blood as well before casting a third flash-bang and finishing the last one the same way.




With the two rooms cleared, I checked the bedroom and found it locked. Not having telekinesis like Denise, I couldn’t simply unlock the door, so I kicked it in, cast a flash-bang, and swept the room—no one there. I looked for something to tie the men with but didn’t find enough for all three, so I grabbed socks to use as gags.




From the top of the stairs I called down to Isabel and told her the men were secured but that I could use more rope. I cast Healing on the first man I’d knocked out; once his heart was pumping and he was breathing I shoved a pair of socks into his mouth, removed his belt, and did my best to bind his hands. I repeated the process with the other two, noting that I’d done a decent job of freezing their blood without doing too much damage to their hearts — not that it would matter to any of them by the time this was over, but it was useful to know my control with the spell was improving.




Not long after, all three were breathing again and Isabel came back with decorative curtain ties and some rope she’d found in the kitchen. There still wasn’t enough to be thorough, so I asked her to go to the bedroom down the hall and bring a sheet and something to cut it with. When she returned we cut the sheet into strips and I used them to finish tying the men securely. When I was done, I walked Isabel back to the parlor and sat with the women to explain what was going to happen and to ask how they were doing.




Once they were certain I’d come to help, I offered to heal their injuries. No one refused. I asked whether any of them had been forced onto drugs and wanted help recovering from addiction; there were no takers, though I planned to ask again later. I told them this wasn’t the first time I’d freed enslaved women, and that I intended to find the owner’s stash and split it equally among them, as I had done before.




Then I asked if they wanted to go home or had other plans. They all insisted they wanted to go home. I told them to go back to their rooms and sleep; in the morning I would divide the money and they could be on their way to their families before lunch. Before they left I asked when we should expect more guards and was told “about eight bells,” which gave me roughly seven hours.




I cast another healing on my arm and dragged the dead guards out through the kitchen door. I checked the adjacent buildings and confirmed there were no windows that would expose the corpses if I burned them. I looted the bodies of money and jewelry then incinerated the remains and urged the wind to scatter the ashes.




I began questioning the men upstairs, jotting down notes on scraps of paper I found in the office. Once I identified the owner, I rearranged things so he would be seated in the office. I wanted him to open any hidden compartments himself; I had no desire to trigger poisoned spikes or other traps and end up injured, especially without my ladies to help me.




That thought reminded me: if I didn’t return to the academy soon, Delia and Eva would probably wake Denise and Marie, and then all four of them would rush here to try to rescue me. I paused for a moment to consider my options, then went downstairs to Isabel’s room to ask if she would take a message to the academy for me.




She agreed, so I wrote a short note to my ladies, explaining what had happened and assuring them I had everything under control, though I might not return until tomorrow night. Fortunately, I didn’t have to lecture my Botanical Lore class in the morning, so the only one I’d upset would be Madame Martin for skipping my research assistant shift.




I accompanied Isabel to find a carriage and gave her enough money for the round trip. I also handed her my dorm room key to show the guard at the gate, so they would know to deliver my note to Delia and Eva in my room.




With that done, I returned to the brothel and began interrogating my captives. From them, I learned that the owner’s name was Monsieur Oudart, who possessed not only the building but also a nearby warehouse. I made him retrieve the deeds from his files and place them on the desk. Then, following my usual routine, I questioned him about other brothels and criminal enterprises before repeating the process with the two remaining men.




One of them was a guard in Oudart’s employ; the other, a wealthy man named Monsieur Nalot. Nalot claimed he was interested in purchasing a woman to keep as his personal slave. I noted all his personal information and resolved to investigate him further later on.




Isabel returned a few hours after leaving and handed be back my room key. I sent her to bed with the promise that soon she would be on her way home with enough money to cover her expenses. Men like Dor and Oudart enslaved women as prostitutes because prostitution was legal in France, and if the women weren’t enslaved, they would have no reason to surrender all their earnings to anyone else.




Afterward, I went back to the interrogations. The guard downstairs confirmed part of what the one upstairs had revealed and added details about another brothel where he had worked not long ago.




I was tired, but I still had work to do. Since I wasn’t in a hurry, I went to the kitchen, made myself some coffee, and ate a snack. I used the same technique I had once seen Monsieur Quignon employ while interrogating Niquart the man who had threatened to enslave Margot in Dor’s brothel. I asked the same questions repeatedly, rephrasing them each time, and occasionally used pain as a distraction. If Oudart had been lying, the confusion might cause him to contradict himself.




At seven bells, I woke the women on the second floor and told them to fix themselves breakfast and rouse those on the first floor as well. I reminded them that once I had dealt with the incoming guard shift at about eight bells, I would divide the money and send them on their way back to their families. Then, I returned to the kitchen, poured myself another cup of coffee, and waited near the front door for the next shift of guards to arrive.




The first and second showed up with enough of an interval between them that I managed to restrain and then heal the first before the second arrived. The third came in while I was still tying the second, and I failed to freeze him on the first try. When he realized his colleagues were on the floor, bound, he charged me. I slipped around him and drove his face into the wall. We struggled, and he snapped his head back into my nose — that really hurt, and I lost my grip. The guard thought he had the upper hand and tackled me; I wrapped my legs around his, shielded my head with my arms, and fried his brain. One less to interrogate. C’est la vie.




I managed to heal the second guard but wasn’t sure he’d recover — I didn’t know how long his brain had been without blood flow; I’d find out as the day progressed.




I called out to the women that I had three guards near the front door and asked for someone to come identify them. I also dragged the Nalot downstairs so I could ask the women if they knew anything about him as they entered the parlor.




Once all the women gathered in the parlor, I showed them the money I had found and divided it into equal piles for each of them.




I asked, “Do any of you know anything about the man waiting just outside the parlor? He claims he’s here to discuss buying a woman.”




One of them replied, “I’ve had sex with him several times over the last month. He likes things rough.”




I said, “You’re all free to pack your belongings and arrange transportation home. I can give you another round of healing, and if any of you are struggling with addiction, I can help you recover.”




A few asked for healing, but nothing more. I suggested Isabel guide them to the same place where we had found a carriage before, then left them to their own devices.




Once they were gone, I checked on my captives to ensure their restraints were still secure, then took a much-needed nap. When I woke, hunger hit me, so I made a sandwich and started planning the rest of my day.




Feeling recharged, I began with the guards on the first floor. I gave my captives water—partly to make them more cooperative and partly so their voices would be clearer after hours with socks in their mouths. I used the same interrogation methods as the night before, placing each one in a separate room. I didn’t uncover much new information mostly confirmations of earlier claims and a few extra details I’d need to verify with the others. I did, however, get their addresses and living arrangements, telling them I planned to steal their money and release them once I was finished.




I renewed my interrogation of Nalot, the wealthy businessman. “You’re lucky you’re rich,” I told him. “That makes it worth holding you for ransom. Who should I contact?”




“My daughter. Her name is Agnes Resti.”




“How long do you think it would take her to raise a thousand francs?”




Nalot’s eyes widened in shock at the sum. “It might take my daughter weeks to gather that much money,” he said.




“I’m not in a hurry,” I replied. “Perhaps I should ask for two thousand francs and wait a month instead.”




“Please, be reasonable,” he pleaded. “My daughter will struggle to access that much. Most of our money is tied up in my business.”




I leaned forward. “What kind of business is it?”




He said, “I wholesale vegetables I buy from farmers in the countryside and sell to grocers in the city.”




It was going to be hard to squeeze money out of him. I asked where he stored the vegetables before selling them, whether he owned the horses and wagons that carried the produce, and anything else that might give me a clue about what I could confiscate without alerting his daughter. In the end I made him write a letter to his daughter telling her he was being held for ransom and explaining how to raise the funds. I asked for something that would prove he had written it like the ring he wore that she would recognize. He agreed the ring would work and gave it to me. I tied his hands again and went to see Oudart.




A little water made Oudart more willing to talk than he had been the night before; apparently sleeping in an uncomfortable position with socks stuffed in your mouth loosened the tongue. Good to know. I tried the ransom ploy on him too, but he had no one who would pay to get him released. Still, it had been worth a try. With little prompting he told me things I already suspected and a few more criminal enterprises. I left him for a while socks in his mouth, lying on top of various objects pulled from his desk so he would be very uncomfortable then made one more circuit of the guards. When I returned with no new information, I dragged them out the back door. I looted the bodies and, after checking again to make sure no one would see, incinerated the corpses.




I made a final round with Monsieur Oudart and learned nothing more than that. I froze his heart and revived him half a dozen times for practice, then dragged him down the back stairs, fried his brain, and looted the body. I toyed with torturing Nalot further, but instead threatened to kill him unless he produced something valuable immediately I did not want to wait weeks. I dragged him out the back door so he could see Oudart’s corpse. He begged me to wait for his daughter to pay the ransom. I fried his brain, looted his corpse, and incinerated both. After calling the wind to scatter the ashes one last time, I collected the pertinent documents and the valuables from the corpses and from Oudart’s room. I pinned a sign to the front door that read, “Closed for renovations.” I gave one final look around, locked the building, and found a carriage to take me back to the academy.





Chapter 19




The first thing I did when I got to my room was grab some clean clothes and take a long shower. Realizing it was dinner time, I headed to the dining hall and searched for my ladies. Fortune smiled on me when I spotted them all sitting together. After collecting my food, I greeted them and took a seat. “Mission successful. Victims freed. Assets and intelligence acquired,” I said simply. They all nodded, knowing we’d discuss the details in private later.




Eva said, “We’re just glad you’re back.”




I smiled. “So am I.”




I let the ladies chat while I ate, noticing that Denise seemed to have something on her mind. Since she didn’t say anything, I assumed it was something she preferred to discuss privately. My suspicion was confirmed when she suggested we visit the library after dinner.




Once inside one of the study rooms, I looked at Denise and nodded, inviting her to speak. She squealed and said, “The building sold for exactly what we expected and the money is ours, minus the agent’s fees!”




We all cheered.




“So, Marie and Denise, are you satisfied that we’re financially secure enough to commit?”




“Oui. Between what we got for the building and the value of the house we haven’t decided what to do with, I’m committing right now. I’ll let my parents know they don’t have to keep beating a dead horse I’ve found the man of my dreams, and I’m engaged,” Denise said.




“Oui, I’m in. I will inform my parents by letter that they should drop their attempts to marry me off, as I am now engaged to the love of my life,” Marie responded.




I kissed them both, then Delia and Eva kissed them each as well. “As much as I’d like you both to move in tonight, I’m exhausted and we still have a few things to discuss. Are you good with that?”




Both of them said, “Fine,” in that tone that says it isn’t fine. I made my report anyway and told them everything that had happened, then said, “I will never go in alone again. From now on, when I go to ask questions, I want all of you, including Margot nearby as a rapid-response team. If you’d been available, the whole thing would have been less dangerous and less stressful. I might also have gotten more sleep. I was really lucky and I don’t want to take that risk again.”




“Thank you for saying that because if you hadn’t, I was planning to shock your balls until you relented,” Marie said, smirking.




The others nodded.




“Do you two want to plan on moving in tomorrow after classes? We don’t have to wait until dark since the dorm is officially co-ed,” I asked.




“Oui,” they answered in unison, smiling.




The next morning, I managed to prepare my lecture in time for class by getting up earlier than usual. My classes went smoothly, and shortly after I returned to my dorm room, Marie and Denise arrived with their uniforms and the other items they used daily. Everything else, such as party dresses and similar things, was left in their rooms.




That night, I entered Marie vaginally for the first time; she was on fire. Denise watched, fingers circling her clit, waiting her turn. When I switched to her, I caught Eva and Delia devouring each other in a fevered sixty-nine. This bed was going to see a lot of action in the weeks ahead. Denise had been simmering all evening, watching me and Marie; she was primed to explode. I didn’t disappoint. That night was pure pleasure, no strings; I’d stayed on the contraceptive, only skipping it when a client wanted a baby. When I went off the contraceptive I held off on vaginal sex with my lovers until I’d been back on it for days. First thing tomorrow, I’d tell Nicole: except for Loyse, Ysebeau, and Collette, my other clients needed to know I was no longer available.




The next day, I received an earful from Madam Martin for missing both her class and her research hour. I apologized, saying, “I was acting on my oath to serve the kingdom by carrying out the king’s justice. It took longer than expected due to unforeseen circumstances. I’ve reported my actions and what I learned from them, and I’ve made plans to avoid such a situation in the future.”




Surprisingly, she took that well. “See that you do,” she said, and let the matter drop.




I hadn’t exactly lied. The king had long ago decreed that slavers were to be executed upon capture. I just wasn’t a formally authorized mage since I hadn’t graduated yet. Details, details.




That night we were more playful in bed. Marie straddled me, riding my cock, while Denise positioned herself over my face. She looked down and asked, “Can you pulse your magic through your tongue and your cock at the same time?”




“Let’s find out,” I said.




It worked. Both women groaned as they came together, shuddering in sync with my own release Marie taking every drop. When Denise gasped, “It worked,” Eva’s voice cut in from the side: “Now let’s try his fingers.”




We all paused to catch our breath while my ladies sorted out their positions. Delia kicked things off with a slow, teasing blowjob to wake my cock back up. Once I was rock-hard, she climbed aboard, sinking down with a gasp. Eva straddled my face in reverse, giving her perfect access to Delia’s heavy breasts; she couldn’t keep her hands off them. Marie and Denise each claimed a hand, riding my fingers like they were made for it. I plunged into their slick heat, circling clits with my thumbs while my tongue mirrored the rhythm on Eva, all of it laced with steady pulses of magic.




Their breaths fell into the same hungry cadence; their hips rolled in sync. It was mesmerizing. Delia shattered first, clenching around me with a cry. The others followed seconds later in a chain of shudders. I came harder than I ever had, flooding her in endless waves it felt like my body wouldn’t stop. The sheets were drenched. When we could move again, we wiped down, stripped the bed, slid fresh linens on, and collapsed in a warm, tangled heap, out cold.




The next morning, I discussed contraceptives with Delia and Eva. Delia said she was satisfied using only the version provided by her mother, an elven formula reputed to be highly effective. Eva mentioned that she used the same one, explaining that in the Netherlands it was considered the finest available, even for humans. We talked about what they knew of its composition, but Delia explained that part of the formula was a secret known only to the clan alchemists, and she wasn’t privy to it.




During breakfast, I suggested that we plan a full family date from Saturday to Sunday, with Sunday afternoon set aside for discussing future plans. I also informed them that I would be contacting the man who managed my property deeds later that afternoon. Before leaving, I sent a message to Robin at the administration office to be passed on to Margot, letting her know to be ready for pickup on Saturday evening and to plan on returning home Sunday evening.




After we finished studying for the night and had all lain down, Denise remarked, “My telekinesis has grown much stronger since the beginning of the academic year. At first, I thought it was the same gradual improvement I saw the previous year a slow, steady increase but this time, the growth in strength has accelerated dramatically.”




Marie added, “I’ve noticed the same thing with my lightning spells. I was just an average lightning mage during my first two years here, but now I’m among the top of the group.”




Then Denise continued, “Another thing I find interesting is that, starting early last year, the chest area of all my dresses and blouses began to feel really tight. Before then, the only reason I ever needed to bind my chest was to keep my nipples from showing. I’ve already had to buy new blouses twice, and now I bind my breasts during Fitness class though not at any other time, since a certain person seems to enjoy looking at them.”




I looked at her with a teasing smile and said, “I’ve always enjoyed that view.”




Denise playfully swatted my arm, then added with a grin, “My lips have been getting plumper too, so my face isn’t as plain as it used to be.”




At that, I turned toward her and kissed her softly, letting the moment linger before murmuring, “I’ve always been fond of your lips whether on my lips or my cock.” She gave me another playful slap for that remark.




Marie then added, “That reminds me, I noticed that the few acne scars I had on my face have vanished since last spring. Not only that, but in Fitness class, I used to rank between twenty-fifth and thirtieth; now I’m among the ten fastest girls. I first noticed the change around Trinox Samoni, and I’ve continued to improve since then.”




“Now that you mention it,” Denise said, “I’ve gone from running in the fifteenth to twentieth range to placing in the top five. I also don’t feel nearly as exhausted at the end of class as I used to, especially since the start of this academic year.”




Eva chimed in, “My acne scars are gone too. I can’t say much about Fitness or spell strength since I don’t have a baseline for comparison.”




Delia said, “We elves don’t get acne,” in the superior tone she always used when comparing elves to humans. It always made me smile. “I’ve also noticed that the scar on my knee from a childhood accident has faded considerably over the past few months. Still, it’s not really fair to compare elves to humans in terms of fitness; our anatomy is entirely different. I’ve always been faster than Eva, and she was considered one of the quickest students back home.”




Marie concluded, “I wonder if all of this has to do with Jacques pulsing his magic when we have sex?”




“We’ll add that to the list of things to discuss with Margot on Sunday. Good night, everyone,” I said, extinguishing the lamp.




Friday night, we raided Nalot’s home. Among the papers, we found the deed to his warehouse, but I hadn’t planned to confiscate it since his daughter was aware of the business. I chose to do her a kindness, uncertain whether she deserved it, and mailed her the deed with a brief note explaining that her father was dead and that she should take over the business promptly. We ransacked the house, gathering everything of value that could fit into the sacks we’d brought. The ladies stored the loot in Denise’s official room, intending to record the inventory and decide later what to do with it when time permitted.




Saturday night, we picked up Margot in the carriage and gave her brief updates on the events of the previous week. We had dinner at Damona, where the table barely fit us all. Later, in bed with Margot, we had fun showing her the trick of pulsing magic into four women at once. She laughed out loud after recovering from the intense orgasm she experienced riding me. It was past three bells before we finally fell asleep.




In the late morning, we had our customary, lust-filled encore, then enjoyed lunch, as it was far too late for breakfast. We dined in a private room, where I filled Margot in on all that had transpired over the past week.




I brought out my intelligence reports from Oudart’s brothel and read the most interesting parts aloud to everyone.




Eva said, “Why don’t you give that to me, along with the other reports you’ve compiled from the other brothels? I’ll organize and analyze the entire body of information I’m very good at that kind of work.”




Delia added, “I can confirm that. You should see what she does when working on a project with lots of data.”




I told them, “I’ll collect all my notes and hand everything over to Eva within a day or two.”




Then I reported, “I don’t have the deeds for Oudart’s properties yet, but I’ll likely have them by Tuesday, Wednesday at the latest. I would guess we can sell the house for about the same amount as the last one, considering it’s in a similar neighborhood and is comparable in size and condition. I have no idea about the warehouse. Denise, can we use the same agent as last time?”




“I don’t see why not. Give me the deeds when you get them, and I’ll make the arrangements,” she said.




“Any thoughts on what to do with Paien’s house?” I asked, looking around the room. “You don’t seem to want to live in it, so should we rent it out or sell it?”




“We’ve been selling the other buildings because we didn’t want to deal with tenants, and they didn’t fit any business model we had in mind. I don’t see this house working for us, and I, for one, don’t want the hassle of tenants at this point in my life, so I say we sell it too,” Marie replied.




Eva looked at Delia and said, “Sell it.”




“Give me that deed too,” Denise added, “and I’ll handle them all in one appointment.”




“By the way, Denise, how have you explained my acquisition of the building? Do your parents know about the sale?” I asked.




“I told the agent that the previous owner was in a rush to leave town and sold it cheaply just to get the money quickly. I’ll need a different story for each of the others, I’ll have to work on that. As for my parents, I only asked for a referral for a friend at the academy. Maybe you won the other building in a high-stakes card game. Do you even know how to play cards, Jacques?”




I scratched my neck and shook my head.




Denise said, “I’d better think of something else.”




“On a similar note, how are you explaining the small items we’ve been selling?”




“Oh, that’s easy—we’ve been visiting estate sales and picking up bargains.”




“Ha! That actually contains a grain of truth,” Marie replied, and we all laughed.




“So, moving on. I sent another letter to Isabel, letting her know that we’ve reached a point financially where we can sustain a family, with more income arriving soon. I invited her to join the family and mentioned the prospect of visiting the Netherlands this summer with the intent to marry you all.”




Later that evening, we dropped Margot off at her mother’s home, and she received a round of kisses from all of us before stepping out of the carriage. The rest of us slept soundly that night.





Chapter 20




On Wednesday, I received the deeds to Oudart’s brothel and warehouse, along with a note from Ysebeau. She said she was pregnant but insisted I visit anyway, as I had been missed. It hadn’t even been a month since I last saw them both, maybe Margot was right, and I was becoming addictive to them.




Denise had used her telekinesis to unlock the door to one of the vacant dorm rooms, and Eva used it to organize the intelligence data. On Friday night, she showed us her results and they were impressive. She had discovered a large map of the city in the library and redrawn it on a smaller scale, plotting the addresses of all the brothels and houses we had raided or acquired, along with other criminal enterprises we’d uncovered. Each type of operation was color-coded, and every flag had a number corresponding to a page summarizing the information we had about that location: the activity, the owners’ names, the source of the information, and so on. You could see the clusters formed by the brothels we raided and the surrounding criminal activity we had documented. None of it was surprising, but it was fascinating and it might eventually prove valuable.




After we’d all had a good look, Eva said, “I recommend we target this brothel next. From your interrogations after the last raid, it showed up most often so we should all go to support you in case anything goes wrong. I suggest next Saturday night. If you confirm they’re holding women against their will, we raid the place that same night.”




“Why that one and not one of the others?” I asked.




“I ranked them by the number of references in your interviews suggesting they might be holding women against their will. This one came out on top.”




“I like it. How about the rest of you?” I asked.




They all nodded in agreement.




I said, “Excellent. Tomorrow night, when we have dinner with Margot, we’ll tell her the plan and then spend the night in an inn together. If everyone agrees, I’d like to try somewhere we haven’t eaten before. We don’t need as much discretion now that we’re all committed, so let’s choose an inn closer to Margot’s home and the academy; this way we won’t spend so much time cooped up in a carriage.”




Another round of nods confirmed the plan.




The next morning, I had Robin make our reservations, since I already had places in mind and we didn’t have much time to organize everything. Margot, of course, was expecting us and would be ready.




We enjoyed our dinner together, steering clear of sensitive topics until we arrived at the inn. Before our bedroom activities began, I told Margot we had decided to investigate and possibly raid another brothel next Saturday night. I explained her role, assuring her she would be safe: she wouldn’t enter until the first floor was secure, and then she would act as lookout at the front door for most of the action. She was clearly excited to participate.




I focused on Denise and Marie that night, wanting them pregnant as soon as possible, though I gave them all my attention. In the morning, we lingered as long as we could, enjoying one another’s bodies. It was a peaceful, relaxing weekend. I never wanted it to end.




The following week went smoothly. I visited Collette, and she leapt into my arms the moment I entered the room, whispering that she was pregnant. She kissed me passionately, then showed me to our daughter, Symonne, who had grown noticeably since I last saw her a month ago. I enjoyed holding her for a while, watching Collette breastfeed her before placing Symonne back in her cradle, already fast asleep. Collette was charged with desire and wanted to take the lead. I didn’t mind it gave me a perfect view of her enlarged breasts as she moved on top of me. After her third orgasm that night, we cuddled and kissed for another hour. I loved holding her. I knew I would miss her once I married and no longer needed to earn my living through these encounters with married women. C’est la vie.




Before I left, she paid me my bonus and assured me that she wanted to see me for the next six days as scheduled, after which we would return to our once-a-month visits. I warned her that I would be out of town this summer, just as I had been last year training with the army. We kissed again before I left.




At the academy, I had fun learning a new dance step in Madame Beson’s class, and in Biology for Healers we were covering some really interesting material. The rest of my classes—well, sometimes it was just a grind.




On Tuesday, Denise and the other ladies took our bags of loot to her contact and disposed of everything, probably for half of what it was worth. But it was useless to us, and the money was not. The estate sale story worked perfectly.




On Wednesday, she visited the agent about selling Oudart’s building and warehouse, as well as the house we had previously confiscated. She told the agent that I had a contact who worked for a money lender and that he tipped me off whenever someone was likely to flee their debts. I then contacted the debtor and offered money instantly, allowing me to acquire the property really cheaply without being in a rush to sell it. The agent then asked if I got a tip I couldn’t finance to please forward him the information so he could take advantage of it. We all had a good laugh at that one.




On Thursday, Marie and Denise tied another ten sets of restraints; I had not bothered to remove them from the bodies I had incinerated, so we needed more.




On Friday we packed everything we might need, including sacks to use if we ransacked another house or encountered a similar situation. We hoped to complete the whole operation within twenty-four hours unless we ran into more addicted women. If there were only a few, I planned for Juliote to take them in at the Red Hen for a short while so I could treat them nearer the academy which would save me a lot of travel time every day for a week.




On Saturday evening we picked up Margot and went to dinner. Afterwards we took another carriage toward the brothel’s neighborhood. When we passed it, I told the driver I must have the wrong address and asked him to ride us around the block so I could find what I was looking for. We got a good sense of the area: there was no alley running between the backs of the buildings on that block. We found an inn and a tavern to use for waiting and napping, and as a place where women we freed could find transportation to the city gates; from there they could arrange passage to their home villages.




Having seen enough, I pretended to recognize our destination, it was actually a block from the inn where we intended to nap. I gave the man a generous tip for his patience and received a smile; I knew I had done the right thing.




We checked in at the inn so we could come back and sleep without worrying about making arrangements. We’d sleep there that night regardless of the outcome of our initial investigation. It was already dark by then, so we first found a place for the ladies to wait with a clear view of the target building. I reminded them that if I wasn’t back in half an hour they were to come get me throwing lightning or using anything else they had available. The same applied if they saw a flash-bang or a window blow out.




As soon as I stepped through the door I knew we were in the right place: several of the women bore bruises and most had fear in their eyes. I hoped to gather intelligence that would allow us to free the women efficiently, but we would strike regardless.




I decided to choose one of the bruised women, as she seemed to have tried to escape or, at the very least, shown the will to fight back. I hoped that determination would make her cooperative. Once we reached what I guessed was her room, I gave her my standard introduction explaining that I was there to rescue all the women and that we would help them. I introduced myself and asked her name. She said, “Agnes,” so I used it when speaking to her.




“Agnes, now that you know I’m here to get you and the other women out of this place, will you help me by telling me about the owner and the guards?”




I was surprised when she told me, “The owner is a woman named Dorian Motet.”




“Does Madame Motet live here? Does she sleep here overnight?”




“Non. Only the three guards stay here overnight to keep us from escaping.”




“Tomorrow you will be free, Agnes. Do you know where the guards go during the night?”




“They stay in the parlor most of the time, though one will walk the halls once in a while. Sometimes one will go into one of our rooms and rape us.” She finished the last in a whisper.




“Agnes, I promise you, with all my heart, that by this time tomorrow all those men will be dead. You will never have to fear them again.”




She nodded sadly. My rage nearly boiled over. I would have hugged her, but I was certain she would flinch, and I didn’t want to frighten her further.




I asked, “Agnes, when does Madame Motet leave? Do you know whether she goes by carriage or on foot?”




“She leaves as soon as the last customer departs. I think she walks because one of the guards escorts her, and he doesn’t stay long.”




“Agnes, do you know what time the last customer usually leaves?”




“No later than two bells.”




“Agnes, by three bells my team will be here to free you. When they let you return to your room, I want you to stay there until I come for you. Will you do that for me?”




“You promise you’ll come for me tonight? I can’t stay here much longer. I’m going to die.”




“I guarantee I’ll be here tonight. I always keep my promises and I promised you. You won’t die. Now be safe. I’m going to give you a big tip and call out that you were a good fuck so they’ll think you did what they wanted. Don’t worry I’ll be back soon, and no one here will ever hurt you again.”




I put on my best dumbass smile. As I opened the door I said, “You were a great fuck, honey. I’ll be back real soon to do it again.” I swaggered down the stoop like I thought I was a king. I almost puked the moment I stepped outside.




I stood just outside the door to catch my breath and swallow my anger, then went to meet my ladies. I only told them the target was a go before we walked back to the inn. Once we were in our room I told them what I’d learned and how furious I was that Agnes had suffered. We would make them pay tonight. We agreed to leave the inn about one bell so we could be sure to see where Madame Motet went. If she was close by, we were definitely raiding her home tonight. I looked forward to meeting the bitch who willingly enslaved other women.




After an all-too-brief nap, we dressed, collected our gear, and hid in the same spot we'd used earlier in the night. I took a position near the other end of the block to give us a better chance of seeing where Motet went. I also told my ladies I would drop the guard escorting Motet just before he reached the brothel so we wouldn't have far to carry him, and it would reduce the number of guards we'd have to deal with inside.




The waiting was hard, but it paid off: just before two bells a man walked out, still tucking his shirt into his pants. A moment later Motet and the escort walked out and turned in my direction.




I watched from the shadows as they moved down the block, crossed the street, and turned toward the second door. Once Motet was inside, the escort looked around and started back toward the brothel. About ten feet from the door I cast Freeze on his heart-blood and he dropped like a rock. I crossed the street and headed for the brothel myself; when I reached the downed guard I rolled him over to make it easier to put the restraints on. By the time I was finished the ladies had arrived. Eva shoved a gag into his mouth and helped secure the restraints. I healed him, and once I was sure he'd live until the moment I wanted him dead, we left him there with Margot as lookout.




Very quietly, I reminded Margot, “If anyone approaches closer than two buildings away, open the door and shout ‘Reinforcements.’ I’d rather you mistake a casual late-night stroller for reinforcements than the other way around. For your safety, don’t enter the brothel until one of us comes to get you and the guard.”




I turned to the rest of my ladies. “Alright, let’s get our stack ready. Delia, you first put up your shield. Denise, handle the door in case it’s locked. I’ll be right behind Delia, Marie behind me, Eva following up with a set of restraints ready. Denise, now!”




The door swung open, and a dozen feet away, I saw a guard starting to turn toward us. I cast Freeze on his heart-blood he went down with a grunt of pain and a thud as he hit the floor. Delia stepped in first, with me right behind her, and we began searching for the third guard. Marie kept watch over the hall and doors, while Delia and I cleared the parlor. Eva backed up Marie. Not finding the third guard, I told Delia to quickly check the kitchen and instructed Eva to watch the hall doors once we passed them. We were almost to the kitchen when someone emerged, holding something. I cast Freeze on his heart-blood and the object in his hands—a cup of coffee shattered as it hit the floor, just before the guard did.




I called down the hall, “Eva, restraints!”




She arrived within seconds and had him secured a minute later, ready for healing.




Once I finished, I examined my work and was satisfied that I’d managed it well. We confirmed the kitchen was empty and the back door locked. I took a peek outside and assured myself that a backyard pyre would do fine.




After relocking the door, I asked the women to make sure all the bedroom doors were secured. Then we met Marie at the stairs and regrouped to check the second floor. There was no third floor, and all the second-floor doors were locked, so we returned downstairs. I told Denise she could retrieve Margot and, hopefully, use telekinesis to lift the guard who had escorted Motet and bring him into the parlor. I dragged the second guard into a smaller room across from it. Knocking on Agnes’s door, I said, “It’s Jacques. I’ve come to free you.” Then I asked Denise to unlock it. I pushed the door open but didn’t step inside, not wanting to frighten poor Agnes. I called for dim mage light so she could see me. As soon as she saw my face, she collapsed back onto her bed, sobbing. I asked Denise to comfort her and then returned to the room across from the parlor.




Once I confirmed the guard was conscious, I pressed a knife to his throat. “Give me trouble, and you’ll never speak again,” I warned.




He shook his head.




I removed the gag. “Where’s the office?”




“At Madame Motet’s home,” he rasped. That worked for me. Right then, Marie slipped into the room, ready to jolt his balls if he lied or clammed up.




I fired off my standard questions, jotting notes as he answered.




Marie and I ran the same drill on the other two guards, then circled back for a second round cross-checking anything one said that the others hadn’t. Sometimes the detail was news to the rest; other times, it just hadn’t crossed their minds to mention it. Roughly 80% of the time, at least two guards gave matching answers. Half the time, all three lined up. When we caught a lie, Marie zapped their balls. After that, the truth flowed.




After hearing their answers, I added one final question: “Who lives with Madame Motet?”




Every guard gave the same reply: “Her husband.”




“What’s he like?” I pressed. “A big man,” one said. “He sells slaves.”




The moment I had confirmation, I couldn’t wait to tell the others. I gathered the ladies by the front door so Margot could listen in too. Once we were all huddled together, I grinned and said, “We’ve hit the jackpot. Madame Motet lives with her husband—and he’s a slaver.”

I quickly drafted a new set of questions and ran them past Eva. Then I asked her to prepare a list for the husband, ensuring we’d be ready. The second-shift guards would arrive between nine and ten bells, giving us plenty of time to plan our move on Motet’s home.

Marie and I made another circuit with the guards, this time zeroing in on Motet’s house and her husband.




We learned that there were no guards stationed at their home. It was a two-story building, with the office located on the first floor and their bedroom believed to be on the second, though no one had actually seen it, so we couldn’t be certain. Once we were satisfied with our findings, I took Denise, Delia, Marie, and Eva with me, leaving Margot behind at the brothel. Denise would return shortly—we only needed her to unlock a few doors.




We prepared our formation again, with Denise positioned to the side so she could open the door without being exposed in case someone attacked as it swung open. Delia took the lead, with me right behind her, followed by Marie and then Eva. We conducted a quick search of the first floor; finding no one, we regrouped at the base of the stairs. Re-forming our stack, we moved quietly upward, and I used my wind magic to muffle any sound we might make. 




We searched the second floor, finding only one room locked and the others unoccupied. When I opened the locked door, I saw several lumps beneath the bedcovers shapes that suggested bodies. I targeted the hearts, freezing their blood one at a time. Then, I sent Denise back to the brothel to protect Margot.




Eva and Marie entered the room to secure the bodies with restraints. Once they stepped back, I healed the targets in the same order I had frozen them. Next, I sent Eva to search the office and Delia to watch the front door.




I dragged the man out of bed and down the hall, with Marie following close behind. After propping him up against the wall, I began asking the questions Eva and I had prepared together.




“What is your name?”




“Motet.”




“What is your relationship to the woman in the bed with you?”




“She is my wife.”




“Do you own this home, or do you rent it?”




“I own it.”




“How long have you lived here?”




“Over ten years.”




“Do you sell slaves?”




“Non.”




“Do you know anyone who arranges for women to work as prostitutes?”




“Non.”




“Do you know anyone who sells slaves?”




“Non.”




“Who owns the brothel down the street?”




“I don’t know.”




“Mon chérie, this man is a terrible liar. Since we already know who owns the brothel—and the guards have told us he sells slaves—I think he’s lying. What say you?”




Marie answered with a shock to the balls.




After Monsieur Motet stopped screaming, I repeated my questions. We got more honest answers the second time.




We learned that Motet was partners with a man who owned a warehouse, where nearly a hundred captives were held under heavy guard. After further questioning, he told us there were three shifts of ten guards each, on duty around the clock. The shifts changed at eight bells in the morning, four bells in the afternoon, and again at midnight.




I already had plenty of information to work with, but there was one question we’d never had reason to ask any of our other captives: “Who have you sold women to?”




“I don’t remember them all,” he said. “I have the guards from the brothel deliver women to other brothels and to men who have bought them before. I tell the guards how much to charge, and they can keep anything beyond that.”




“How do the guards know where to take the women if you don’t remember the buyers’ names?”




“I keep a log of all sales, it shows how many they bought and how much they paid.”




“Where is the log?”




“It’s in a hidden compartment in the kitchen, at the back of a cabinet.”




After several more questions and a few less than gentle encouragements from Marie, Motet finally revealed the name and location of a brothel where he remembered selling slaves.




We also learned that the Motets had no children and were not expecting any guests.




We gagged him and went to visit Madame Motet. She lay on her back, nude with sizable breasts and a decent figure yet I felt no lust. The woman held no appeal; I couldn’t fathom betraying other humans, or elves for that matter, the way she had. The thought alone made me almost vomit.




I asked her our standard brothel-owner questions, and whenever she lied, Marie shocked her nipples or her clit. Mon Dieu and Isabel thought I was the vicious one. Marie could give me a run for my money.




Eventually, we stopped hearing lies or so it seemed. Every answer she gave that we could verify matched our records, and those we couldn’t confirm at least aligned with what we knew or suspected.




We got our list of known criminals and criminal enterprises from both the husband and the wife.




We let it sit while we checked in with Eva, who’d already found the deeds to both brothel and home as well as a deed to an estate in the countryside. That sounded promising. Even if it wasn’t much, it might be fun to visit on weekends and take the children for walks in the woods. We’d figure the rest out later. I asked Marie to relieve Denise so Denise could retrieve the money and the log Motet said was hidden in a secret compartment in the kitchen. I suspected a trap; I didn’t fancy having to heal a hand if I could avoid it. That kind of thing hurts. Even when I can put fingers back on, it takes weeks to get normal function back. Much better to use telekinesis to trigger the trap, then burn off a few of his toes or maybe his wife’s while he watched. Oui, I can be an asshole when I’m angry.




When Denise arrived, I ushered her into the kitchen and said, “Motet mentioned there’s a secret compartment in this cabinet right at this shelf. Would you open it with telekinesis? I suspect it’s trapped.”




“Oh, I can already sense the trap,” she replied. “It’s spring-loaded, and I think there are several spikes. Given the design, I’d say they’re probably poisoned—but of course, I can’t confirm that with magic.”




“Marvelous. Do you think we should have one or both of them down here while one of them opens it?” I asked.




“Both, certainly. Which one doesn’t know about the compartment?”




“Apparently, Madame doesn’t,” I replied.




“Then let’s have her do it while he watches—gagged. You can offer to heal her if he tells you where the real money is, since there’s likely very little in the trapped compartment,” Denise suggested.




“Nice. I see what you did there. Mon dieu, I hadn’t realized what a pack of vicious women I’m running with. Am I rubbing off on you, or are you rubbing off on me?”




“Don’t talk to me about rubbing if you aren’t going to do it,” Denise said with a smirk.




I kissed her deeply and murmured, “Would you kindly bring those two soon-to-be corpses down here with your telekinesis?”




“Of course, chéri.”




We learned that Monsieur did care for Madame: he grunted and shook his head when I ordered her to open the trapped compartment. Because he stood behind her and I had commanded the wind to muffle his protest, she obeyed—much to her dismay. Fortunately, we had left her gagged, so we didn’t have to listen to her scream loudly.




“I’m so sorry. Your husband failed to tell us about the trap. I hope the poison isn't fast-acting — hopefully we'll have time to heal you once he tells us where the money really is.” I looked up at him and smiled viciously.




“Monsieur, if I agree to heal your wife, will you tell us where the money is and whether it's trapped?”




“Mmm… mmh.”




“Did you say oui?” I asked. “I’ll remove your gag so you can explain every detail clearly. I must warn you: I love my fiancée more than you love your wife. I have a knife and you do not. If she is injured while retrieving the money, I will cut your balls off — and continue removing similarly sized pieces until you die. I will not heal your wife until my love is safe. Do we understand each other? Nod if we do.”




“Very good. I’ll remove your gag and give you a drink of water so you can speak clearly.”




“Denise, please be kind enough to drag Monsieur wherever you need to go to retrieve what is ours.”




“Of course, chéri.”




Once the money had been safely retrieved, I fulfilled my promise and healed Madame Motet. I heard eight bells ring, so I left her bound and gagged where we had last used the restraints and went to gather the others. I decided to leave Denise at the house to cover our bases; the rest of us went back to the brothel.




I told Margot to cross the street where she could see the fronts of both the brothel and the house. Her instructions were simple: point to the house only if someone approached the door and reached for it — in case they were merely walking past. If two guards came to the brothel door, she would raise one arm; if all three arrived at the same time, she would raise both arms.




In the entryway we formed a stack: Delia closest to the door, then me, then Marie. Eva watched Margot from the window.




The plan worked perfectly.




The first guard arrived alone. I cast Freeze on his heart-blood and dragged him out of the way. Marie restrained and gagged him, then I healed him. We returned to our positions. Eva called out that Margot had raised one arm—two guards were approaching together. I prepared to cast Freeze twice in rapid succession. I told Marie not to rush in and shock one unless he charged toward us. I managed to get both casts off quickly enough that both guards dropped just inside the door. After we had them restrained and gagged, I cast Healing on each and checked the damage I had done. I’d been a little sloppy on the second one, not terrible, but I could do better. I would practice when I was ready to execute them.




I separated them as usual, then sent Eva to relieve Denise at the house and bring the money we’d found. I put Delia at the window to watch Margot. When Denise arrived, I asked her to handle the women and split the money as usual. I also told her to look after Agnes and if Agnes needed more than money to get home, to keep her with us until we could figure out a plan.




Marie and I started interrogating the guards with our standard questions. They weren’t creative types—I caught no lies in their answers. We uncovered a few extra details and even a couple of new suspects, so the work paid off. I dragged the guards into the backyard and left them in the most uncomfortable positions I could contrive with minimal effort.




Like I told you, I’m an asshole when I’m angry. Every time I thought about the things Agnes had been through I wanted to burn them all slowly, starting at their toes and working my way up over an hour or so.




When I finished dealing with the guards in the yard, I checked in with Denise. Two-thirds of the women had already collected their money and belongings and left, each with directions to the inn where we had stayed there, they could find carriages to take them wherever they wanted to go. The remainder needed healing, which I provided immediately. Most of them departed afterward, leaving only Agnes and another woman who appeared catatonic. I decided to bring them with us to the house and pick up Margot along the way so we could keep everyone safe while discussing the next steps. I gathered all my ladies and the two victims in the room off the entryway with a window and had Margot and the two girls watch the street.




Suddenly, I realized it was noon, and we hadn’t eaten since the previous night. I was hungry and certain everyone else was, too. I asked my favorite cook, Margot, to check the kitchen and see if she could prepare an easy lunch for all of us. While she did that, I asked Denise to keep watch and sit with the victims. I handed Eva my interrogation reports and said, “Please review these reports, and once you’re done, provide a brief analysis. I realize it won’t be thorough, as that requires more time.”




While she did that, I told Delia and Denise what Marie and I had discovered about the warehouse where about a hundred women, intended to be sold as sex slaves, were currently being held. I asked, “What are your thoughts on how we might go about freeing the captives and capturing the other partner in the slavery operation? I’d love to own another warehouse, at least for a few weeks.” The second part drew a hearty laugh.




We all took a few minutes to consider what knowing the captives’ location might mean. Eva spoke first. “Starting with the interrogation data collected today, I didn’t find anything earth-shattering, but it is quite useful. In some cases, it reveals connections that were previously unknown to us; in others, it confirms connections we suspected but lacked evidence for. Some of it simply clarifies topics that were unclear before.”




“I’ll need a few days to plot it all out and provide actionable recommendations with supporting data. As for the warehouse, I believe it’s a given that we do something today. I can’t accept leaving slaves there when we know what’s happening and have one of the leaders in our custody. We simply have to find a workable approach in very little time. Jacques, how far away can you confidently kill a single person while they’re moving a little faster than normal walking pace?”




“Around a hundred yards.”




“Mon Dieu, that’s how you say it, right?”




I snorted. “Oui.”




“Marie, same question for you.”




“Ten feet if I want to limit collateral damage—lightning is messy. I can reach fifty yards, but I can’t be sure what else it will hit, and it will hit a lot.”




“I see.”




“Denise, how far can you push your telekinesis? Could you lift a man walking a bit quicker than normal?”




“Fifty feet, and oui. I can also pick up heavy objects, crates for example, and either drop them on someone or use them as a bludgeon at varying distances depending on the object's weight. Also, I don’t miss. Ever.”




“Delia, I’m fairly sure you don’t have much for offensive magic other than your shield bash, but that is close-quarters. You don’t have any surprises for me, do you?”




“Non.”




Eva said, “As a water mage I have some offensive spells but using them without water nearby is time- and energy-consuming. This warehouse is on the Canal de la Marne, so I can work efficiently within one hundred feet of the river, the closer, the better. I believe we must create a distraction while we evacuate the captives via the river: a large boat, preferably a barge, so they can load quickly and leave before the guards recapture them.”




“Oui, but we’re unlikely to arrange that in a few hours on a Sunday afternoon. We need to get this done before dark,” I replied. “I think we should arrive just after the fourth-bell shift change so we aren’t caught between two shifts of ten guards.”




"If I can snipe a few from a distance before they even know we’re there, we’ll have fewer to deal with up close. I can use a flash-bang spell to disorient them if too many come at us at once, but we have to be prepared for it or we’ll suffer the same fate. After lunch I’m going to ask Motet about patrol routes and where I might find guards alone to kill without alerting the rest of them.




"Eva, I think you need to be on the riverside of the building, on the wharf, so you’ll be able to snipe any guards who try to escape. If captives jump into the river to get away, you can recover them. Delia, Denise, and Marie will work as a team closer in; I’ll either catch up with them or find my own way inside.




"After lunch I want all of you to take a nap, it’s been a long night. I’ll get a nap too, after I talk to Motet."




Moments later Margot called us to lunch. I have to say she did a wonderful job on short notice with whatever was at hand; she even made sure the two victims with us had food as well.




While we ate, I thought through how to handle Agnes and the dazed girl while we freed the captives at the warehouse. I didn’t see a role for Margot in that operation, so she should get to safety and take the two girls with her. But where? It had to be the academy infirmary — they sometimes accepted outside patients there.




If I gave Margot my key for identification, I was sure she could get the girls admitted; I was known as a Healing student. Then how would I get my key back? I wouldn’t be allowed on academy grounds without it. I could have her stash the key in one of the flower pots by the infirmary entrance and pick it up upon my return.




I had a plan, so it was time to explain it to Margot. I made sure she understood that her task was important. She was also to take all the documents and the small valuables we’d looted from the house, in addition to what I’d gathered from the guards’ pockets. I had marked the keys with names to match addresses so we might, if time permitted, loot their living quarters one evening.




Once everyone had eaten, Margot took Agnes and the dazed girl with her while the rest of my ladies took a nap. I went upstairs to visit Monsieur Motet.




“I plan to raid your warehouse and free the captives. Tell me where the guards are likely to be, what their patrol routes look like, how often they come around — everything. We can keep this conversation between just you and me, or I can wake my tiny tigress and have her shock you through your balls and every other sensitive place on your body.




If you’re truthful, I’ll give you and your wife some water. If you’re outright helpful, I’ll get you both food and free one hand each so you can feed yourselves.




How do you want to do this?”




He sighed. “I’ll tell you what you want to know.”




“Good. How is the warehouse laid out? I’ll give you a sheet of paper and charcoal so you can draw after I free a hand. Which hand do you write with?”




“Right hand.”




I put a sheet of paper in front of him and released his arm from behind his back. He shook out the cramps while I held the paper steady, and then he drew and annotated.




“Now show me the patrol patterns and tell me how often they run them.”




“I only know it’s something like this,” he said. “They’re professional mercenaries, so we let them do their job.”




“What weapons do they carry? Crossbows, those new arquebuses, or pistolas?”




“Crossbows and swords. The new weapons are expensive, unreliable, and hard to train with.”




“You sound well informed.”




“I just repeated part of their sales pitch.”




“Oui, I can imagine.”




“How long does a shift change take?”




“The new shift arrives no more than fifteen minutes early, and the old shift departs no more than fifteen minutes after the hour.”




“Good to know.”




“Are there windows I can see into from a distance, to locate guards inside?”




“Non. What few windows there are have been obscured so outsiders can't see what we keep in the warehouse.”




“If you were going to attack the place, how would you do it?”




“With fifty men armed with arquebuses.”




“Well, that isn’t going to happen. So how do we get them to cluster together?”




“Attack the front door.”




“Not what I wanted to hear, but probably true. Let me get you and your wife some water. While you drink, I’ll fetch lunch.”




I returned with two cups of water and let them drink. I repeated several of my questions, phrasing them differently and scattering them among other, earlier questions. I got essentially the same answers; I was satisfied I had reasonably accurate information to work with.




“I’ll fix you some sandwiches,” I said, then stepped behind the wife as if to fetch plates — and fried her brain, then his.




I walked down the street to the brothel, slipped out the back, and did the same to the guards there. I looted their clothes and then incinerated the lot. I called my friend, the wind, to clear the evidence and returned through the brothel, locking up on my way out.




Once back at the house, I took a nap like my ladies.




We woke at about three bells in the afternoon, feeling better but not truly rested.




I asked Denise, “Chérie, please move the Motet corpses to the back door. I may want you to drop them outside, but not until I check whether the neighbors would notice.”




Denise met me at the back door, and I confirmed that as long as we didn’t drop them too far from the back of the house, no one would see them.




“Here, please,” I said.




I stepped back into the house, incinerated the bodies, and once again called the wind.




I gathered the four remaining ladies and reviewed the plan, spreading out the map Motet had drawn of the warehouse.





Chapter 21




“If we attack anytime after half-past four bells, we should only have ten guards to deal with, Motet said. There’s no way to see into the warehouse from outside. About the only way to draw the guards together is a frontal assault, which I think is our best bet. You three, just like we discussed before lunch. Eva, you still need to be on the wharf. Can you exert control of the water without being obvious?”




“What? You think I don’t take magic seriously and that I just wave my hands like an orchestra conductor?” Eva snapped.




“Um. I don’t know what an orchestra conductor is, or what they do,” I said.




“You barbarian,” Eva accused.




“Delia, what have you done, committing me to this brute?” she asked.




“I quite like this brute,” Delia said, amused.




“Hey, no need to get ugly,” I said.




“Now you’re calling me ugly,” Delia shot back.




“Non. I’m going to stop now before one of you hurts more than my feelings,” I said, smiling to diffuse it. “As I was saying, Eva: if necessary, come onto the wharf from one of the other lots and keep an eye on the river side of the target warehouse. Drown a guard or two if you get the chance, but don’t risk exposing yourself. Do what you think best.”




Looking at the other three, I said, “I’m going to find a way into the warehouse while you distract most of the guards. If you see a flash-bang go off or windows shatter, charge in — just like we discussed when you backed me up during last night’s investigation. I’ll try to pick off guards from the rear.”




At four bells we locked Motet’s house, walked to the inn, and hired a carriage. We passed the warehouse once and got out a block away so we could scope it out first. Nothing pointed to Motet having been dishonest, but I couldn’t shake my suspicion.




As we returned toward the warehouse, Eva and I split off. We slipped into the neighboring warehouse despite the workers’ protests. Eva headed out onto the wharf and took up a position where she could watch our target. I rebuffed the workers’ demands to leave the premises and climbed the stairs to the second floor. I found a window that looked toward the target with one of its windows visible, though not directly opposite. Nothing about this would be easy.




I backed up as far as I could while still keeping the window in sight, then waited for the inevitable racket Denise would make once the frontal assault began. I didn’t have to wait long, it sounded like she was hurling crates at the doors. I gave it another couple of minutes to let the guards gather before sprinting toward the window. It hurts a lot to jump through a window made up of forty or so panes of glass, each about the size of a sheet of paper. It hurts even more when you do it again a second later. There’s no way I could’ve made it across the alley and through two windows with only the small burst of momentum I’d built in five steps. But that’s the thing about wind magic: you can’t see it, so people don’t realize you shouldn’t be able to do what they just watched you do.




Now that I was inside the target building, the front of my body was covered in blood everything except my face, which I had shielded with my hands. I needed to heal quickly to remain combat-ready. Fortunately, very little glass had actually embedded itself in my skin, so most of the injuries were just deep scratches. It took no more than a minute to treat them, though I did have to wipe the blood from my eyes due to a nasty scalp wound. Those things bleed like crazy.




Unfortunately, my entrance had drawn attention, though I wasn’t surprised considering it had been noisy, what with all the broken glass. I could hear guards running up the stairs. I made my way to the riverside of the building, the place Motet had claimed the captives were kept and found exactly what he had described: a single, large room with iron bars for one wall. I’d chosen to approach from this side because the gate was there, while what passed for a toilet was on the opposite end. The only thing keeping the gate closed was a thick chain with a sizable lock. Denise would have had it open faster using telekinesis, but a fire mage is not without resources to open such things.




I told the captives to back away because it was about to get really hot and found a spot among the crates where a guard couldn’t see me unless he stood directly between me and the gate. When the first guard showed up I fried his brain before he even knew what hit him. His colleague, whom I couldn’t see, called out asking what happened, so I waited until he stepped into view and did the same.




I skipped the chain and the lock and decided to melt the bar the chain wrapped around. Oui, it was thicker than the chain, but with the bar I only had to heat it once. I gathered every scrap of heat in the vicinity to the spot I’d chosen and kept pulling more and more. The bar went red, then white in no time. In two minutes it warped; a minute later it was molten, melting like a candle only faster. I cut off the heat and withdrew it into a ball near the rafters. The puddle of iron on the floor was already cooler than the bar had been, and the gate swung open, the chain and lock still fused to the bar on the wall.




I used the heat in the ball above me to incinerate the guards’ bodies. I carefully controlled it, preventing the floor from catching fire, though it was thoroughly scorched before I withdrew the heat. I let the remaining warmth disperse through the air, making the second floor uncomfortably warm but still bearable.




I asked the captive women whether they could see any guards from their position. They had a clear view across the second floor, while I was boxed in on three sides and facing only them. A few of the women said no, so I assumed only two guards had been sent upstairs to investigate the broken window. “The gate has cooled, and so has the puddle on the floor,” I said quietly. “I’m heading to the stairs. Please stay where you are until one of my team comes for you unless the building catches fire. If that happens, get out, go down the stairs, and head that way.” I pointed to the wall behind them, the side facing the river, where Eva would be waiting to protect them.




I scouted the second floor, trying to confirm that no other guards were present. Finding none, I carefully descended the stairs. I could hear the warehouse door splintering under Denise’s assault and the guards shouting. Then a crossbow bolt slammed into my thigh, and I tumbled backward onto the stairs. Merde! Apparently, the man at the bottom realized that the color of my pants didn’t match the mercenaries’ uniforms—and that made me the enemy.




The good thing about crossbows when you’re on the receiving end is that they aren’t very quick to cock or load. Gritting through the pain, I managed to locate my attacker, and a moment later he dropped his weapon as he collapsed.




I needed to deal with the bolt in my leg immediately; blood was pumping out with every beat of my heart.




Fortunately, it wasn’t a chest wound otherwise I’d have been forced to slow down. I pressed hard against the artery until the blood flow nearly stopped, then yanked the bolt free. Mon Dieu, that hurt. I sent healing into the area and let the artery mend. While the magic worked, I kept scanning the surroundings, hoping to avoid another painful surprise. Once the wound sealed enough that my life’s blood wasn’t leaking down my leg, I sent another wave of healing to knit the muscle well enough to walk. It was still going to hurt, but at least it would hold my weight.  I limped toward the big door now riddled with several large holes and took cover behind a crate once I had a clear view of the guards struggling against my lovers. From there, I started frying brains. By the time the third guard dropped, the others finally realized someone was behind them and moved out of my line of sight. That gave Denise the chance to lift the bar holding the doors shut and swing one door open. Delia marched forward with Marie and Denise right behind her, then stopped just inside the entrance.




“Surrender or die,” I called out.




The remaining four mercenaries did what mercenaries do when they realize the fight is over — they dropped their weapons.




“Put your hands above your heads and slowly walk toward the open door,” I ordered.




“Lie on the ground, face-down, and place your hands behind your backs. Any sudden moves and you’ll die as quietly as your friends did.”




Once they were all on the ground, I called out, “Marie, would you do the honors? And if any of them so much as twitch, feel free to send a little lightning through their balls.”




With all four restrained and gagged, I waited for the other shoe to drop.




“Delia, keep an eye on the door. Watch for reinforcements.”




When I stepped out of the shadows, Denise and Marie rushed toward me.




“Mon dieu, you’re a bloody mess. Are you alright?”




“I’m fine, aside from a very sore leg where I took a crossbow bolt. The rest of the blood is from crashing through two sets of closed windows. I healed those injuries quickly. The leg will be sore for a couple of days, and honestly, I could go for a steak tonight to help recover from the blood loss. But let’s worry about that later. First, we need to make sure there aren’t any more guards or anyone else lurking around. If you see a guard, feel free to kill them without hesitation.” I raised my voice on the last line, making it a clear warning.




I moved down the center aisle and slipped out the back door, then waved for Eva to come inside. When she reached me, I said, “Head to the front office and look through the documents. See if you can find anything useful.”




Denise and Marie finished searching their areas and joined me by the rear door. Once they stepped inside, we closed and locked it behind us. “Ladies, let’s head upstairs and double-check for any guards we might’ve missed. If everything’s clear, we’ll bring the captives down.”




After we got everyone downstairs, I realized we hadn’t planned for what would come after we won. We knew how to handle the brothel rescues using the money we found to provide resources for the victims and carriages were usually nearby. But here, in the warehouse district by the river on a Sunday evening, there were no carriages, and nearly a hundred women and girls were in need of food, a bath, and a bed. Merde!




I looked at the people we had rescued and asked, “When was the last time you ate?”




“This morning,” several called out.




“How often have they been feeding you?”




“Once a day,” a few answered.




“Are there any injured or sick among you? If so, come forward. I’m a fairly good healer you can tell because I’m covered in blood, but I’m no longer bleeding and I’m still standing.”




That earned a laugh or two, tough crowd.




A handful of women stepped forward with various non-life-threatening injuries: broken arms, strained ligaments, or sore muscles.




I asked them to sit to the side; I’d attend to them shortly.




“Is anyone here from Reims?”




No answers.




“Are you all from the same town or city?”




Several shook their heads.




“Please cluster together with anyone from your hometown or village, even if you don’t particularly like them. I’m trying to sort out logistics.”




“Let’s start over here. What is the name of the place you’re from?”




I pointed to each group in turn. Some of the towns I’d heard of, some I’d passed through on the way to my patrol HQ last summer, and most I’d never even heard of. Merde!




“Do any of you know why they wanted you as slaves?”




Non, from many. Others shook their heads.




“Were there more of you before?” I asked.




“Oui. My sister was taken a week ago, along with several others. I think they were going to make them lie with men.”




“Oui. We’ve freed many such women over the last few months and sent them home. In fact, we sent over a dozen back earlier today,” I told them.




“My sister’s name is Agnes. Have you seen her?”




Mon dieu… maybe I did, or maybe it was another Agnes. There was no way to know.




“We’ve rescued at least fifty young women and didn’t get most of their names. We just gave them the money we found and sent them home. I did come across a girl named Agnes this morning, but I don’t know if she is your sister. My fiancée took her and another to be treated at the Académie de Magie infirmary. We’ll check with her later to see if she’s your sister.”




“Who among you has been here the longest?”




“I have,” said a woman in her late twenties or early thirties.




“How long has that been?”




“A little over two months.”




“Any idea how many others have come and gone while you were here?” I asked.




“Fifty or so,” she replied.




Merde!




We needed help, but I was hesitant to send just one of my ladies out. I didn’t want to risk any of them alone. So instead, I sent all of them together. I could hold down the warehouse if it came to that. If necessary, I’d sweep a wall of fire across the street and burn down anything that threatened us.




“Ladies, we need assistance. Go to the academy by the fastest means possible and demand to speak with Mage Le Borgne, blame me if you must. Tell him we have nearly a hundred rescued people who need transportation, shelter, and food. Let him know they’re all from towns and villages in the countryside. Go together and look after one another.”




“Jacques, are you sure some of us shouldn’t stay with you?” Marie asked.




“Oui. I can hold off both shifts of mercenaries if I have to. I’ll incinerate every last one of them if it comes to that. I just need you to protect each other.”




“Fine.” Ooops, I knew that tone.




“Oh, and tell Mage Le Borgne that we need to leave no later than half past eleven bells, or we might have to fight our way out.”




The four of them jogged off. Later, I learned they had found a carriage half a mile away and paid the man triple rate to race to the academy as fast as his horse could go.




I asked two of the captives to watch the street while I healed the injured as we waited.




A little after ten bells, six wagons arrived, each carrying three mages. I knew because of their uniforms, and several held mage lamps aloft. Mage Anceau, my fire magic instructor from the previous year, and Mage Coguin, my Spellcraft instructor from both years, approached.




“Well, it looks like our troublemaker has gotten himself into a fix that needs our help.”




“Good evening, Mage Anceau, Mage Coguin. I didn’t actually need you just the horses and wagons,” I said with a smirk.




“I see. So we’re just wagon drivers to you, is that it?” Mage Anceau asked with a smile.




“You said it, I didn’t. But we are on a bit of a timetable here, and I’d rather not face the next shift of ten mercenaries with a hundred civilians in the line of fire.”




“Indeed. Let’s get them loaded and be on our way,” he replied.




“Thank you for coming.”




It didn’t take long to load the captives; they were as anxious as I was to be gone. I released the bindings on the mercenaries’ legs and helped them mount the wagon. I tied them together in pairs, facing opposite directions to ensure they weren’t going anywhere I didn’t want them to.




We entered the academy grounds through the large gates leading to the stables, which were usually kept shut. Mage Coquin took charge of the rescued captives and led them to a group of large tents set up on the academy grounds. A couple of tables were arranged with food and drink.




Mage Anceau said, “I’ve been instructed to send you to Mage Le Borgne’s office upon arrival. He also said you should grab some food on your way, so I think that means you’ll still be alive when you leave.” Then he patted me on the back and added, “Good job.”





Chapter 22




I grabbed a sandwich and a mug of tea, then walked to Mage Le Borgne’s office. I had a feeling I was going to suffer for this I just didn’t know how.




When I entered the administration building, the only light spilled from the open door of Mage Le Borgne’s office. Clearly, I didn’t need to wait to enter, though I did knock on the door frame to let him know I was coming in. I decided that coming to attention, as Capitaine Paru had taught us, was my best approach. I said, “Mage du Pont reporting as ordered.”




Mage Le Borgne snorted. “Oh, you’ll be doing plenty of saluting and standing at attention in the future, I have no doubt but not this evening. Have a seat.”




That’s when I noticed all my ladies were gathered there, sitting on the sofa and chairs against the wall behind me.




“Thank you, sir.”




“You’re remarkably polite when you’re worried. Your girlfriends have told me what you’ve been up to, as you might imagine. I want to congratulate you on your success. The academy will take credit, but it will also protect our two exchange students, shield the rest of you from retribution, and safeguard those you’ve rescued. No one who doesn’t already know will be aware of how you carried out this rescue. The students who were on the wagons with the instructors this evening are special trainees of Capitaine Paru—they will keep the secret.




Officially, I don’t want to know anything beyond the rescue of these unfortunate victims of slavery. Unofficially… I want all the juicy details. These fine young women were reluctant to say more than the bare minimum without you here. So do tell,” he said with a smile.




I glanced back at the ladies and shrugged. “Do you want the short version or the long version?”




“I’ve already had two cups of coffee in the last hour; I’m not going to sleep anytime soon, so I’ll take the long version. Since you were kind enough to bring your dinner, one of the ladies can tell the tale while you eat.”




I looked at Denise and Marie, nodded, and took a bite of my sandwich.




Marie took on the task of telling him nearly everything. She left out the acquisition of property and the funds generated, but she admitted to plundering and looting.




When she finished the tale, Mage Le Borgne said, “Nicely done,” and laughed.




“Jacques, when you first arrived, you know how much I disagreed with Mage Viart because of your age, and I’ve told you I was wrong. Now you’ve proven he was right about something else he said: ‘There’s more to him than meets the eye. I think he’ll go far and bears watching.’ I’m now absolutely certain he was right. I owe him a drink. You are all to meet Capitaine Paru in his classroom after the last class tomorrow. You may go now. Rest well.”




As we left the administration building, I said, “I’ll meet you at our room. Go ahead and take your showers; I’ll be a bit. I want to check on Agnes and see if the girl we rescued at the warehouse is her sister. I also need to retrieve my key that Margot left outside the infirmary.”




“Don’t bother looking for the key. I’ve got it,” Denise said. “The infirmary staff took it from her and said they’d give it to you. They handed it to Mage Le Borgne when he got involved in sending the recovery party.”




“Thanks. I’ll go check on Agnes and her possible sister. See you soon.”




When I returned to the tents, it took a few minutes to find the woman I was looking for. I told her again that I wasn’t sure the girl I’d met was her Agnes, but we could go meet her and find out.




I checked with the infirmary staff and asked if it was alright for me to see one of the girls we had rescued earlier, since I might have found her sister.




“What is the sister’s name?” she asked.




I turned to him and raised an eyebrow.




“Oh, I never introduced myself. I’m Gillette Neel.”




“I’ll ask the young lady if Mademoiselle Neel is her sister,” the attendant said.




“Thank you.”




A few minutes later, the infirmary attendant returned, holding Agnes’ hand.




“Gillette!” Agnes cried, running into her arms.




I patted her shoulder and left them to their reunion.




When I got back to my room, my ladies were already back from their showers. I told them that the woman was Agnes’s sister, then grabbed some clean clothes and took my shower. That night, we just kissed before going to sleep; we were all too exhausted for anything else.




I had work to do before breakfast, since I hadn’t had time to prepare my Botanical Lore lecture as I had planned on Sunday evening. I ate a quick breakfast with my ladies, then left immediately to finish preparing in my classroom.





Chapter 23




I had lunch with Thierry and Genevote; Marion was elsewhere. Genevote smiled at me—for a change—then showed me an ornate ring. “We’re officially betrothed.”




“Oh, congratulations to you both.”




Thierry asked, “What were you up to this weekend?”




I hid a smirk. “Oh, a little adventure with all my girlfriends.”




“I don’t know how you have the energy to handle four women.”




“Five,” I corrected. “You met the fifth at one of the winter solstice parties. I think she was sitting in my lap when you came by the table.”




Thierry rolled his eyes; Genevote looked appalled.




I couldn’t resist. “If all goes well around the summer solstice, it will be six.”




Thierry’s jaw nearly hit the table. Genevote grunted in disgust.




After that, we chatted amiably until it was time for class.




In Military Tactics, Capitaine Paru gave me a knowing nod when I walked into the room, though he said nothing. In Fitness class, Sergent Augier greeted me with a quick wink.




After regular classes, I returned to Capitaine Paru’s classroom and found Denise and Marie already inside. Delia and Eva arrived moments later. Capitaine Paru and Sergent Augier entered together, each carrying a cup of coffee, and closed the door behind them.




“Welcome to the Special Operations class,” Capitaine Paru said. “Beginning tomorrow at this time, you will meet here with the other students every Tuesday and Thursday. I want each of you to prepare an after-action report on the weekend strike. All things considered, I’ll give you until Thursday. In the future, these reports are due within two days, or by the next class whichever comes later.”




He glanced at me. “Sergent Augier suggested this may not have been your first action. Is that true?”




“It is,” I replied.




“In that case, I want a brief outline of each of your previous actions on Thursday as well. Any questions?”




“Do you want our intelligence analysis while we’re at it?” Eva asked.




“Mon dieu, sergent. We might have more than we bargained for. By all means, please bring it as well.”




“Now, briefly tell me what motivated your actions.”




“I became aware that women were being held as sex slaves in a brothel when a friend of mine asked for my help. His mother was being threatened by a man who tried to extort money from her, claiming that if she didn’t pay, he would force her daughter into the brothel.




I followed him, and among the other irrelevant things I learned was that the brothel he planned to sell her to held a dozen women against their will. It made me angry, and I vowed to free them which I did a few days later. When I returned from summer duty, I learned from my contact at the brothel that a man had visited, offering to sell more women to her. When she approached the gendarme about it, she was told, ‘We’re too busy; they were probably runaways.’ We all agreed that this could not stand, and we began investigating and taking action to free the enslaved women,” I told him.




The capitaine looked at the sergent and nodded, then back at us. “You are not to disclose anything discussed in your new class with anyone outside the students and faculty of this course. If you need to explain your presence, say it is remedial Military Tactics. Dismissed.”




Ugh, more reports to write.




“Eva, will you have time to write the after-action report and make a copy of your intelligence analysis, or would you like some help?”




“Not with your handwriting—he needs to be able to read it,” Eva replied in a huff.




“No need to get snippy. I wasn’t necessarily volunteering, just asking if you’d like assistance,” I responded.




Marie smirked, and Denise rolled her eyes.




I still wasn’t caught up with my studies, and the addition of the report didn’t help. We didn’t have time for bedroom fun, but we did enjoy a little snuggling before falling asleep. The next day, as I was leaving Mage Coquin’s Advanced Spellcraft class, he stopped me until the rest of the class had left, then reached out to shake my hand. “You and the ladies did a fine thing last Sunday. I’m honored to have you in my class.”




“Thank you,” was all I could say.




When I arrived at Capitaine Paru’s Special Operations class, I found a dozen other students already in the room several I recognized from the wagons that picked up our rescued captives. A few moments later, my ladies began arriving, and we all sat together. Capitaine Paru and Sergent Augier entered, scanned the students, and closed the door.




The capitaine said, “I’d like our new students to introduce themselves name, year, and magic affinity,” his gaze fixed on me.




“Jacques du Pont, second-year, fire and healing.”




“Marie Chambault, third-year, lightning.”




“Denise Feret, third-year, telekinesis.”




“Eva Moeck, first-year, water.”




“Radelia Yelyra, first-year, mage shield.”




“Welcome to the class. Now, on to business.” The rest of the session seemed to focus on clandestine operations; understandable given that our own covert activities had apparently caught his attention.




A week later, after Special Operations class, Capitaine Paru called us aside. “For amateurs, you performed exceptionally well in tactics, intelligence gathering, and analysis. I’m pleased to see that, in your after-action report, you acknowledged your failure to plan for success. However, you did not recognize the importance of planning for failure. In this class, you will learn to anticipate all possibilities. Next session, we will distribute a combined version of your after-action report for the rest of the class to review. In the following class, we will dissect it thoroughly and then re-plan the operation.”




“Sir, I noticed you didn’t mention sharing the intelligence report with the class. Do you intend to do so?”




“Non.”




“Do you object to our continuing the investigation or pursuing any related avenues?”




“Non.”




“Will the class be involved in any similar operations, regardless of the target?”




“The class has participated in such actions, but only in a perimeter-control capacity.”




“Will our intelligence report be disseminated to anyone else?”




“I have no intention of sharing your intelligence with anyone. Your team didn’t develop it for this class, and criminal activity is outside the remit of my assignment. In fact, I’ll return the copy you provided now. It was interesting reading, and I made a few notes on how to improve the collection and analysis just as an exercise for myself.” He said the last part with a wink.




“So there won’t be any consequences if we keep pursuing this line of inquiry and take whatever action we think is necessary?”




“Correct. Just don’t surprise me again with twenty mercenaries to arrest on a Sunday evening.”




“I think we can manage that. For what it’s worth, we only had eight hours’ notice. The best we could’ve done was six.”




“That’s still better than three. Everyone except Mage du Pont is dismissed.”




Once the ladies stepped out of the room and the door clicked shut, Capitaine Paru said, “I know you didn’t just leap between those buildings, given the distance. I’m not going to ask how you managed it; the magic you mentioned in class and your student records offer no explanation, so we’ll simply not discuss the distance. If you notice any discrepancies in our discussion related to this topic, let them lie. Is that understood?”




“Oui, sir.”




“Dismissed.”




The man was sharp, and I appreciated his discretion.





Chapter 24




The next day, I received a letter from Isabel; just recognizing her handwriting sent a thrill through me.




Mon chéri Jacques,




I’ll be there, even if I have to fight my way across the world to reach you. Don’t you dare leave without me, or I swear I’ll hunt you down and poison you while driving earth spears through your balls one at a time.




You may need to heal me when I arrive, because I’ll be riding hard to get to you.

I love all of you. Kiss Marie and Denise for me deeply.




Amour,

Isabel




It was a very clear answer, and I was ecstatic. Now we just had to hear from Delia’s parents. I showed Isabel’s letter to the ladies Marie and Denise were thrilled. Marie wiggled her tongue at me, and Denise smirked at that. Eva smiled, and Delia said, “I can’t wait to meet her.”




The critique of the after-action report and the re-plan of the mission was brutal, but in many respects, we’d done a decent job. Capitaine Paru had warned us that we were supposed to plan for success or failure, so it could have been worse. In retrospect, the nasty comments from a couple of third-years who thought they were professionals were actually funny.




Marie mentioned that her cousin Collette had told the family she was expecting twins. I had already learned that Loyse was carrying twins.




I received the recorded deeds for the properties we had managed to confiscate. We avoided the warehouse after that, wary of stirring up trouble lurking in the shadows. Denise took the documents for the house and the building that had once housed the brothel to her agent and began the process of selling them.




I arranged riding lessons for Margot twice a week and made sure to be there by the time she finished, so I could heal her afterward and spare her any suffering that night.




We returned to Motet’s house and looted it thoroughly. I asked Denise to see if she could locate any hidden compartments with her telekinesis. She did find one, but it was empty, and the dust around it suggested no one had touched it in months. That reassured us that no one had come searching for a hidden stash.




The next evening, we split up to raid the guards’ apartments. Later in the week, Denise took the rest of the ladies, including Margot, to her contact to sell the loot.




Eva finished reviewing the documents we had previously recovered from Motet’s home and delivered the bad news: the log containing the list of customers and other information was encoded, and we didn’t have the code. She said she’d keep working on it and might get some help over the summer, once she was back home in The Hague.




We successfully raided the brothel Motet admitted to selling slaves from and freed the women there. Most of them had been beaten, but none were drugged. The building had been rented, and the brothel owner lived on-site, so in the end, we only took what we could loot from the guards and their living quarters, along with a few valuables from the owner’s bedroom.




We also investigated three other brothels on our weak suspect list, but they turned out to be co-ops like the Red Hen. One had a man managing it, I suspected he was like Girart and Noel meaning he preferred men.




For months, I had been checking Denise and Marie for signs of pregnancy. One day, I told Denise I was certain she was pregnant. After class, she went to the infirmary and received official confirmation. We were all thrilled, as it meant she would not be required to perform service to the kingdom upon graduation. Anxiety lingered, though, until Marie’s pregnancy was also confirmed.




We were still tempted to strike the alchemist, but we couldn’t determine whether he had a family living with him without more thorough surveillance than we had time for. On the first Sunday in June, the six of us rented a carriage and visited Motet’s estate in the countryside. The lawn was surprisingly well-kept, and the garden was exquisite. As I brought the carriage to a halt, an old man emerged from a cottage about a hundred feet from the main house and started walking toward us. An old woman appeared in the doorway, observing quietly.




The man asked, “Can I help you, young folks?”




“I purchased this property from the Motets a few months ago, and this is the first chance we’ve had to visit.”




“Oh… ah, well, ah.” The poor fellow seemed at a loss for words.




“Am I correct in assuming that you and, I suppose, your wife are the caretakers of the house?”




“Indeed, sir. Monsieur Motet didn’t say anything about wanting to sell the house, but we’ve been wondering what happened, since we haven’t seen him or his wife, nor been paid in a while.”




“I see. Well, he didn’t mention that the estate had caretakers. Perhaps it’s because he was in a bit of a rush to leave town. I believe he had creditors chasing him, so I acquired the place at a good price.”




“Well, ah… will you be needing caretakers? It seems we’re available.”




“Indeed, I will, and I’ll be happy to pay your salary from the last time you were paid. I don’t know exactly how much that might be, so I may not have enough on me to cover it all at once, but I promise to get you caught up promptly.”




“Monsieur Motet last paid us near the end of February, which covered until the end of March, as they didn’t come here much at that time of year. So we would need pay for April and May. He paid me fifteen sous a month.”




“How much for your wife?”




“Oh… ah, that’s for both of us.”




Wow, I’d gotten so used to the cost of things in the city that I’d forgotten how little things cost in the countryside.




“Well, that means we’re going to owe you seven months’ pay,” I said, “because we’ll be out of town until late September, and the earliest we’ll get back is likely October. So that’s a hundred and five sous. Give me a moment to see what we can put together.”




I turned to the ladies who had been listening. Most of them were already digging into their purses. Margot, of course, wasn’t she didn’t really have much, and I wasn’t about to ask her for a single denier. I was going to change her circumstances very soon, but it hadn’t happened yet. I counted what I had and took out what I thought we might need on the way back to the academy, ending up with twenty sous. Between the four of them, they had ninety. I added my twenty and told the old fellow, “A hundred and ten. Consider the extra five a tip for your patience.”




He looked a bit stunned.




“You’re very generous, sir.”




“Do you have time to show us the house?”




“Of course, sir. Would you mind giving me a moment? I need to fetch the key.”




“Certainly. We’ll admire the lovely garden while you do,” I told him.




Once he stepped out of earshot, I added, “If the inside of the house is as well kept as the gardens, we’ll need to give these folks a raise—assuming we decide to keep it.”




My ladies murmured in agreement.




I reached into the carriage and lifted out the picnic basket we’d brought for our lunch while we waited. I suspected the old fellow wanted a moment to update his wife before returning with the key, so there was no rush. Besides, the garden deserved a little admiration. When the old fellow returned with his wife, I said, “I just realized I never introduced myself or the ladies with me. My name is Jacques du Pont. This is Margot Erard, Denise Feret, Marie Chambault, Radelia Yelyra, and Eva Moeck.”




“I’m Emery Mulet, and this is my wife, Alipson. It’s a pleasure to meet all of you.”




Emery walked to the door, unlocked it, and opened it to let us inside. Alipson moved quickly through the space, pulling open the curtains.




The ladies ooh’d and ah’d while I took in the workmanship and the size of the rooms. It was every bit as fine as the Motet house in the city and considerably larger. The house was two stories, with four generously sized bedrooms and two smaller ones, plus two toilets and one full bathroom on each floor. It was clearly designed to host several guests at once. The master bedroom held a large balcony with a table, four chairs, and space for more. At the back of the house, a wide solarium stretched out, housing two small trees and several flowering potted plants. Nothing about the house was ornate; it was sturdy, spacious, and simply designed. I found myself liking it quite a bit.




On the opposite side of the Mulet’s cottage stood a carriage house. There was no carriage or horses at the moment, but the space was large enough to store them. The stable had four stalls and a fenced yard big enough to let all the animals out for exercise. Water came from a sizeable tank set beside the carriage house, fed by a nearby windmill.




After the tour, I asked Emery, “Is your cottage in good shape, or does it need any repairs?”




“Oh, it’s fine. Monsieur Motet had a new roof put on a little over a year ago. We keep it up real well, just like the house here.”




“That’s good. Let me know if it ever needs repairs you’re unable to handle, and we’ll make sure it’s taken care of. I can’t have you tending my house while yours falls apart.”




“Thank you kindly, Monsieur du Pont.”




“Emery, Alipson, thank you for the tour. We brought a picnic lunch, so we’re going to eat and look around a bit more afterward. When we leave, I’ll let you know so you can lock up.”




After they left, Margot unpacked the basket, and we sat down at the massive dining room table to eat.




I asked, “Ladies, what do you think of the place?”




Denise shrugged. “My telekinesis isn’t strong enough to drag it closer to the city, or I’d say we should move in right now.”




I laughed. “Ha, I had a similar thought earlier.”




“I want to keep it,” Marie said. “I’m not sure how we’ll use it yet, but I love it.”




“We could leave the academy after classes on Saturday,” I suggested, “get here before dark until November, stay the night, and head back Sunday afternoon before sunset.”




Denise added, “We should find out what the taxes are. If we’re only using it a few weekends a year, it might be too expensive to keep. And don’t forget the other costs roof repairs, plumbing, painting.”




“Aren’t you just a ray of sunshine,” Marie said with a snort and a smile.




Denise stuck her tongue out at her.




I glanced at Margot—who looked completely at a loss for words—and lifted an eyebrow.




“I want it. I’d love to bring my mother out to see it, but Denise is right. It might not be worth keeping.”




“Eva, thoughts?”




“It would make a wonderful place to host diplomatic events.”




I raised an eyebrow at that—so did Marie, Margot, and Denise.




“Well, once we’re married, I’ll be expected to host diplomatic events two or three times a year. My prince will allocate a budget for it.”




“Oh ho, I see where this is going,” Denise said with a grin. “I like it.”




Delia added, “Actually, the same applies to me. Between both of us, we’d probably use it five or six times a year for diplomatic functions, trade missions, and similar events.”




Margot looked like her eyes were about to pop out of her head.




Marie smiled the way a salesman smiles behind a customer’s back when a profitable deal is about to close, and said, “Denise, can your contact who’s been selling the property for us find out what the taxes are on the estate?”




“I imagine so. I’ll ask him and if he can’t get the information himself, I’m sure he can point me in the right direction,” she replied.




“We only have a few weeks before we leave, so please ask him to expedite the inquiry. It’s worth paying extra to get the answer quickly,” I told her.




“Of course. I’ll contact him after class on Monday.”




We cleaned up our things, and I put the basket back in the carriage. After that, we walked through the house again to make sure we hadn’t missed anything. When I stepped outside, I noticed a wooded area about a hundred feet behind the house. I headed toward it, and soon I thought I heard running water. I followed the sound and discovered a stream cutting across the trees. I walked back until I could see Margot and called out, “Margot, gather the others and bring them here. You all need to see this.”




I showed them the stream and the small meadow I’d found along the way. We were all impressed by the little woodland.




Since it was nearly time to leave, we made sure to use the toilets before getting into the carriage. I walked over to the Mulet’s cottage and knocked on the door. Emery must have been nearby because he opened it within seconds.




“Emery, we’re heading out, and like I said earlier, it’ll be October at the earliest before we’re back. If you have a piece of paper and a pen, I’ll give you a contact in case something comes up and you need repairs or anything else taken care of.”




As I’d done before, I gave him Nicole’s address at her husband’s business. I’d have to sort out another option in the future, since they weren’t always in town.




After I finished writing it down, I asked, “Emery, how far back does the estate run, and how wide is it from side to side?”




“I don’t know the exact measurements, but I can tell you the distance going back is at least ten times the space from the back of the house to the tree line. There are piles of stones cemented together as markers at all four corners, plus two more near the center of the property. I’d guess the width is a little less maybe eight times the distance from the house to the trees.”




“Does the property line end at the road we came in on?”




“Oh, non. It extends the same distance on the other side of the road. There’s a big pond over there, and fish.”




Since the house sat at least a hundred feet from the road, this section alone had to be around eleven hundred feet by eight hundred feet—and the land on the other side of the road was supposedly just as large. Altogether, that came out to roughly forty acres. Bigger than some farms. I couldn’t wait to tell the ladies. We definitely needed to explore this place.




“Emery, did Monsieur Motet ever bring guests here?”




“Oui. Some were nice people, most weren’t.”




“Is any of the property used for farming, or rented to anyone else? I didn’t get the chance to discuss much with Monsieur Motet, as he was in a bit of a rush.”




“Non, it’s all vacant aside from my wife’s vegetable garden behind the cottage, and the chicken house, of course.”




“Thanks for your time, Emery. We appreciate the work you do to maintain the property.”




“You’re welcome, Monsieur du Pont. You’ve been real nice. Alipson likes your lady friends, too.”




“You have a good evening, Emery.”




When I got back to the carriage, I took a moment to fill the ladies in on what I had learned about the size of the property. To say they were shocked would be an understatement.




If we sold it, we were sure to make a bundle but we all wanted to keep it.




The ride back to the academy was uneventful. I dropped off Margot first, then the other ladies, before returning the carriage to the place I’d rented it from and walking back to the academy alone.




I couldn’t shake the feeling that there had to be a catch. The taxes would be outrageous, and Eva and Delia’s diplomatic budgets would be a pittance by comparison. I ran through all kinds of scenarios, but nothing suggested we could actually afford to keep it.




Before bed, I wrote a note to Nicole, warning her about the possibility of being contacted regarding problems at the estate, and letting her know I had access to plenty of money. “Just handle it,” I told her, “and I’ll reimburse you with interest.” I knew she’d be fine with it; she and I were like a kinky brother and sister.




The next morning, I checked Marie for signs of pregnancy and whooped when I confirmed she was. She ran to the infirmary with Eva in tow before even having breakfast. They met us in the dining hall carrying her official document certifying her pregnancy, along with her exemption from service this summer and for the next three years. We all cheered.




A couple of days later, Denise got word about the estate taxes. The note confirmed that the taxes were up to date which I had assumed, since the deed couldn’t have been recorded otherwise, from what I’d been told. It also included a figure that Denise and Marie considered rather low, while Delia and Eva thought it was well under budget. There would be no problem covering the taxes with the usage fees from their diplomatic budgets.




The school year was drawing to a close, and we were all anxious to hear whether I’d be allowed to go to the Netherlands. The Friday after Marie’s pregnancy was confirmed, Delia and Eva each received letters from their parents, informing us that we were all welcome to go and that my official documentation would arrive shortly. I was to be assigned as their official diplomatic liaison and, unexpectedly, as their guard. According to Eva’s parents’ letter, Adam Pellerin’s father, the king’s diplomatic advisor, was so ashamed of his son’s behavior that he wholeheartedly endorsed me as liaison and even suggested adding the “guard” title. I was genuinely surprised.




The following Tuesday, I received my official appointment from the king. That evening, we celebrated with a very energetic session in bed. I heard two bells before we changed the sopping wet sheets and finally drifted off to sleep.




Wednesday morning, I left a message with Robin for Margot, letting her know everything was ready and that she should prepare for our trip. He found me later in the day to congratulate me. I gave him a hug and, on a whim, asked, “Do you want to come with us?”




He froze for a moment before answering. “Oui, if Margot allows it.”




After Military Tactics, Capitaine Paru pulled me aside. “I received two interesting letters this morning. One states that you’ve been assigned to guard the daughters of the Dutch and Elven ambassadors during their journey home this summer. The other warns that arrangements have been made to ensure you don’t survive the trip. The daughters are explicitly ordered to be protected. You, however, are expected to die and anyone else is just collateral damage. You didn’t hear this from me. Dismissed.”




I saluted and left without a word.




That night, I told my ladies I had offered to bring Robin with us. Denise and Marie, who had known him for years, simply smiled and nodded. Eva glanced at Delia, and both of them shrugged.




Then I told them about the warning I’d received. We spent a while guessing who might have marked me as the target. I was certain it was either Count Toury or Baron Pellerin, and I told my ladies as much. My money was on Pellerin—he was the one most likely to underestimate how dangerous I truly was. Toury, at least, would understand he’d need several mages or a single elite assassin to take me down, and convincing multiple mages to join such an attack was unlikely.




On Thursday morning, Robin found us in the dining hall. “Margot approved me traveling with you,” he said, “after my mother badgered her until bedtime.”




“Good,” I told him. “Arrange riding lessons every day until we leave. I’ll cover the cost. Start today if you can. You’ll be sore every night, but if you come see us here at breakfast, I’ll heal you each morning.”




“Oui, thank you.”




Marie added, “Denise and I told him months ago that we’d keep an eye out for a date for him. I have a cousin—Jacquette, Collette’s younger sister—who’s in trouble with the family for rejecting a proposed husband. They wanted her to marry a man as old as Collette’s husband and half as wealthy. She’s seventeen and told them to get lost, saying she’d choose her own husband when she’s ready.




“She’s getting a lot of heat for it. Can we invite her to travel with us? She can tell the family she’s going to the Netherlands to develop trade contacts for the family business, at the invitation of the Dutch ambassador. It isn’t exactly true, but it’s close enough.”




“Ha! That’s wonderful. Any objections ladies? Denise, do you have someone you’d like to bring? If it’s a girl maybe we can get them both to marry Robin while we’re there.” I said with a laugh.




Denise said, “As it happens, I also have a cousin, Katherine, who might benefit from such a trip. She ended her engagement several months ago because her fiancé’s drinking and violent behavior became unbearable. She’s been a bit lost and down since then.




Katherine’s been riding since childhood and has a good head on her shoulders. If I’ve guessed Robin’s age correctly, she’s about a year older. Her branch of the family isn’t involved in trade; they focus on professional services, like the agent we used to sell the properties. She’s currently learning bookkeeping.”




She paused, then asked, “Marie, does your cousin ride?”




“I’m not sure if she rides. If she doesn’t, I can arrange lessons for her the same way Jacques did for Margot.”




“I believe Robin is fifteen, though I’m not sure of his exact birthday. Either way, it should be fun traveling as a group.”




“We have about a week. Please invite your cousins and let them know we’re traveling light. Unless you ladies strongly object, I’d like us to ride hard. We’ll take ten-minute breaks every hour, and I’ll heal the horses and riders as needed. We’ll stop in villages and towns for lunch and spend our nights at inns. Three sets of travel clothes should be enough, and we can buy nicer outfits once we reach our destination. We finally have money to spare, but time is precious. What do you say?”




Eva was the only one who complained. “I bought so many pretty dresses here, and I wanted to show them off when we got back home.”




“Hmm. So if we say each lady can bring one pretty dress—that includes cousins—could they all be packed well enough to fit on a spare horse?”




Marie said, “I’ve seen it done before. Denise, do you know someone who could help us figure that out?”




“Probably. I’ll get on it.”




“Who’s buying the horses and tack? We need to do that this week,” Eva said.




“Who knows horses best?” I asked.




Delia said, “I have a lot of experience with horses, and elves have a way with them.”




“Make it happen. How good are you at negotiating prices?”

“She’s terrific, she can get people to just give her things. I’ve seen merchants sell to her for twenty or thirty percent less than what the previous customer paid for the same item,” Eva said.




“Delia, please take care of getting us horses, but bring one of the others with you for safety, considering you’ll be carrying a significant amount of money. Let’s see… how many horses do we need? Six ladies, plus me, Robin, two cousins, and a pack horse that’s eleven. Should we bring a spare in case one goes lame, or will my healing be sufficient? You’re all probably more experienced with long-distance horseback travel than I am.”




My ladies exchanged glances before Denise finally said, “If one goes lame and you can’t heal it, we’ll ride double until we can purchase another.”




“Great. Who’s going with Delia to buy the horses?”




“I’ll go,” Denise said. “We can stop by the bank and withdraw some of the money I deposited there for the horses and for travel expenses, including nice clothes for when we arrive in The Hague. We should also bring a letter of credit, if our bank has a correspondent there. We’ll need it if we want to arrange a deal of our own.”




“Good. Anything else?”




Denise replied, “I’m going to get a letter from my parents identifying me as their agent while I’m in the Netherlands. What about you, Marie? Anything similar?”




“I should have one in my mail within the next day or two. My parents were excited that I’m pregnant—less so that I’m not married. I haven’t told them why we’re going to the Netherlands. I want it to be a surprise so I can see my father’s face,” she said with a smirk.




Denise added, “My parents weren’t thrilled, but once I told them Jacques was the father and that he intended to do right by me, they accepted it. When we all come back as one big family they’re going to be shocked, but they like Jacques a lot. I’ve told them all about you as my dear friends, so they’ll get over it. They love me, so it will be alright.”




“We need to get to class. I’ve got a long way to go to mine, so I’m heading out now,” I said.




On my way out the door, I asked Marie, “Does Jacquette know how Colette ended up pregnant?”




“Oui, but she doesn’t know exactly who the father is. She only knows it isn’t Colette’s husband because he couldn’t do it. She also knows the man who did is about our age and quite good in bed,” she said with a snicker.




“Thank you. I think she’ll figure it out eventually if we end up spending time with her after the trip, but I don’t think it’s necessary to expose that secret,” I said.




Classes for the rest of the week were just wrap-ups and tests. On Tuesday, I received a note that simply read, “I’m having twins too.” It was signed only with a Y. That made all three of my clients who had asked me to get them pregnant now carrying twins. I had to wonder if Denise and Marie were as well, but I couldn’t sense enough detail with my magic yet; they hadn’t been pregnant long enough. If that turned out to be the case, we were going to need a large house very soon. With Isabel joining us and soon to be pregnant herself, it wouldn’t be surprising to have six children by May of next year. Mon dieu, we were going to have a huge family at this rate.




We had Sunday and Monday off, giving everyone time for any last-minute shopping. I picked up the gifts I’d ordered for all my ladies six necklaces with similar, yet distinctly individualized designs, each set with the same gem: a sapphire. I also went looking for a book, the one Nicole and I had read together and which had inspired us to enjoy each other so thoroughly: L'Amour de Dame Trudeau. It had set me on the path I’d walked for years and might well be part of the reason my ladies loved me as they did. We had a young friend joining us who might find similar inspiration, especially if Margot approved and if Marie and Denise were willing to cooperate with me. I also prepared a generous supply of contraceptives in the alchemy lab I had access to.




When I spoke to Margot, Denise, and Marie about my idea, I said, “When we talked about inviting Robin and your cousins, you two mentioned them as a way of fulfilling your promise to introduce him to girls his age. I bought him the book I told you about the one that inspired Nicole and me back in the village. Margot, would you like to see your brother have a little of what we all share together?”




“Robin means the world to me. Besides, he introduced me to the love of my life. How could I not wish him even a little of the joy we have?”




“Denise, Marie are you willing to work with me to corrupt the three of them?”




Marie responded, “Oui. Jacquette is already partway there; she’s been with a couple of her female classmates. She hasn’t found a forever lover, but she has experience and really wants a man.”




“I’m not sure if Katherine is interested in women, but she’s told me she wants a lover her own age as much as a husband. Part of the reason she agreed to come with us is to meet Robin, who I’ve told her has always been our steadfast friend. I think it will be fun to see how far we can corrupt them since that’s how you put it.”




I told them my plan, and we adjusted it based on their suggestions. We would have some fun while traveling.




Since our letters traveled so slowly, I had been unable to coordinate with Isabel on where to meet us. With Mage Le Borgne’s approval, I arranged for the academy gate guards to relay a message to her when she arrived. The note included the name and address of the inn where we were staying.




We visited the stable where Delia had arranged to keep our horses until we were ready to travel. She proudly showed them off to the rest of us, announcing that mine was a stallion while the others were mares. She suggested we keep them at the estate after our return and breed them there so my horse would need a large harem. I couldn’t help but wonder if there was some hidden meaning behind that statement.




Then Tuesday arrived — the solstice and the graduation ceremony for the third-years. We all attended to watch Denise and Marie receive their diplomas. Several students were recognized with special awards, including top student. I was called up to receive the Award for Valor that Sergent Agode had recommended me for last fall. The citation was read aloud, recounting the overwhelming odds my unit had faced and how I had single-handedly defeated over half of the attackers. It went on to say that I had saved the lives of my lieutenant and one of the caravan guards through the use of my healing magic. When it finished, the crowd gave me a warm round of applause.




Our group greeted Denise’s parents; her mother gave me a warm hug. We then met Marie’s parents though; I was received less warmly. Ordinarily, I would have been expected to attend the assignment ceremony in the afternoon, where students met their commanding officers for the first time and rode out with them. Since I had been assigned a special role as Eva and Delia’s guard and would not have a commanding officer I’d been granted dispensation to skip the ceremony. Instead, we all went to lunch with Denise’s parents. After lunch, we lingered over wine and conversation. Later, the students in our group returned to the academy to gather our belongings, which we took to an inn because the dorms were closed for the summer; normally, all students were on service duty.




Denise had arranged for all of Marie’s belongings to be stored at her parents’ home until our return. Eva, Delia, and I had the same privilege of leaving our things at the academy, which would be moved to our new rooms over the summer. That morning, we had returned the mattresses to their original rooms and reassembled the bed frame in my room, so everything was back to normal.




Just in time for dinner, Robin, Margot, Katherine, and Jacquette met us at the inn where we were staying until Isabel arrived. Jacquette, Collette’s younger sister, was seventeen, with brown hair darker than her sister’s and every bit as voluptuous. Katherine was sixteen, a brunette with hazel eyes, tall and thin, with an adorable heart-shaped face and average-sized breasts. The ladies arranged the seating so that Robin sat in the middle, flanked by Katherine and Jacquette, with each girl seated beside her cousin. Margot initially sat in my lap opposite Robin, but when the food arrived, she moved to the empty chair beside me, with Eva and Delia flanking us.




We went around the circle introducing ourselves, and I noticed that my ladies wore their blouses loosely, revealing more than a hint of cleavage. I found myself growing quite aroused, and Margot didn’t help matters, wiggling her derrière every now and then. We shared stories of our adventures, both together and apart. Of course, I recounted the rescue of Margot, the battles at the picnic with Marion and friends, and last summer’s patrol. Certain events—our brothel raids and the warehouse rescue—remained unspoken. Perhaps one day the others would hear of them, but not now, and certainly not in public.




We also discussed plans for the ride to The Hague and our hopes for what we might accomplish there, as well as some longer-term ambitions. Delia eagerly shared her dream of breeding horses at our estate. We agreed to examine it further, with Denise providing a financial analysis to determine whether such an endeavor could be profitable. 




Jacquette and Katherine were clearly impressed with everything. Robin, having heard most of it before, reacted less strongly but still listened with interest. He also seemed to enjoy his spot between the two new girls.




With Margot sitting in my lap, I leaned in and quietly asked, “How old is Robin now?”




“Fifteen. He’ll be sixteen on October third. Why?”




“He can marry at sixteen in the Netherlands, so I’ll tell him to say that he’s sixteen now. If he hits it off with Katherine, Jacquette, or even both, and they want to marry, he’ll have the option since the girls are sixteen and seventeen.”




“You’re a terrible influence on my dear, innocent brother,” she giggled, then kissed me. 




We were getting pretty close, and my hands were roaming a bit too freely. Eva nudged me in the ribs and said, “We do have a room, you know.”




I cleared my throat and replied, “I’ve missed Margot. She’s been restless in my lap all this time, and I guess I got carried away.”




“I see. Missed her since when? We were all together Sunday. Does that mean you miss me too?”




“Oui,” I said with a grin. “If you sit in my lap, I’m sure I’ll respond the same way to you.”




“Are you a satyr? You just want to fuck all the time,” Eva shot back.




“You don’t seem to mind when you’re on top of me,” I countered.




Across the table, I noticed Jacquette flushing. It wasn’t embarrassment I suspected arousal. She kept glancing at Robin from the corner of her eye, and it seemed my plan was working.




Katherine was harder to read, at least for now. We’d see how she responded eventually.




Dinner was wonderful. As we got up to head to our rooms, I pulled Robin aside and said, “From now on, you’re sixteen. You’ll turn seventeen on October third. Just trust me, Margot and I have your best interests at heart. We’re both working to set you up with Katherine or Jacquette… hopefully both. Are you in?”




“I’m sixteen now and will be seventeen in October,” he replied.




“Good man. Let me see your fingernails.”




I noticed they were a nasty mess. I showed him mine and said, “I learned years ago that any woman will appreciate your attentions more if your nails don’t scratch or prick. Women also like to see clean hands. Tomorrow, go find a nail trimmer and a file. Your room and meals are covered, so don’t skimp on the price.”




On another topic, you are the last line of defense for Katherine and Jacquette. Your responsibility is to ensure they are always protected and supported. Each day, you must pull out their chairs when they sit, open doors for them, and assist them when mounting or dismounting their horses. If you see me do something for your sister or for any of my other ladies, you should consider it a sign that you should do the same for them.




I’ve also purchased a book with you in mind one that Denise and Marie have agreed to use in our effort to help you find at least one, if not two, girlfriends. When the time comes and the book is in your possession, you should ask one or both of the girls to take turns reading it aloud with you.




“Do all these things, and you will thank me later. For now, you and your sister will share a room. I’ll see you in the morning.”




After breakfast, Denise and Marie took Delia, Eva, Katherine, and Jacquette window shopping, just to have something to do with the cousins and bond with them. Margot went with me back to my room, and I entertained her alone for hours. Then we took a nap. When we got up again, I tipped a maid to put fresh sheets on the bed.




Later, when we gathered for dinner in the private room I had reserved, Robin discreetly showed me his nails. I winked to let him know he had done well.




After dinner, I informed the group about the warning I had received regarding a possible attack during our travels. “Some of you already know that I’ve been warned of a likely attack while we’re on the road. I’ve been told that I am the primary target, and that anyone near me could be injured as well. That is all the information I have. I want to give each of you the chance to withdraw from the expedition if you are worried about your safety. Remember, out of the ten of us traveling, six are mages four of whom have trained with the French army and have seen varying degrees of combat. Isabel, whom we’re currently waiting for, has served as an army officer for the past nine months. I have fought in both large and small engagements and have never been defeated. I am also a healer with significant skill and two years of academy training. Our two recent academy graduates have fought by my side several times, as have our other two mages. Margot has assisted in some of those operations as well, though in non-combat roles. The six of us form a strong team, and Isabel will be a valuable addition. Take the time you need to consider everything I’ve said. You may withdraw at any point until we pass through the gates of Reims. After that, you’re committed to us. Are there any questions?”




Robin asked, “Should I get a weapon?”




“No. That will only make you a target. You and the people around you are safer if you don’t carry one. A belt knife might be useful for practical things while traveling in the countryside, but nothing more.”




I glanced around the room, focusing on Katherine and Jacquette. Neither of them flinched, which reassured me.




“We should discuss how we’re going to travel. I have a few ideas, but I welcome your input, just as we’ve planned operations in class. I want our guests involved so everyone understands what we intend to do and how they’re expected to behave to stay safe and avoid interfering with our response if we’re attacked.”




I waited for a few nods before continuing. “I think the first two days should be spent training on how to handle various types of attacks, which we’ll plan for this evening and review each day until we leave. After that, we’ll travel at full speed; riding hard for fifty minutes, then take a ten-minute break while I tend to the horses and anyone who needs it. Don’t hesitate to request healing; it’s crucial that we are all in peak condition in case of an attack. I’m confident that within a few days, the need for healing will decrease as you become more skilled at riding.”




I continued discussing the possible methods of attack I could imagine and asked the ladies to suggest any I might have missed. Margot took notes for us. Once we were satisfied with our list, we reviewed ways to avoid, counter, or escape each threat. Safety was always our highest priority, especially for our guests.




By the time our meeting ended, it was already quite late, so we went to bed. And to be clear, we went to bed, not to sleep.




The next day, we continued refining our plans and reviewing the earlier ones. We took breaks every hour or so, along with long mealtimes, to make sure we could stay focused when we were actually working.




On our third day at the inn, while we were having lunch in the common room, Isabel burst in, hot and sweaty, but with a huge grin on her face. Isabel, my raven-haired beauty, had enchanting green eyes and was the smallest of my lovers a tiny, delicate thing. Her figure was extraordinarily shapely: breasts nearly as large as Delia’s, a small waist, and a round derrière. Her café au lait skin and pillow-like lips completed the alluring package. She wore thick glasses, a necessity due to her nearsightedness. Without a second thought, I scooped her up and kissed her right there.




I said, “Mon dieu, you need a bath!” I still don’t know why she punched me. When I arranged a bath for my beloved, the innkeeper said, “Monsieur, we haven’t begun heating the water for tonight’s baths. It will be an hour.”




I replied, “Non. Fill the tub immediately with cold water. I am a fire mage. I will heat it once it’s in the tub, and I will stay with my fiancée while she bathes to ensure it stays hot for her entire bath.”




I fully intended to keep the water hot by sharing the tub with her. I even brought a bottle of wine and chilled it by drawing the heat from it which I dumped into the tub. Isabel loved it. Do you know how much fun two slippery, soap-covered bodies can have in a hot tub? I’ll tell you: plenty.




After the bath, we put on robes. I carried her upstairs to my room and gave her a gentle massage. When she finally fell asleep, I lay there, watching her for a long while. I had missed her terribly and having her beside me brought me immense joy.




I left her asleep and returned downstairs, where our group was entertaining themselves with a game of cards. I joined them, and we played until dinner was nearly ready. Then I went back upstairs and woke Isabel so she could get dressed. She had clearly noticed how the other ladies were dressed, because she outdid them: her blouse was tied just under her generous bust showing a lot of cleavage, leaving her toned midriff exposed and paired with a lovely skirt with a slit that ran all the way up to her hip.




Isabel had earned her place on my lap long before dinner was set on the table.




When we took our seats, a spot was left next to mine for her, as my ladies understood we had been apart far too long and had some catching up to do in the affection department. That night, Isabel was the center of attention, regaling us with tales of her nine months of service to the kingdom. In truth, I suspected that the assignments given to newly graduated women were less about duty and more about encouraging them to have children to spare them misery.




I knew the king wanted to increase the number of mages, but his method struck me as mean-spirited and, in a sense, counterproductive. I was confident that Isabel would have made an excellent officer if she had remained in service. As soon as she became pregnant, she like Marie and Denise would transition to reserve status, with further duty deferred for three years to raise our children. If they became pregnant again during that time, an additional three years would be deferred. Once a fourth child was born, their service requirement was considered fulfilled. Of course, they could be recalled to active duty by the king in times of war, just like mages who had completed twenty years and retired, though even in war such recalls were rare.




After dinner, I gave her a brief overview of our plans and told everyone, “Tomorrow will be our last day at the inn. We’ll hold a review session of all our planning after breakfast. After lunch, we’ll go over our tack and any gear or supplies we’re bringing, making any final purchases if needed. The next morning, after breakfast, we’ll set out.” With that, we broke for our bedrooms. Marie and Denise joined Isabel and me, as they had also missed her. We enjoyed ourselves immensely that night.




The next morning, as we reviewed our plans, Isabel said she liked our approach to handling attackers in various scenarios and offered a few minor but useful suggestions. In the afternoon, while reviewing gear, I noticed Marie had about a dozen of the pre-tied restraints packed with the rest of her equipment. I asked, “Are you planning something kinky in bed—or taking prisoners?”




“Oooh, I hadn’t considered using them to restrain you. It could be fun, making you watch all of us without being able to touch.”




“You do realize I’d burn them off and heal myself in seconds if I had to, right?”




“Don’t ruin my fantasies. I need something to take the edge off while you’re busy pounding Isabel for the next few nights.”




“As if I don’t give you attention on the same night.”




“Fine, you got me. What I meant was: since they don’t weigh much and we’re likely to be attacked, we might have the chance to capture a few of them and interrogate them. Maybe we can figure out who’s sending them.”




“I’m on board with that. Margot and our guests can apply the restraints if we’re… otherwise occupied. Will you need to do any shopping this afternoon, or do you already have everything you need?” I asked.




“I’m all set. I’ll only go if someone else needs me to watch their back,” she said.





Chapter 25




We rode out the next morning at a reasonable pace for about an hour, then took our first break mostly to get everyone accustomed to the routine and to help those less skilled in the saddle recover. By then, we were some distance from the city and most of the traffic, so we began practicing our responses to various forms of attack. We had devised six variations, each with a corresponding response. Some were easier to execute than others. By the end of the first day, everyone had mastered the easiest three, and we were well on our way to handling the remaining ones. On the second day, we continued practicing as we rode toward our destination. Once we stopped for the evening, I was satisfied that everyone knew what to do and could perform under stress. We could only hope our attackers were no more creative than we were.




On the third morning we increased the pace as we were no longer practicing responses all day. We traveled nearly twice the distance as we had been to that point. Healing every hour made a big difference to our horses’ ability to maintain the grueling pace and to our bodies as well. We crossed into the Low Countries an hour after our lunch break and spent the night in Charleroi. After dinner Denise said, “You remember a while back when we were talking about changes to our bodies since last fall? I spoke to Margot while we were riding today and she told me that her acne scars and a few other small scars have disappeared recently as well. She also finds her older dresses tight in the chest.”




I would need to start recording data by taking measurements and comparing them over time for all my ladies. I might also explore performing some experiments on others, since we knew I could send the pulse through my hands it wouldn’t necessarily involve intimacy. I considered using Robin and our other guests as test subjects.




On the third day, we had lunch in Brussels, and that evening we made an early stop in Antwerp. I noticed that Robin had been attentive to Jacquette and Katherine at every turn, just as I had instructed him. I hoped it might spark a little romance for all of them. I asked my ladies how the project to bring our guests together was progressing.




Marie said, “Margot sharing the bedroom with Robin while we were in Reims was a perfect setup. That arrangement put Jacquette and Katherine with Denise and me for the first two nights. On the first night, when we got into the room, I pulled the covers down to the foot of the bed. Then, after we disrobed and got in bed nude, they gave us a look and shrugged. I read a chapter of your book aloud to set the mood, and then I got between Denise’s legs and pleasured her.” 




When I finished, I noticed Jacquette was touching herself. As we continued making out, she got so warm that she slipped out of her nightgown. Katherine started watching her, while Denise and I snuggled together before drifting off to sleep. The second night, Denise and I put on a similar show, but she went first. Jacquette skipped her nightgown that night, and as soon as Denise started, her hand moved over herself as fast as she could. Katherine touched her own breasts and eventually removed her nightgown. They slept spooned together, and when they got up the next morning, they were kissing while still nude. Eva and Delia, how did it go the third night when you took over?




Eva said, “I brought the book, and after we got into bed, Katherine asked, ‘Do all the women Jacques is with sleep so openly together?’ I told her, ‘Of course. We’re all affectionate and comfortable with one another.’ Delia and I took turns reading passages from the book while Jacquette and Katherine fingered each other. I made sure they knew I was watching and enjoyed the closeness. I told them the connection between us felt intense, even more so with a man present.”




Delia continued, “The first night we were on the road, as you know, we rearranged bed partners again, using the excuse that Margot wanted to spend time with you and Isabel which, of course, was true. We told the others that the other bed was too crowded for them to sleep with the rest of the women, so they had to settle for Robin in the room. It was mostly quiet that night, but we did hear some talking. The second night, I heard them taking turns reading the book you gave Robin.”




“Oui! We have succeeded in corrupting our guests. Let’s see if they want to get married before we leave the Netherlands,” I said with a grin. I rewarded my ladies for playing along with my scheme by attending to them with passion that night.




The following day, as I was dressing, I realized I needed to shave again. Until now, I’d been shaving every two or three days, but that was no longer tenable. I hated the feel of stubble and had no intention of growing a beard. I liked the clean-shaven look, and since my ladies had never said otherwise, I assumed they did as well. Shaving was a pain, so I’d have to find some magic to take care of it. That would be a project for another day.




I had noticed that Margot spent most of her time riding talking with Eva and Delia. From what I heard, she had asked them to teach her Dutch. I was glad she felt comfortable doing so. Being the youngest and from a working-class family unlike the rest of my lovers I had worried she might feel intimidated by them.





Chapter 26




On our way to Moerdijk, the attack we had been anticipating finally occurred. We were following the road through a forest when, just as it curved around a hill, a handful of archers blocked our path behind a pair of wagons turned across the road. The barrier was both tall and deep, leaving us no chance to leap it on horseback, so we all pulled up sharply.




They had already loosed their arrows, but Delia reacted quickly enough to block four of the six. My horse took the one meant for me, and the last shot missed entirely. We had planned for something like this, so Marie struck out with lightning, stunning the attackers and preventing another volley. Isabel skewered one with an earthen spear she conjured from beneath him. Eva drew water from a leather bag normally filled with wine, shaped it around one archer’s face, and suffocated him.




I fried the brains of two others while Denise hurled a pair of rocks at the group, then used her telekinesis to whip them into the faces of the remaining men. In seconds, the attackers before us were either dead or unconscious.




I sent our non-mages ahead with the restraints Marie had prepared, instructing them to restrain anyone not already dead and then get themselves clear of the second wave of the attack. The thrumming of hooves warned us of riders approaching from behind. They must have done an excellent job staying quiet; I hadn’t heard a single voice when we passed them only moments earlier.




Delia turned and raised her shield, though it did little good against riders wielding swords. Marie’s lightning bolt ripped through two of the horses and probably their riders sending them convulsing to the ground. With those two at least temporarily out of the fight, we had three left to handle. I froze the heart’s blood of the one dressed better than the others, assuming he was the commander and therefore worth interrogating. Eva dispatched another by drawing water from a pouch and drowning him where he sat. Denise hurled a stone and cleanly brained the final rider.




Marie went straight to the downed men, zapping one in the balls before restraining the other, who seemed unconscious. Our non-mages handled tying up the rest while I listened carefully for any sign of additional attackers. Once I was satisfied there were no more, I healed the apparent leader first. I wanted to talk to him, and I wasn’t ready for him to die just yet.




As soon as I was sure he’d live for now I healed my poor horse’s arrow wound and rewarded him with a crunchy apple for his patience. Denise and Marie were busy teaching our non-mages the finer points of looting bodies, living or dead. Eva and Delia kept watch on the road and the forest while I splashed water onto my prisoner’s face.




With Isabel watching my back, I took a moment to enjoy the way he struggled against his restraints before I introduced myself in Dutch. “I am Jacques du Pont, and these are people very important to me. To whom am I speaking?”




Silence.




“Why did you attack us?”




Silence.




I remembered living in the village before my father disappeared one winter day I’d been caught in the forest wearing only a light jacket when a bitter wind swept through. By the time I made it home, snow was falling, and my ears burned with pain as they thawed. I froze one of his ears to see how he liked it.




Minutes passed, and it seemed I still didn’t have his attention, so I set his clothes on fire and held him in place, stopping him from rolling to extinguish it.




He screamed, “Orlant! My name is Orlant! Help me!”

I snuffed the flames immediately.




 “Meneer Orlant, I would like to know why you attacked us. Remember that I can make you feel considerable pain if you choose not to answer my questions honestly. Now—why were my friends and I attacked?”




 “I was told to kill the men in this group, and if I brought back the heads and one was the one he wanted I’d earn a hundred francs.”




 “Who offered you the money?”




“A Frenchman in Moerdijk.”




 “How did you know we were coming on this road, and at this time?”




 “We were told to expect you on the route from Antwerp to Moerdijk, and to look for a group of ten riders with a pack horse.” 




“I’ll give you twenty francs if you can identify the man who sent you.”




“Was in a tavern at night—couldn’t see much except his money.”




“Where were you supposed to deliver the heads?”




“At the same tavern, tonight.”




“Where do you live?”




“A cabin outside Moerdijk.”




“Do you have anything to buy your life with?”




“Forty florins or so in my pocket.”




“That doesn’t count; it’s already forfeit. Is there a bounty on your head?”




He smirked. “None have identified me, so no.”




“Then I guess you’re of no further use to me, Meneer Orlant.” I fried his brain.




I interrogated the rest, but they offered nothing beyond confirming a few details. So far, everything pointed toward Baron Pellerin—the one who set these men on me clearly hadn’t prepared them to face six mages with our level of experience.




Once the attackers were all dead and their bodies looted, we recovered the restraints. Denise moved the corpses about fifty feet off the road to prevent problems for other travelers. We gathered most of the horses and found the ones that had been used to haul the wagons tied just a dozen yards down the road, among the trees. After moving the wagons to the roadside, I added those horses to the string we had already collected. We continued on our way, leaving the wagons behind since they were in such poor condition they would only slow us down without offering much in return.




We arrived in Moerdijk a little later than we had originally intended, but since it was summer, there was still plenty of daylight left. The owner of the inn was interested in a few of the horses we had to sell. In exchange, we received free rooms, baths, and meals, along with a nice sized bag of florins. The remaining goods would be best sold in a larger city. Expecting to reach Rotterdam by lunchtime tomorrow, we decided to hold onto them.




The following morning, we headed out for Rotterdam, maintaining a fast pace. Delia and Denise completed the sale of the horses before lunch. After an enjoyable repast, Eva led us to the market district, where we sold our loot and earned yet another batch of florins. Once our business was finished, we set off for our final destination: The Hague, the capital city of the Netherlands and home to Eva’s family.




As we rode into the city, Denise turned to Eva. “We’ve been on the road all day we’re sweaty and we stink. Should we stop somewhere and bathe before greeting your mothers?”




“No, indeed,” Eva replied. “The house staff will be prepared to take us to bathe as soon as we arrive. There’s a large tub, big enough for all ten of us to fit comfortably. Jacques can keep the water hot, so we should enjoy it. My mothers will expect that.” I was confident that Robin would follow whatever Margot and I did, so his getting into the tub with us was no surprise. I wasn’t as confident about Jacquette and Katherine. Eva led the way, holding my hand, so we were the first to enter the bathing room. As she had said, the tub was more of a pool sunken into the floor with only a few inches of lip rising above the stone surface easily large enough for all of us and more.




I finished disrobing and placed my clothes in a basket for the staff to collect and clean later. As I walked toward the tub, I noticed Jacquette lingering, as if looking for a reason to delay undressing. At first, I assumed she felt uncomfortable stripping in front of two men, but I was wrong. She was performing deliberately. Each piece of clothing came off with slow, exaggerated movements meant to tease, a calculated striptease. When the last of her garments fell to the floor, she sauntered toward the tub, hips swaying, her gaze locked on Robin. If they hadn’t already been fucking, I was fairly certain they would be by tonight. Not to be outdone, Katherine slid from her spot beside Robin into his lap, pressing her back against his chest. She reached between her legs as she settled onto him and let out a low groan. Well, that certainly put an end to any remaining suspicion that any of them were still virgins.




Eva must have noticed and did the same with me. I wasn’t about to complain. I reached around her, enjoying the feel of her lovely breasts as I bobbed her body up and down by flexing my ankles. Have I mentioned how much fun two people with soaped skin can have in a hot tub? I vowed then and there to add something like it to our estate in the countryside. While we relaxed and enjoyed the hot water which I made sure stayed at just the right temperature I said to the group, “I’ve found a way to calculate how much my value has increased since arriving at the academy.”




Isabel gave me a lusty look and said, “I know exactly how much your value has increased in my eyes.”




I smiled and continued, “As I was following Robin out the door when we left Mage Le Borgne’s office after I was enrolled I overheard Mage Viart remind Mage Le Borgne to put him down for the twenty franc bounty paid by the king for finding a previously unregistered mage. Yesterday while interrogating Orlant I learned that I was now worth one hundred francs dead. I have therefore increased in value five fold.”




My joke must have fallen flat as no one laughed. Denise had the decency to say, “That’s an interesting way to measure value. Let’s all hope that the bounty doesn’t continue to increase or we may find mages willing to take the risk.”




Once we were clean, relaxed, and dressed, Eva led us to greet her mothers, still holding my hand. As we approached a large door, Eva nodded to the man in house livery standing beside it, and he opened it for us. We stepped into a spacious parlor and found three women ranging in age from about thirty to forty, buxom, blue-eyed, blondes. All three smiled as we entered, but one woman’s smile shone especially bright; unsurprisingly, Eva bore a strong resemblance to her. She wore her blond hair in a thick braid that draped over one shoulder and fell to just below her waist. Along with her generous bosom, she had the same clear eyes and high cheekbones as her daughter. All three wore gowns that displayed what, in France, would be considered a scandalous amount of cleavage anywhere outside a brothel. I had half a dozen lovely women already, and yet I struggled not to imagine adding them to the family.




Eva greeted the mothers, beginning with the one who appeared to be the eldest, Beatrijs, and ending with the youngest, Geertruyt whom she also called Trude. Her biological mother, Yolente, was the second she greeted, and she seemed second in age as well as seniority. Once the greetings were done, Eva introduced us, referring to my ladies and me as her fiancés. She described Robin, Katherine, and Jacquette as dating.




Following her lead, I guided the rest of my ladies in greeting the mothers in the same order. We each bowed slightly and kissed their knuckles. Robin followed my example with his girlfriends.




Mother Beatrijs said, “What a lovely family you’re going to have, Eva and you’ve found yourself such an accomplished young man. We’re so happy to meet you all. Do have a seat.”




Eva translated for our group.




After we’d all found places to sit with Eva once more beside me, holding my hand Mother Yolente said, “You arrived a few days earlier than we expected. Did you leave early?”




Wanting to show off, I answered in Dutch, “No, in fact, we left three days after graduation. We wanted to wait for Isabel to return from service. We made good time by pushing the horses and ourselves, then healing frequently.”




“Oh my,” Mother Yolente replied. “Eva said you spoke Dutch like a native of Amsterdam, and while I didn’t doubt her, I’m still surprised since she also told me you’d never lived anywhere but deep in France. How did you come to speak our language so fluently?”




“I was taught by a woman who ran an herbalist shop in the village where I grew up. She never told me we were speaking Dutch, and since no one else in the village spoke it, I simply thought of it as our secret language. It wasn’t until I met your daughter and Delia that I realized it wasn’t so secret after all.”




Mother Yolente smiled at that, and so did Mother Trude.




“You have a lovely home; thank you for inviting us,” I said, glancing at all three mothers to be sure they understood I was thanking them all. Mother Beatrijs nodded in acknowledgment.




We chatted for a while, sharing stories about our studies, magical affinities, and other talents, with Eva and me taking turns translating. Eva made sure I recounted the tales of my battle during patrol last summer and the fire in the city last spring. She also spoke of her argument with Pellerin, my subsequent duel with him, and the attack that followed after I had won and turned my back. Mother Beatrijs remarked, “Just like his father.” That comment felt like yet another piece of circumstantial evidence pointing to the Baron as the ultimate instigator of the attack on us outside Moerdijk.




When Margot mentioned that she loved cooking, her comment caught Mother Trude’s attention. In halting French, she said, “We have something in common. I hope you’ll join me in the kitchen soon to cook a meal together. You can teach me one of your favorite dishes I would love to learn how you French manage to create such wonderful food.”




Margot beamed. “Oui, I would enjoy that and perhaps you could teach me one of Eva’s favorite meals.”




After a wonderful dinner that evening, we all retired for the night. From the size of the guest bed, it was clear the Moeck family often hosted large gatherings or families with several partners. The bed was enormous, and the seven of us fit comfortably.




I made sure to give Isabel my attention first, then later again after tending to the others. Everyone hoped she would conceive soon, ensuring there would be no objections from the authorities about granting her an exemption from royal service.




The next morning, after a delightful breakfast, Mother Yolente took all ten of us on a carriage ride to tour the city. The large carriage accommodated everyone only because Robin and I each had a woman seated on our laps. I’m sure he enjoyed the closeness as much as I did.




The Hague was a beautiful city, its architecture strikingly different from that of Reims, with flowing canals winding through it and countless small bridges to cross.




That evening, we bathed together, and after another excellent meal, we retired to our rooms. I spoke about a few thoughts that had come to me recently; ideas we hadn’t yet had the chance to explore. The one I wanted to focus on involved all my ladies and our guests. I told them, “I want to learn more about how my magic is affecting you. Based on what you’ve told me before, there seem to be some measurable effects and some that aren’t as easy to quantify. I’d also like to find out whether I can use it without being physically intimate with the target.”




After discussing the previously mentioned aspects such as scar reduction or elimination, improved running speed, increased breast size, and enhanced magical abilities we agreed there were additional factors we hadn’t yet considered but could be measured, such as height. Since we didn’t fully understand what was happening, we wanted to account for any effects we might have overlooked.




Denise compiled a list beginning with all the measurements typically taken by a seamstress, then added every other variable we could think of and find a way to measure. Once I had grouped and organized the parameters, I made over a dozen copies of the list, each with columns to record measurements over time.




Eva found a tape measure and a scale, and we began taking measurements. The process turned out to be unexpectedly entertaining, as all the women were unclothed and in playful spirits teasing one another and laughing while I worked through the measurements. I decided we would repeat the process monthly so that we’d have two more sets of data before returning to Reims.




The next morning, before breakfast, I knocked on Robin’s door. He answered wearing a robe, and I asked, “Would it be alright if I came in to speak with all three of you at once?” After consulting with the women, he agreed.




“We’ve noticed that when I apply my magic in certain circumstances, it seems to strengthen both the magical abilities and physical well-being of my fiancées. We’ve decided to begin measuring a broad range of attributes to determine what’s changing, and by how much. Our goal is to understand what’s happening, learn how to control it, and hopefully enhance the effects. For example, several of my fiancées have noticed that their acne scars have disappeared over the past year. It didn’t actually take a full year for that to happen we’ve only recently realized how wide the range of affected attributes truly is.




I’d also like to find out whether these effects extend to others with whom I don’t share intimate contact, which is where the three of you come in. I’d appreciate it if you’d allow me to take some basic measurements much like a seamstress would once a month for a while, so we can see if anything changes and how long it might take. If you’re willing, I have a tape measure and a scale in my room, and we could begin right now. Will you help me with this project?”




Robin was the first to respond. “Oui, I would be happy to help.” When he glanced at Jacquette and Katherine, they were already nodding in agreement. We returned to my room, where half of my ladies were still nude, which apparently made Katherine and Jacquette feel at ease; they quietly set aside their robes, and Robin followed suit a moment later. Denise took the lead in making the measurements while I noted the values on the charts.




When we had measured everything with the tape measure and scale, they returned to their room to prepare for breakfast. Once we had finished dressing, we met everyone in the dining room. At breakfast, Mother Beatrijs announced, “Eva’s cousin the Prince, is hosting a ball at his palace in ten days. You have all been invited. Since Eva is his second cousin, it is important that you look your best. To that end, the plan for today is shopping. The ladies will need dresses in the current fashion, and you young men will require new suits. Yolente will guide the ladies, and Trude will guide the men.”




Trude proved to be an entertaining hostess; there wasn’t a topic on which she didn’t have something witty or amusing to say. She informed us that we would be expected at various parties and balls throughout the summer, roughly at two-week intervals, and that it simply wouldn’t do to be seen wearing the same outfit twice in a row. She recommended three suits which I thought were two too many but from experience, I knew I’d end up with at least that number to please my ladies.




I warned Robin that it would be in his best interest to agree as well, otherwise he might soon find himself sleeping alone.




The ruffled collars took some getting used to, as did the large decorative buckles. C’est la vie.




Trude took us to a charming café on a sunlit square with a beautiful fountain that I loved watching as we ate. She kept up a lively stream of conversation, spinning humorous stories about people I was certain she’d never actually met. I think she simply enjoyed having new listeners for her jokes. We flirted playfully throughout the afternoon she was shameless and I found her company utterly delightful.




Trude, Robin, and I returned to the Moeck home in the late afternoon after being fitted for suits and new shoes, which we would be able to pick up two days before the Prince’s ball. About an hour and a half later, Yolente arrived with the ladies, and Eva reported that they weren’t even halfway done. She estimated they would need at least one, possibly two more days, to place all their orders. I began to wonder if we could find another brothel full of slaves to raid I might need the extra money once all the bills were paid.




Trude promised to take Robin and me sightseeing as consolation for finishing our shopping ahead of schedule. We visited Scheveningen Harbour, where I saw the ocean for the first time. She told me it was called the North Sea and that it could be quite treacherous in winter. We wandered among the stalls, where vendors sold everything from fish to jewelry and fabrics. Later, we had lunch at a tavern with a rooftop dining area that offered a beautiful view of the harbor and the ships docked below. I imagined a painter set up in the corner, capturing the scene before us on canvas.




After lunch, we climbed back into the carriage, which carried us along a sunlit road hugging the beach just south of the harbor. Families dotted the sand laughing, building castles, splashing in the waves. It looked like pure joy. Trude leaned over with a mischievous grin. “You and Robin should bring your ladies here after the Prince’s ball. Eva adores the beach, and I’m certain Delia does too. Oh, and rent a sailboat to take them cruising down the coast and back. This is the perfect time of year for it. Robin and I exchanged glances and nodded eagerly. Sold. The day had been wonderful, but I’d missed my ladies fiercely. The moment they arrived, I herded them straight to the tub. We’d barely settled into the steaming water when the three mothers swept in, slipped off their robes, and joined us without a hint of ceremony. Even Beatrijs, the eldest, still cut an elegant, timeless figure. True to form, Trude wasted no time resuming her playful flirtation teasing smiles, lingering glances, the works.




Eva’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “I doubt you could handle him alone,” she teased. “Some nights it took all four of us to satisfy him. We each three orgasms and that’s only counting the ones on his cock.”




Trude and Beatrijs burst into laughter while Yolente’s lips curved into a knowing smile. Eva switched to French, repeating every wicked detail for my ladies. Their nods came slow and deliberate, and Beatrijs arched a single brow the universal look for Oh, really?




Trude clearly wasn’t buying it, so Delia jumped in. “She’s not exaggerating. I’m certain he could’ve kept going, but we were all exhausted and passed out cold. Now that the six of us are finally together, we just haven’t had the free time to test exactly how long he can last.”




This time I translated for my ladies, and Margot spoke for the group. “I think it’s time we put that to the test.” The others whooped and cheered. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Katherine and Jacquette staring, wide-eyed and speechless.




Trude still wasn’t letting it go. “How is that even possible? Your father is insatiable, but even he can’t perform like that.”




Eva’s voice softened with wonder. “Mother, he’s a healing mage with power like no one else. Every thrust sends pulses of magic through us heals us, warms us, wraps us in his love until we’re shattering in ecstasy I never dreamed existed before our first night.” Yolente’s smile turned wicked as she winked at her daughter.




On the third day of the ladies’ dress shopping, Trude once again offered to take us sightseeing. This time, we enjoyed a canal boat cruise and stopped at various markets that sold goods from exotic locales, among other treasures. Trude kept us entertained with her hilarious stories about everyone and everything. Robin and I laughed so hard that, at times, we had to stop walking or risk falling over. She continued her shameless flirting, and I couldn’t help but wonder whether she truly wanted to join me in bed.




After lunch, we returned to Eva’s home, as the ladies had promised they’d be finished around that time. In fact, they arrived about a quarter of an hour after we did. The ten of us spent the afternoon in the parlor, planning our activities for the following week. Once the arrangements were settled, I turned to Eva and asked, “When should we expect our wedding to be held?”




“Mother said it would be late August or early September, as my siblings will have returned from school in Utrecht. We expect Father to be back from Paris by mid-August. Mother also needs the time, since such a large affair takes considerable planning. It will be held at the Prince’s palace.”




“I was hoping for something sooner,” I replied, “but as long as we’re married before returning to France, it will all work out.”




Eva spent nearly an hour preparing us for the ball and the other social events we were to attend. She focused on proper etiquette for meeting Dutch nobles and wealthy merchants.




Denise then reminded her, “You know our man is a trouble magnet please, tell us about dueling etiquette here in the Netherlands.”




We all had a good laugh, though we knew there was some truth in it. Eva reviewed the basics: “The rules are similar to those in France no magic allowed. But unlike with academy students, there’s no limit on the level of injury, and the challenger sets the winning condition, which could even be death.” Well, that certainly put things in a new light.




Yolente stopped by later and promised, “In a day or two, I’ll provide a list of people you should meet, along with a little information about each of them, so you’ll be prepared to make conversation.”




I then asked, “I’d be very interested in speaking with local healing mages if there are any who have experience with eye conditions. It’s a special interest of mine, and there’s little useful information on the topic in the academy library or among the healing instructors. Would you be willing to help me contact such a healer?”




“Hmm,” she said thoughtfully, “I don’t know of a healer who fits your description, but I’ll reach out to my contacts and see if there is one.”




“Thank you,” I replied.




Now that the dress shopping was done, we spent our days together sightseeing and window shopping, stopping for lunch at various cafés. Each evening before dinner, we reviewed the material provided by Yolente. The dossiers she gave us read like professional intelligence reports. I wasn’t sure whether they originated from the Prince’s staff or if someone in the family business was responsible for collecting and organizing such information.




I asked Eva, “Who trained you to analyze data the way you do?”




“One of my father’s retainers,” she said with a fond smile. “He’s a sweet old man. Papa told me he used to work for the Prince.”




I suspected that had answered my unspoken question, so I let the topic drop; it probably wasn’t wise to look a gift horse in the mouth.




The afternoon before the Prince’s ball, Margot left us to help Trude prepare dinner. That evening’s meal was simpler than those of the past week, yet no less delightful. Trude made sure to compliment Margot.




“Thank you for sharing your recipe for duck à l’orange and your technique. I look forward to cooking with you again during your stay.”




Margot, in turn, expressed her appreciation.




“I enjoyed our time together in the kitchen. I really like your recipe for stamppot; I’m sure I’ll make it often in the future since it’s one of Eva’s favorites.” Stamppot is a dish of mashed potatoes mixed with various vegetables, such as kale, carrots, and onions.





Chapter 27




The day of the Prince’s ball, we stayed at Eva’s house. After lunch, the ladies began their preparations, while I spent my free time reading a book I had discovered earlier in the week during one of our sightseeing outings. It was a treatise on healing the human eye, and I hoped it would give me the knowledge I needed to correct Isabel’s eyesight and protect her from the blindness she had been warned awaited her.




At that time, the book was largely beyond my comprehension it assumed a level of knowledge I did not yet possess. Still, I believed I could learn what was necessary to understand it. I planned to share the text with Madame Martin, my Biology instructor, and Mage Lesnier, my Healing instructor. Of course, this meant translating it, since neither of them spoke Dutch. To translate it properly, I first needed to grasp many of the terms it used. I had my work cut out for me, so I devoted myself fully to the task, taking careful notes on every concept and term I had yet to master.




Even though I had started hours later than they did, I was fully dressed and ready before my ladies had finished preparing. After checking in with Robin, Katherine, and Jacquette and finding much the same situation I nodded to Robin. He joined me in the hallway, and together we walked to the game room, where we played cards until we were informed that the ladies were ready.




Neither Robin nor I had yet seen any of the dresses our ladies had purchased, so when they entered the game room, we were greeted by the sight of eight dazzling women. Their dresses came in soft pastel shades blues, pinks, yellows, and greens each perfectly complementing its wearer’s complexion. Some gowns were backless, others draped elegantly off the shoulder. A few were adorned with lace, while others were crafted from sleek silk that hugged every curve.  What all the dresses shared in common was their daring display of cleavage, in fact. I couldn’t help but think some sort of adhesive must have been used to keep the fabric in place; otherwise, one wrong move, a twist of the torso or even a sneeze might have sent certain assets tumbling free. I had to admit, I loved it.




Isabel, ever the rebel, wore a dress with slits on either side that reached up to her generous hips. With each step she took, her shapely legs were revealed in full. All of the women had their hair styled elegantly and wore earrings and jewelry that must have been borrowed from Eva’s family; I was certain none of them had brought such expensive items on our trip. I knew for a fact that Isabel and Margot owned nothing of the sort. Robin and I considered ourselves lucky men to be escorted to the ball by eight such glamorous women.




Eva’s mothers met us, and together we proceeded to the carriages that would take us to the ball. Robin and his ladies rode with Eva’s mothers, as it made the most sense when dividing the group to fit into the carriages. I rode beside the coachman, given the space required by the dresses. Upon arriving at the palace, I assisted my ladies in stepping down from the carriage, while Robin did the honors for his ladies and the mothers. Beatrijs led our procession, followed by Yolente and Trude, arm in arm. Eva and I came next, with the rest of my ladies close behind, while Robin, Jacquette, and Katherine brought up the rear.




I noticed several men among those making their way to the palace doors glancing longingly at the beauties Robin and I escorted. A few women did the same. Once the formalities of presenting our invitation were complete, we followed a palace staffer toward the ballroom. Upon reaching the door, he announced the mothers by name and title, then introduced Eva as the prince’s cousin and the rest of us as guests from France.




Inside the ballroom, Beatrijs led our procession to a table reserved for the mothers and their companions. She then suggested, “Eva, you and your fiancés should go mingle.”




Delia volunteered, “I’ll go with Robin, Jacquette, and Katherine to help with translation.”

I appreciated her willingness; they spoke only a few phrases of Dutch they had managed to pick up over the past ten days or so.




Eva and I led my other four ladies on a circuit around the room, pausing here and there to greet various people Eva recognized. We did our best to recall the tidbits we’d read about each person so we could inquire about the health of their children or the success of a business venture. No one seemed to notice that I was French, though it was quite clear that most of my ladies were.




About an hour had passed before an announcement was made, asking everyone to clear the dance floor if they weren’t participating, as the evening’s dancing would soon begin. We returned to our table, and I asked, “Eva, would you care to have the first dance of the night?”




She smiled and said, “Yes, thank you.”




I promised my other ladies I’d dance with each of them in turn, eager to put the steps I’d learned in Madame Beson’s class to good use.




When the music ended, Eva and I started back toward our table. An attractive young woman—our age, dressed far more modestly than the crowd—stepped in front of us. “Dear Eva,” she said with a tight smile, “I’ll take this dreamy fellow off your hands.” She turned to me and extended her hand, palm down, as if I were expected to kiss it. I smiled politely. “A shame. I’ve already promised every dance tonight to other beautiful ladies.”




She arched a brow. “You’re new here. You can’t possibly have met that many girls in the last hour.”




“I didn’t say I just met them,” I replied. “I arrived with them. Eva and the other five are my fiancées. If you’re kind to Eva and the others, they might let you join us in bed long enough for them to decide if you’re worthy to marry us. Do you know how to use your tongue to pleasure both men and women?”

Her face flushed crimson. “Eva, I should have known you’d carry on your family’s depraved lifestyle. I thought you’d gone to France to find a decent Frenchman for yourself not share one with a pack of whores.”




Eva’s eyes flashed with indignation. “I did meet a nice Frenchman. This is Jacques du Pont, a French mage attending the same academy as Delia and me. We all love each other. There is nothing debauched about it. We’ve fought together, shared a bed together, and we’ll build a life together. Maybe one day you’ll find happiness with a man as wonderful as I have. Now, we really need to get back to our table so our other lovers can have their turn on the dance floor.”




After we turned away and continued to our table, I asked, “So who was that bitch?”




“Just a girl I went to school with,” Eva said, rolling her eyes. “She thinks she’s Gaia’s gift to men. Her family belongs to a group campaigning to end plural marriages in the Netherlands.”




I danced with Margot, then Denise. Soon after, an announcement was made that the Prince had arrived. Everyone paused and turned toward the grand entrance. The Prince appeared to be about forty, of medium height and slim build, with a neatly trimmed goatee and sharp, intelligent eyes. He strode into the hall and took his place upon a small throne. “Do continue to enjoy yourselves,” he said, gesturing for the band to play.




As nobles and merchants hurried forward to greet him, I turned to Delia and asked her to dance. Watching her marvelous, mostly exposed breasts bounce and ripple with each step was a joy in itself, she also dances quite well. She moved with a natural rhythm that drew every eye in the room. After the dance, we returned to our table, and I fetched drinks for everyone.




We chatted with several other guests who visited our table and made arrangements to meet a few of them later to discuss trade. After half an hour of mingling, I noticed the Prince had left, the throne was empty again. Restless from sitting, I asked Marie to dance.




As we made our way to the dance floor, a man in his mid-twenties accosted us and shouted, “We don’t want a poxy Frenchman and his filthy whores spreading their disease among the good Dutch people!”




I answered just as loudly, “Are you aware, sir, that you just called the Prince’s cousin Eva a filthy whore? Would you care to retract that?”




“I stand by my words. Plural marriage is unclean and must be eradicated from the Netherlands.”




By now most of the room had turned toward us, watching the scene this fool was making. “Well, sir,” I said, “I suggest you take that up with the Prince. But calling his beloved cousin a filthy whore is unlikely to put him in the mood to hear your plea. Are you sure you don’t want to retract that accusation?”




“You poxy Frenchman! You have no business telling me how to advocate for my cause.”




He jabbed a finger toward us.




“I don’t have time for this. I still owe my fiancée a dance, and I intend to make good on that promise. Please step aside.”




“No! You and your filthy whores don’t belong here. You must leave,” he answered.




“Look, I realize you’re an uneducated barbarian dressed up like a civilized man, but you need to understand when someone doesn’t want to listen to the garbage spewing from your mouth.”




“You have insulted me, sir. I challenge you to a duel.”

“And if I agree, what are the winning conditions?” I asked.




“Unconsciousness or total incapacitation. Or are you a coward, too?”

“Oh no, I only wanted to know whether I was allowed to kill you. I accept your terms.”




“What weapon do you choose?”




“I’m a mage. I don’t use a weapon; I am a weapon. But since magic is disallowed in duels, we’ll use our fists.”




“Civilized men don’t use their fists.”




“Too bad for you, girly man it’s either fists or magic. Take your pick. By the way, we’ll duel now, in the garden. I wouldn’t want your blood on the Prince’s lovely furniture.”




I shrugged out of my jacket and loosened the ruffled collar of my shirt, handing both to Marie. She shook her head with a resigned smile that said, “Only you.”




I strode through the doors leading to the garden, my entire group trailing close behind. Eva’s mothers, who had been speaking quietly among themselves, followed as well. Most of the other guests particularly the men flowed through other exits and gathered around an open space roughly twenty feet in diameter.




I turned to the man who had challenged me. He now looked unsettled, as though the challenge hadn’t unfolded the way he’d planned. I rarely issued challenges myself; doing so only granted power to others, and I had no intention of giving my opponent any advantage.




A man dressed in the Prince’s livery stepped into the grassy area between us and announced, “Jacques du Pont, do you wish to withdraw your insult to Rutger Beernt?”




“I do not,” I replied. “He has spoken of the Prince’s cousin and my fiancée in a manner so uncouth that only an uneducated barbarian could match it. Nothing I have said about him is untrue.”




The herald turned toward me. “Rutger Beernt, are you willing to withdraw your challenge to Jacques du Pont?”




“No, indeed. This poxy Frenchman and his filthy whores must be driven from this land, along with all the other diseased polygamists.”




“Gentlemen, it seems there can be no solution other than violence. I will remind you that the terms are: no magic, no weapons other than your bodies; the winning condition is either unconsciousness or an inability to continue fighting. There is no surrender.”




Just what I wanted. I was ready to let the savage out. I’d fought older, bigger, drunken guards at the inn; that experience taught me not to underestimate them. Two years studying biology and healing had shown me how the human body repairs itself and, conversely, where it’s most vulnerable, how to do the most harm with the least effort.




I stayed on my toes and circled him without ever losing my balance; dance class had helped. I threw a couple of feints; he dodged them, as expected. I kept moving and landed light punches to read his reactions, mapping how he answered different attacks.




Once I was satisfied, I attacked not with my hands but with my feet. I drove my heel into the side of his knee, then backed off to avoid taking a blow to the head. As Beernt struggled to keep his balance with an injured leg, I slipped to the other side and struck the other knee. When he began to buckle, I brought my rising knee into his chin.




He fell backward but fought to push himself up, so I hit his elbow and was rewarded with a loud crack. He toppled again; I stomped the fingers of his other hand and heard several softer snaps. The fool still tried to rise, blood running down his chin, so I kicked Beernt in the groin.




He rolled to the side with his legs together, so I stomped on his instep and heard another crack. He was going to need a good healer if he didn’t want to be crippled for the rest of his life. I wasn’t sure what Beernt was playing at, and no one had called the fight, so I looked to Beatrijs for a clue. She simply pointed her thumb down. Taking the hint, I reached down, rolled Beernt onto his back, and struck his nose with a palm strike. Another sharp crack followed, his nose was broken and with it came the unconsciousness he’d demanded in his challenge.




Most of the crowd applauded. As they drifted back toward the ballroom, Eva brought me a damp towel to wipe down with, and then Marie helped me reattach the ruffled collar to my shirt before slipping my jacket back on.




I looked at Marie and said, “I believe I still owe you a dance.”




“Of course you do, trouble magnet,” she replied.




Mother Beatrijs waited for us to approach, which made me think she had something on her mind. If she didn’t, I certainly did. When we drew near, she spoke very softly. “Beernt is part of a faction attempting to overthrow the Prince,” she said. “They’re using polygamy to build resentment and create a political wedge. Repeatedly referring to Eva as the Prince’s cousin—whom he was insulting—was perfect. Now, go enjoy the rest of the ball. We’ll talk more later.”




We did as we were told, and I made sure Marie got her dance. When the evening came to a close, Mother Yolente, Eva, and I were asked to follow a man dressed in the Prince’s livery. He escorted us through several hallways, past two guarded checkpoints, and into a small, richly appointed room where we were told to wait.




A few minutes later, the Prince entered through a door opposite the one we had come through.




He greeted Yolente with a warm hug and said with a smile, “Cousin, you don’t visit often enough.”




“Willem, you know I prefer to avoid all the backstabbing that comes with life in the palace,” she replied, smiling back. “I apologize for my daughter’s fiancé disrupting your ball.”




“Nonsense! I heard it was the highlight of the party; wagers were placed, and large sums of money were both won and lost.”




The Prince turned to Eva. “Am I imagining it, or have you grown taller since I last saw you?”




“My Prince, it must be your imagination. It was less than a year ago that you bid me farewell, just before my father took me to France.”




“Oh, there’s no need to be so formal here. We’re in private, and your mother and I have always been close.” His gaze lingered a moment before he added, “You’re quite alluring in that dress. I hear you’ve fallen for a famous French mage the so-called Hero of Reims, decorated for valor in combat. A young man who, just two years ago, was an unknown orphan from a nameless village, and now has a hundred-franc bounty on his head.”




The Prince then turned to me. “I’m told your Dutch is good enough to pass for a native. Is that so?”




I responded, “You seem to have a very thorough intelligence service. I’m only well-known in Reims, and I merely did what needed to be done. As for the bounty, I cannot abide men who abuse women, and my responses tend to earn me powerful enemies.”




“Oh yes, your Dutch truly is as good as I was told. I also like the way you think.”




“Thank you, Your Grace,” I said.




“Much as I would love to chat, Yolente, I have pressing matters to attend to. The Spaniards are stirring up trouble through the faction Meneer Beernt is involved with.”




“Eva, I’m truly glad you’ve found a man who makes you happy. A loving family can make all the difference when life’s trials and tribulations come your way.”




“Jacques, it was a pleasure meeting you. I look forward to hearing about your future adventures. Good evening to you all.”




With that, he swept out through the same door he had entered.




Mother Yolente rolled her eyes. “He’s always so dramatic,” she said with fond amusement, “but he really is a dear friend. Let’s not keep the others waiting any longer.”

With that, we exited the room and were escorted to the palace entrance, where Beatrijs, Trude, and the others were waiting for us. Once we returned to Eva’s house, we went to our rooms to put away all the finery before curling up together in a loving tangle and drifting off to sleep. It was nearing three bells in the morning by then, and it had been a long, exhausting day.

The next morning at breakfast, I asked Eva, “Do you think the woman who wanted to dance with me is part of the same faction as Beernt?”

“Undoubtedly,” she replied. “She probably pointed us out to him after we told her we were all getting married.”





Chapter 28




We had to collect the rest of the outfits we’d all ordered the next week since the seamstresses and tailors could finish only one per person before the ball. Meanwhile, Marie, Denise, and Jacquette had a string of appointments to hammer out potential trade deals over the coming days. It also made sense to scout investment opportunities with our family funds, perhaps by buying goods ourselves and flipping them to buyers in Reims or beyond.




Another option was to invest with merchants trusted by Eva’s family. Who knew using money to make more money could be so complicated? Thank goodness I was marrying  smart women with far more experience than I had. Truth be told, I felt much more at home using my skills as a mage.




After breakfast, we mapped out our agenda and how we’d tackle it. Eva, Delia, and I were the only Dutch speakers, so one of us would need to sit in on every meeting to translate. Trade wasn’t my strong suit, so I happily left that to the ladies. We also set a firm rule: never travel with fewer than three of us one a mage for protection, and usually at least one man to keep up appearances.




One task I could handle was depositing the letter of credit at the bank, so I took Margot and Katherine with me. They weren’t ready to dive into the trade business yet, but I wanted them to feel involved. It was also a perfect chance to get to know Katherine better I hadn’t had much time to talk with her at length before.




Delia and Eva each led a group. In this case, Delia’s lacked a male member, but we all had places to be, so it couldn’t be helped.




The trip to the bank was smooth. The manager on duty knew our bank well and said, “Once we verify this letter, your funds will be available.”




“How long will verification take?” I asked.




“It’ll be ready by the time we open in the morning,” he promised. I found that more than acceptable and thanked him for his time.

Margot, Katherine, and I strolled the nearby streets, browsing shop windows and soaking up the city’s rhythm and its people. We stopped for lunch at a cozy café, where I turned to Katherine about her studies. “Denise mentioned you’re training to become a bookkeeper,” I said. “What exactly does that involve?”




“Running a business means dealing with expenses: rent, taxes, materials, wages, and more. On the flip side, you earn income from customers, some pay upfront though some pay later, a fraction per month called installments. Bookkeeping is your system for tracking it all and calculating your true earnings. Done right, it can even reveal whether the people you’ve hired to manage things are stealing from you.”




“So if my fiancées and I decide to invest our family money in launching a merchant business, skills like yours will be essential. Is that correct?”




“Indeed, another aspect of bookkeeping I’ve learned helps manage the business by pinpointing the best way to allocate funds, spotting unnecessarily high expenses, and catching unnoticed waste. Plus, I’ve picked up these new Arabic numerals that are all the rage in France, they make my job so much easier.”




“I’m quite familiar with Arabic numerals, thanks to all my math courses. In fact, the old woman who taught me herbalism and alchemy introduced me to them. It’s the only system I’ve ever known, I didn’t even realize other methods existed until I browsed the academy library.”




Margot tilted her head and asked, “Unlike Jacquette, who comes from a merchant family, you don’t seem keen on striking any trade deals. So, what made you join us on this adventure?”




“Bookkeeping isn’t a career that offers much travel, and I want to see the world before I’m tied down with a job and family. Just as importantly, Denise has told me about Jacques, you, and the rest of your group and how exciting it feels when you’re all together.




After realizing my fiancé was a violent drunk, I broke off our engagement. So when Denise offered me the chance to spend the summer in the Netherlands with you, your brother (who she says is genuinely sweet), and the others, I saw it as the perfect way to leave that chapter behind and move forward.




I’m so glad I did. You’ve all been wonderful, and Robin is even better than Denise promised. She raved about her nights with you, Jacques, and the other women in your family bed. I didn’t expect to feel the same pull but I’m thrilled I do. Discovering Jacquette was a delightful surprise, and the three of us have savored every moment of our private time together.”

I smiled and said, “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself. Please speak up if there’s anything you want to do or need. We want you to feel like family because you are.”

“Thank you, I will,” Katherine replied.




By late afternoon, we’d all returned from our errands, so we seized the moment to debrief on the day’s appointments and map out tomorrow’s plan. After bathing, we joined Eva’s mothers for dinner. It was the first night since leaving Reims that we slipped into bed early and not bone tired. Two weeks of little more than stolen hugs and chaste kisses had left us ravenous, so I lavished each of my ladies with every pleasure in my repertoire. Eva, ever the show woman, insisted on demonstrating how I could coax four simultaneous orgasms from them all.




Eva straddled my face, her warmth enveloping me, while Margot rode me with slow, deliberate rhythm. Marie and Denise knelt beside me, each over one of my outstretched hands, as I wove my touch and a pulse of magic into their trembling bodies. Within moments, all four erupted in ecstasy, their climaxes rippling through in a breathless two-second cascade. I released into Margot’s depths, her moans mingling with Denise’s unrestrained cries, as was their custom.




Delia laughed while Isabel looked on in open-mouthed surprise. Margot leaned in and told her how incredible it felt to fuck and kiss at the same time especially when I pulsed my magic into her from both ends.




That lit a spark in Isabel. She bit her lip and asked, “Does anyone have oil we could use for anal intercourse?”

Marie grinned. “I do. What are you planning?”

“Well,” Isabel said, eyes gleaming, “if his cock feels that good inside me, and kissing makes it better,… I want to know what a finger in my derrière would do.”




The rest of us burst out laughing. Classic Isabel, always pushing the boundary. I couldn’t wait to find out what happened next.




She slid into Eva’s place, straddling my face, then stretched out along my body to take my already-hard cock into her mouth. Once we’d settled, Marie dripped a single bead of oil onto Isabel’s tight ring. I eased my middle finger in slow, deliberate until my palm pressed flush against her. I traced her labia with my tongue, parted them, and circled her clitoris while gently rocking my finger in a steady rhythm inside her. She sucked me deeper, matching my pace. I threaded pulses of magic through every point of contact mouth, tongue, finger syncing them to the slow drag in and out. Minutes later, her breath hitched; her thighs trembled. I quickened everything tongue, finger, magic pushing her toward the edge.




She convulsed in orgasm, and I came hard down her throat. She collapsed onto me—gone in an instant. My heart stuttered until I felt her breath, steady and warm against my thigh. Semen slipped from her slack lips as she lay unconscious.




Marie smoothed Isabel’s hair while I traced slow circles along her spine, threading faint healing magic through her skin. A few moments later, Isabel stirred, eyes hazy but returning. Marie leaned in, licking the stray cum from Isabel’s chin and neck where it had spilled when she fainted.




Denise handed Isabel a glass of water. Once she’d caught her breath and steadied herself, Isabel murmured, “That was incredible the most intense pleasure I’ve ever experienced. It’s like standing too close to a lightning strike at midnight: one second you’re lost in total darkness and silence, the next you’re blinded by a searing flash and deafened by thunder then everything snaps back to black and quiet in the blink of an eye.”




Marie immediately said, “I have to try that.”




Margot followed with, “I’m next.”




As I glanced at the rest of my lovers, Denise nodded, a knowing smile on her face.




Eva burst out, “Definitely!”




Delia’s reply was pure mischief: “Do you really need to ask?”




I cleaned up, and Marie took position. We repeated the process. Minutes later, she too passed out. The other women laughed and couldn’t wait, buzzing with anticipation for their turns. Delia went last. When she took me all the way to the root without a single gag, Isabel gasped, “Mon dieu, how does she do that?”




Eva explained, “Elven anatomy differs from human anatomy in ways that let them deep-throat without ever triggering a gag reflex. Notice how her tongue is longer than a human’s and tapers to a point? She can coil it fully around a cock and stroke while sucking him off. Jacques swears the sensation is amazing. I’ll admit I’m a little jealous she has the exact breasts he adores and gives incredible blowjobs.”




“You’ve done a wonderful job on me with your tongue,” Isabel murmured, cupping one of Eva’s breasts while sliding her other hand between Eva’s thighs. Eva leaned in and kissed her. They made out passionately as Delia reached her climax in perfect sync with me, she too, passed out just as I shot my load down her throat. Marie and Margot quickly lifted her off my cock so she wouldn’t choke while unconscious.




After Denise licked Delia’s face clean and kissed her deeply, the women compared notes. They agreed Isabel’s description, feeling as if she were standing beside a lightning strike—was spot-on. They also decided the experience was thrilling enough to repeat, yet too intense for regular indulgence. I made love to each of them separately, then took them in pairs, lavishing extra care on Isabel. We needed her pregnant quickly; she was only at the start of her first fertile window since returning to Reims.




We stayed up most of the night, cycling through different positions. At one point, we formed a kind of chain: Delia knelt at the foot of the bed with her back to it, while Eva lay on the mattress, legs dangling on either side of Delia. I stepped in front of Delia so she could take me in her mouth, then bent forward to eat Eva out as she draped her legs over my shoulders. Denise straddled Eva’s face and went down on Marie. Isabel sat on Marie’s face while leaning forward to eat out Margot.




I tried pulsing my magic as I fucked Delia’s mouth but the setup was awkward, and the energy only traveled to those I touched directly. Fun to experiment with but we probably wouldn’t try it again.





Chapter 29




It was fortunate that both of our appointments were scheduled for the afternoon, since we had slept in late that morning.




As we walked into the dining room, Jacquette glanced at us and said, “You were so noisy last night I couldn’t sleep! Just thinking about what you must have been doing made me so worked up that I woke Robin and Katherine. A little warning next time, please.” She laughed.




Jacquette had an appointment that afternoon, so I volunteered to translate for her, since Marie and Denise also had theirs. With the timing and locations, there was no way for Eva and Delia to cover all three.




Margot, Jacquette, and I left early enough to have lunch near her appointment, giving us a chance to get to know one another better. Once we placed our orders, Jacquette said, “Marie told me you were an orphan and lived in a small village until a mage discovered your magical ability. I’ve never lived anywhere but Reims, I can’t imagine knowing everyone around me instead of being surrounded by thousands. Were you surprised when you first came to Reims?”




“Oh oui. The noise from both the crowd and the merchants advertising their wares was unlike anything I was accustomed to. I had spent plenty of time around merchants before, having lived with a family that owned an inn along the road between Reims and Paris. Most nights, there were half a dozen or more wagons with their attending merchants, guards, and drivers. I saw many people in those days but still, all the people I met in three months combined were fewer than the number I saw on my first morning in Reims as I walked with Mage Viart to the academy.




I’m happy you joined us on the trip. Marie speaks highly of you and says you share her rebellious streak.” I said the last with a smile.




She smirked. “I love my cousin. My sister Collette and I used to spend a lot of time together with her when we were younger. Then she went off to the academy, and my sister got married to that connard. I missed them both so much. Then my family wanted me to marry a pig like Collette’s husband. I said, ‘Absolutely not! I can do better. Even if my husband isn’t rich, I want to love and be loved in return.’”




Margot said, “My mother never tried to marry me off, so I can’t say I know what that’s like. But none of the boys or young men in my neighborhood were the kind of man I’d want as a husband. They were either lazy drunks or thought themselves better than women. I do understand wanting to love and be loved. I’m just so happy I met Jacques.”




“Margot, your brother is so sweet. He treats me so well, such a gentleman. When we make love, I know he cares about me because he always makes sure I’m satisfied, whether he is or not. I’m so happy to have met him and to have spent time with all of you. I can feel the love you share as a family. Katherine is adorable and really likes Robin too. She’s also amazing in bed. I want to have them both, just like you do. I want to feel all that love, and I really hope they feel it too.”




“I won’t speak for Robin; it isn’t my place. All I’ll say is that watching the three of you together makes me think you’ve found what you’ve been seeking. I hope you all recognize it and are willing to act on it if I’m right. I had to badger this man for eight months before he finally agreed to date me. He thought he needed to be able to take care of me, and with what the kingdom pays its mages, he didn’t think he could.




Do you know how little they earn? Apparently, they’re expected to marry women from wealthy families who want the prestige of having a mage in the family and mage-born children. I told him I could live with my mother and work with her; I just wanted him. After we went out a few times, I was more certain than ever. He talked to Denise and your cousin, and they agreed to let me join them. I was thrilled. That first night with all of them was wonderful.




They all made me feel welcome, and the sex was incredible. I’d never imagined being with another woman or that I’d enjoy it so much. Now, I can’t imagine life without any of them. I love them all, and they love me,” Margot said.




She paused, then continued, “Jacques was the one who suggested bringing Robin on this trip. They’ve been friends since before I even met Jacques. Has anyone told you how Jacques and I first met?”




“Non, but I imagine Robin introduced you.”




“Indeed, he did but not for the reason you might think. He wasn’t trying to set us up on a date. The crooks who run our neighborhood come around every week to collect their protection money, and this man, Niquart, started demanding more than before. When my mother said she couldn’t pay, he threatened to take me and sell me to a brothel as a sex slave. Robin was beside himself, he felt completely powerless to protect me.”




Then he asked his friend Jacques, the mage who had once fought a duel to defend a woman’s honor, if he would help me. Jacques came immediately and, that very night, followed the scoundrel Niquart on his rounds, uncovering what was truly happening. Within a week, Niquart vanished. Days later, the boss who managed the crooks visited my mother to apologize for the unauthorized threats and the attempts to extort more money. He offered her a substantial discount and promised it would never increase as long as she didn’t tell anyone else in the neighborhood.




All of this happened because Jacques had warned him that Niquart was plotting against him and provided evidence to prove it.




Robin idolizes Jacques and wants to be just like him. He would do anything for those he loves, just as Jacques would. I’m so proud to have him as my brother”




I spoke up and said, “I know you’ve only been with us for about three weeks, so it’s probably too early for any of you to decide whether what you have is something that could be permanent. You remember why I wanted to come to the Netherlands with all six of the women I love so much?”




“Oui, you mentioned it before we left Reims. You said you wanted to come here since you can’t marry more than one woman in France.”




“Oui. So, if the three of you decide that you love each other before we return to Reims, speak up, and we’ll make sure you can get married too. I want my friend to have the love I’ve found if indeed he has found it with you and Katherine, or even just one of you.”




“Thank you, Jacques. You, Margot, and your other lovers have been wonderful to me. No matter what happens, I know I’ll always remember this trip and we still have so much more to experience over the next two months.”




“You’re very welcome, and I’m glad you came with us. I think it’s time we got you to your appointment.”




Jacquette managed to secure a deal to ship a large quantity of cheese to Reims every month. She was thrilled, knowing the arrangement would ease some of the pressure from her family.




We arrived at Eva’s home later this time, just in time for dinner. Marie and Denise both reported that their meetings had gone well, although no deals had been finalized yet. They each had follow-up appointments scheduled over the next few days, and both were confident they would close their deals soon.




Later in the week, while checking on Denise and Marie to monitor the health of our babies, I discovered that Denise was carrying twins. “Ladies,” I said, “gather around I have some interesting news to share.” Once everyone’s attention was on me, I announced, “Denise is carrying twins. You all know that I was hired to get Marie’s cousin pregnant earlier this year she’s also having twins. In fact, the other two women I was paid to impregnate are expecting twins as well. That means four women carrying my children, and all four are going to have twins.”




“Marie, I suspect you’ll experience the same thing and that goes for you as well, Isabel, once you’re pregnant. I think it’s connected to the magic I’ve been channeling into you when we make love. Before this, I got Marie’s cousin pregnant, and she had only one child: a girl. That was before I started channeling the magic during lovemaking.”




“Mon dieu, Jacques! That will make thirteen children you’ll have fathered soon,” said Denise. “We’ll have six under our roof in just over a year. We really need to find a large house once we return to Reims. The estate already feels much smaller.”




“Oui, I hadn’t imagined we’d have six children so quickly. Clearly, we’ll end up with a dozen between the three of you never mind any that Margot, Delia, or Eva might want. Perhaps we should keep a brothel building next time we find one; at least it would have enough bedrooms.”




“Eew!” they said in unison.




“I was joking, only joking.” Well, maybe not, but I couldn’t admit that after their reaction.




Marie asked, “Has anyone had any ideas about what we should do for a family business? At some point, we’re going to have driven the slavers out of Reims. Are we going to crusade across the country doing the same thing, dragging our children with us? We could expand a bit in Reims by including alchemists who provide the drugs that help the slavers keep the women controlled, but there’s still a limit. We have an opportunity many don’t, a chance to start a family business with enough capital to succeed if we make wise decisions.”




“As I’ve said before, I’ll defer to your greater experience in this matter. I could see Isabel and me working as herbalists and alchemists, but that feels limiting since none of the rest of the family are interested or trained in that area unless you’d like to work in that field too, Delia,” I replied.




“Non, I want to raise horses,” she said immediately. “If that isn’t possible, I’ll consider your suggestion.”




I replied, “Denise has promised to research the market for horse breeding and its financial prospects. I’m confident that once we return to Reims, she’ll have both the time and the contacts to do the job properly. So, what else should we consider? We could start a transportation business organizing and protecting caravans carrying goods from cities in the Netherlands and the Low Countries to cities in France, then returning with French merchandise. At first, some of us would need to travel frequently and be away for months at a time, but hopefully, we’d become successful enough to hire others to handle most of the travel.”




Denise said, “That sounds an awful lot like the patrols we did the last two summers without even getting a day off each week. I’m not in favor of that.”




Isabel and Marie both shook their heads. Isabel added, “It’s great to travel, visit a city, and stay awhile, but I don’t want to repeat the same route over and over on the same roads.”




Marie said, “It’s cheaper and faster to ship goods along the Meuse River from Amsterdam to Verdun and beyond, or down the coast to Le Havre, then up the Seine to Paris and elsewhere.”




“The major exports of the Netherlands are wine, cheese, cloth, and salted herring,” Eva noted. “Reims is the capital of France’s Champagne wine-growing region, so I doubt trading in Dutch wine would be profitable. Jacquette has already made a deal for cheese, and it’s quite possible that market could be profitable. But we didn’t really have time to research it ourselves before we left.”




“We have three days until the rest of our formalwear is ready,” I continued, “and then a week later, another big party to attend. Let’s see what we can learn in the meantime. Perhaps a family business venture is unnecessary, but I’d like us to explore our options. We could always invest in your families’ businesses, giving them capital to expand while earning a percentage ourselves without being involved in operations. That way, you could be mothers and still enjoy life.”




“If we do that, we should diversify,” Denise said. “Invest some with my family, some with Marie’s, and maybe some with your cousin Nicole’s husband. That way, if one does poorly or fails, we don’t take a total loss.”




“If we continue to campaign to free slaves, we have the opportunity to do good and to acquire significant funds whether to invest in our own business or in businesses owned by others,” Margot insisted.




“I feel good about what we’ve done and what we could do in the next year,” I said. “We’ll need more time to investigate targets. Perhaps we invest some of our money in hiring people to do basic groundwork and surveillance; then we finish reconnaissance and strike.”




“It’s worth considering,” Isabel replied.




“Eva,” Denise added, “that reminds me after you found the Motet sales log was encoded, you said you’d see if you could get help decoding it once you got home. Have you been able to ask for that help?”




“Yes, the nice old man who prepared the notes on the people we should speak with at the party and the Prince’s ball told me he would take a look, but it might be weeks before he can figure it out if he ever does.”




“Alright, I think we’ve covered everything I wanted to discuss. After the next big party, we’ll still have nearly a month before the earliest possible wedding date. Should we plan to visit your home during that time, Delia?”




“That would please my mothers,” she replied.




“Ladies, any objections to that plan?” I asked.




All of them shook their heads no as I looked around. Well, at least one solid decision had been made. Now that we’d all had a break from the academy and the long days of travel by horseback, I encouraged the ladies to exercise with me to maintain our stamina and flexibility. We would need both for the upcoming journey to visit Delia’s family and for the return trip to Reims before the fall equinox. Stamina and flexibility would also serve us well if we continued striking at slavers. I invited Robin, Katherine, and Jacquette to join us, and since they saw their own sister and cousins participating, they felt inclined to do the same. I believed we would all benefit from it.




We exercised every other day, usually before lunch and bathed as a group which was fun. All the glistening female flesh aroused me, and afterward, we sometimes got a little frisky. Jacquette seemed to especially enjoy watching and would then instigate something with one of her partners.




After returning to our respective tailors and seamstresses to try on the remaining new outfits, most of us needed to go back once more to collect the garments after the final adjustments were made. Special allowances had been included for possible breast enlargement due to pregnancy. I found myself looking forward to that stage, as Denise and Marie had already begun to experience it and hopefully Isabel would soon follow.




The second party passed uneventfully; at least I wasn’t drawn into another duel. We strengthened our network among the merchants and scheduled several appointments. Whether they were more comfortable with us now or we had simply found the right partners, the outcome was the same all three ladies in our merchant group successfully concluded trade agreements for their respective families.





Chapter 30




Before breakfast on the morning we were to leave for Delia’s family home, I performed my usual check on Denise and Marie and confirmed that Marie was, as I had suspected, carrying twins. When I told her, she kissed me in delight.




With that settled, we packed our travel clothes and set out for Delia’s home in Toevluchtsoord, Dutch for Haven.




The elves have their own name for it, one I can’t even begin to pronounce; perhaps you need that long, lilting tongue of theirs to shape the sounds. Toevluchtsoord lies in the far northeastern corner of the country, nearly as distant from The Hague as The Hague is from Reims, so we expected another four days of hard riding.




During the first half-day of travel, we practiced our responses to possible attacks, including counter-measures against mages which, more often than not, meant either hiding or becoming a fast and unpredictable target.




When we arrived in Toevluchtsoord on the fourth evening, it had been raining all day. We were cold, soaked through, and exhausted. The chill went straight to our bones; that far north, with the wind sweeping in from the North Sea, it never truly grew warm at least not for more than a day or two at a time. Delia led us to her home and knocked on the door. It took a moment before anyone answered, but once they did, the women were ushered inside right away.




Robin and I remained outside, waiting as we’d been told that someone would meet us to show us where to stable the horses. A teenage boy introduced himself as Khidell, Delia’s brother, and guided us to a stable about fifty yards behind a row of homes. Inside, I took time to massage the legs of all eleven horses, healing them as I had throughout our journey. They had worked hard for us and deserved proper care. Robin dried them as best he could while Khidell helped settle them into their stalls and made sure they were fed. Half an hour later, we returned to Delia’s home. Eva used her magic to draw the rain from our clothes and hair, for which I was deeply grateful.




Delia’s family seemed far less formal than Eva’s. Her mothers each had an arm around her when I entered the room. Both women wore simple, everyday clothes quite unlike the formal attire Eva’s mothers had chosen when we were first introduced. As soon as Delia noticed us, she sprang forward, taking Robin’s and my hands before leading us to stand before her mothers. Both women greeted us with warm smiles.




Delia began in Dutch, “Mothers, this is my betrothed, the mage Jacques du Pont, and my soon-to-be brother-in-law, Robin Erard. Gentlemen, these are my mothers, Mylaela and Sylmarae.”




I replied in Dutch, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, ladies. Your lovely daughter speaks of you often,” making sure not to single either woman out. Delia had explained that, although only one of her mothers had given birth to her, elven society made no distinction between a birth mother and the other wives in a family. She had been raised by all three, and while she knew which one had borne her, she felt no stronger attachment to any of them.




Robin added, “Thank you for inviting us.”




Mylaela spoke first. “Our daughter’s letters told us she had found the man who could make her heart sing; a healer and a warrior both. She also wrote of a feat of great magic you are said to have performed last spring.”




Sylmarae continued seamlessly, as if the two shared a single voice. “We do not doubt our daughter’s word, yet it is our custom to test a young man before he takes a wife. In a day or two, when the weather clears, you will be tested in all these things and more. For now, you may rest and prepare yourselves for dinner.”




Delia had spoken of the tests prospective husbands faced, but she couldn’t tell me much about what to expect other than only that few men ever failed. Each man’s test was tailored to his own skills and talents, as well as to the preferences of the woman’s mothers. The trials were always a surprise. We took turns showering since the room was only large enough for three people at a time. Once we had washed off the road dust, we crawled into bed for a short nap. I relished the quiet warmth of resting in my lovers’ arms.




We were called to dinner just as Delia’s younger sister, Lymseia, returned home from school. When she saw that Delia had arrived with all of us in tow, she burst into the room and began chattering in Elvish so quickly that I could hardly tell where one sentence ended and the next began let alone one word from another. She was an eight-year-old whirlwind of energy and endless curiosity.




Delia gently replied in Dutch, “Lymseia, our guests speak Dutch or French. Remember to be polite and use Dutch when they’re with us. Now, let me introduce you.” Then, raising her voice so everyone could hear, she continued, “This is my darling sister, Lymseia. These are the people I’m going to marry Jacques, Eva, whom you already know, Margot, Denise, Marie, and Isabel. Over there are our friends Robin, Jacquette, and Katherine. We’ve been called to dinner, so we should go. I’m sure many of your questions will be answered this evening, and if not, you can ask later. Come along.”




When we reached the dining room, I seated my ladies beginning with Delia, then Eva, and then the rest. Robin did the same for his two companions. Lymseia climbed into her chair on the opposite side of the table and immediately asked Delia, “Why aren’t you marrying an elf like our mothers?”




Delia smiled softly. “I’m marrying Jacques because we love each other, and he’s a good man one I know will become a great man someday. I’m honored that he’s agreed to marry me, and equally honored that the rest of his women have accepted me. I love them all, and they love me. Whether or not they’re elves doesn’t matter.”




“Aren’t there good elf men you could marry?” Lymseia asked, her curiosity unyielding.




“Of course,” Delia replied, “but I haven’t found one who loves me or who will be as great a man as Jacques. He has already accomplished things no one I’ve ever met has, and he’s only just getting started.”




Sylmarae interjected gently, “Lymseia, it is rude to question your sister’s choice of husband in front of guests. Please hold your questions so others may speak. We’ll discuss them later, in the proper setting. You learn more by listening than by speaking.”




Mylaela looked at Denise and asked, “Did you enjoy your stay with Eva’s family?”




Delia translated the question and then Denise’s response: “We did. We went to the Prince’s ball and another party. We toured the canals by boat and visited several cafés. We even took a carriage ride to the harbor some of us saw the ocean for the first time. It was all so exciting and new. We’re looking forward to the adventures waiting for us here.”




Eva added, “Jacques was challenged to a duel. He broke the man.”




Delia rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t going to bring up violence at the dinner table.”




Mylaela asked, “Do any of you have special interests that you would like to explore while you’re here?”




I spoke up and said, “Aside from learning more about your culture, Isabel and I are very interested in herbology and alchemy. We would love to meet anyone who shares those interests and exchange knowledge. I’m also particularly drawn to healing magic especially when it comes to the eyes. If there’s a healer in your community experienced with eye conditions, I’d be eager to speak with them.”




Sylmarae nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll ask around and see if there’s interest in such discussions.”




Marie spoke next. “Jacquette, Denise, and I are also representing our merchant families while we’re in the Netherlands, arranging trade deals where we can. I think we’d all like to meet anyone who might be interested in purchasing French goods or selling Elvish or Dutch products.”




Mylaela nodded thoughtfully. “Indeed, there are some who might be approached. We will ask around.”




Margot smiled. “I love to cook, so I’d like to learn how to prepare some of Delia’s favorite dishes.”




Sylmarae smiled, “I will show you in the days ahead.”




“Thank you,” Margot replied warmly.




We spent the evening sharing dinner and stories, getting to know Delia’s family—and they, in turn, came to know us.




Later that night, as we were preparing for bed, I turned to Delia with a grin. “You know that Margot and Denise can get a bit... expressive sometimes. Will that be a problem, with our rooms being right next to your mothers’?”




Delia laughed softly. “Not at all, I’ve slept in this room all my life you should hear my mothers when my father visits.”




I chuckled, shaking my head. “I walked right into that one.”




She smirked playfully. “Yes, you did.” Her voice filled with confidence she continued, “I want them to know that you understand how to make a woman feel desired and there’s no better proof than the moment itself.” With that, she slipped her dress off her shoulders, letting her enormous breasts drop free leaving her wearing nothing but a little triangle of fabric covering her sex and a thin strap between her gorgeous moons. My cock got hard in an instant so I stepped behind her, my hands finding her waist as I kissed the curve of her neck, feeling the quick rhythm of her breath beneath my lips.




Get out of those clothes,” she whispered, her voice low and certain. “I want to feel you no barriers between us.” She stepped back, pressing her hands against the wall that divided the bedrooms, her breath quickening as I moved closer. I took her twice that night and each time she wanted me to plough her from behind while mashed against the wall.




She even convinced Eva to join in. Elvish customs were certainly different. I made sure to give my other lovers their share of attention, and Denise didn’t hold back after the lively display Delia and Eva had put on. Isabel, ever the rebel, insisted on taking the lead. She expressed herself with dramatic flair, her enthusiasm filling the room before she collapsed beside me, laughing breathlessly. It was a good thing she’d already taken off her glasses, or they might have gone flying. I kissed her cheek and whispered, “Nice performance.” She giggled.




Later, Marie nestled close as the night quieted. We shared a calm, tender moment while Margot caressed her gently and played with her breasts. We swapped partners and made love in various ways for a couple of hours. By the time we finally fell asleep, we were all tangled in each other’s arms like a litter of new puppies, content and blissful.





Chapter 31




Over the next several days, we met with various members of the Elvish community, discussing mostly those topics we had expressed interest in during our first night’s dinner conversation. A few requested to meet with me specifically regarding healing. Among them were a couple of elves suffering from conditions that no one had been able to cure each desperate enough to place their hope in a young human mage.




I was able to help one of them: a woman who had suffered from an infection that caused a blockage in her fallopian tubes, rendering her unable to bear children. The process was moderately painful, but she refused any medication to numb the pain. Instead, I focused on blocking the nerves in the affected area as I worked to heal the damage.




The other elf was not so fortunate. He suffered from a lung condition similar to that of a coal miner I had met during my summer service the previous year. Like that old fellow, his illness had persisted too long to be fully cured. All I could do was clear away the outermost layer of damaged tissue in his lungs, which would grant him only temporary relief. The poor man was deeply grateful even for that, as it offered him a few more months to spend with his family before his body inevitably failed.




At breakfast the morning after the storms finally cleared, Mother Mylaela announced,

“Jacques, you will begin the challenges you must overcome to marry Radelia today. The first is to prove that you can provide for your family. Since it is clear your family will be very large, your challenge will be equally great. You must go into the forest and bring back enough meat to feed one hundred people for three days. Do you accept this challenge?”




“I do,” I replied. “To be clear, how much meat must I return with to meet this challenge, and how much time do I have to complete it?”




“One hundred fifty pounds of edible meat will meet the requirement, and you have two days.”




“That’s a lot of animal to carry on my own. Will there be anyone to assist me, or must I do it alone?”




Mother Sylmarae answered, “Radelia’s brother, Khidell, will accompany you to witness your efforts and report back. He will help carry the meat. However, since the amount required is substantial, you may take a few other men with you to assist.”




I translated her words into French for the others in our group, then turned to Robin.

“Robin, are you up for helping me bring back the haul?”




“Oui. Thank you for asking. It’s an honor,” he replied.




“Khidell,” I continued, “I don’t do things in half measures, so I intend to bring back more than enough to exceed the challenge. Do you have any friends who might want to come along to help?”




Khidell smirked. “As long as you don’t mind more witnesses to your failure, I’m sure I can round up a couple of buddies.”




“You don’t believe what your sister has said about me, do you?” I asked, meeting his gaze.




“Let’s say I think she’s embellished the truth because she’s in love with you and wants you to be seen as some conquering hero of legend.”




I laughed. “So what would it take to prove to you that she hasn’t exaggerated?”




“Look, I think you’re a decent enough guy otherwise or my sister wouldn’t feel this way about you. I’m not looking to cause trouble. But three hundred pounds in two days would go a long way toward proving you’re what she says you are.”




“Fine,” I said, grinning. “You’ll have to do better than two friends, though. Once I kill it, you’ll need enough people to bring it all back.”




“Hah! You’re on,” Khidell said. “I’ll bring six friends. With your friend and you, that makes nine people—plenty to help and enough to shame you into going home to France without my sister.”




“Not so fast, my friend. I’ll need more than your sister as a reward. I’ve no doubt she’d stay with me no matter how I fare in the challenge. Bragging rights aren’t enough. What are you willing to wager? Just don’t offer more than you can afford to lose.”




“Five guilders,” Khidell said without hesitation.




“Delia, how much is five guilders in francs?” I asked.




“One guilder is worth about one franc,” she replied.




“You have a deal, Khidell,” I said. “Round up your friends and tell them we’ll be back this evening no need to bring tents, just water and lunch.”




“Aren’t you the cocky one?” he retorted.




“No,” I said with a grin. “I’m the one who’ll be five guilders richer by evening.”

Delia rolled her eyes at us.




Eva leaned closer and whispered, “This is what they call a dick measuring contest.”




Delia laughed. “In that case, Jacques is bound to win.”




Before Khidell went to gather six of his friends, he collected some rope and a knife suitable for dressing a kill. Robin and I fetched our water containers from our riding gear, and an hour later, we were hiking into the forest.




I used my wind magic to search for a family of wild boars or red deer—the most flavorful meat to be found in the forest. We could eat bear meat, of course, but no one really wanted to, and I wasn’t about to spend all day chasing a hundred rabbits.




Several miles into the forest, we stopped to eat our lunches. Khidell was feeling cocky now; I hadn’t found anything worth hunting yet. I wasn’t worried, though. I’d sensed several solitary animals, but from the sounds and scents, they were too small for my needs. I wanted to get everything done in one place rather than carry a single carcass while searching for another.




An hour after lunch I climbed alone to the top of a hill and closed my eyes, breathing deeply. In a few moments I found what I was looking for: a herd of deer grazing ahead and to the left. I signaled for the rest of the group to come up the hill quietly.




When they arrived I spoke in Dutch. “I have reason to believe there is a herd of deer in that direction. I’ll go first, with Khidell as my witness. I want the rest of you to follow about five minutes behind me so there’s less chance they’ll hear us.” I repeated the instructions in French for Robin and told him to watch and listen for my flash-bang spell; that would be his cue that I was ready for them to move in and retrieve any kills.




Everyone nodded in agreement.




About half an hour later, after circling around to ensure we were downwind of the herd, we reached the edge of the meadow where the deer were grazing. I took a moment to select the ones I wanted, then used fire magic to bring down four deer within moments of each other. The rest of the herd didn’t even startle until I began walking out into the meadow.




I sent a flash-bang spell into the sky to signal Robin and Khidell’s friends that they could approach and to mark our location.




Khidell stood frozen in stunned silence while I examined the deer I had selected from a distance. They appeared young enough to be tender yet old enough to be fully mature. I felt confident I had surpassed even Khidell’s three-hundred-pound challenge which also meant we’d struggle to carry everything back to town. I began dressing my kills to minimize the waste we’d have to haul with us.




While I prepared the carcasses, Khidell and his friends cut poles to carry them on. Robin assisted by holding the legs and steadying the carcasses so I could make clean cuts.

Once all four deer had been dressed and secured to the poles, we marched back to town. The young men had to rest every thirty minutes; carrying that much weight over rough terrain was both difficult and exhausting. Each time we stopped, I healed their fatigue just as I had done for my group and our horses during our travels.




When we arrived back at Delia’s home, Khidell went inside to let his mothers and sisters know we had returned. Soon, everyone came out to see what I had brought back Delia already beaming, even before catching sight of the four deer.




Mylaela and Sylmarae both smirked, acknowledging that I had more than satisfied their challenge. I turned to Khidell and asked, “Do you need to weigh the deer, or are you satisfied that I’ve met your challenge?”




He nodded with a good-natured smile. “Perhaps you’re worthy of my sister,” he said, “but you still have two more challenges to meet.”




I winked. “That’s true but you still owe five guilders.”




He paid me in front of his friends, who hooted and laughed good-naturedly, causing him to blush. Unable to resist rubbing it in and since I had already planned to I handed the five guilders to Robin. “Thanks for the hard work today,” I told him.




Khidell’s friends began asking him for their five guilders each for carrying the load, prompting him to glare at me.




I smiled and turned to Mylaela and Sylmarae. “Would you consider two of these deer a fair share for yourselves if I allow Khidell’s friends to divide the other two?”




Mother Sylmarae smiled warmly. “Of course. They all deserve compensation, and since Khidell has now lost his money through foolish gambling, that seems only fair.”




Khidell’s blush deepened as his friends cheered, shook my hand, and thanked me in turn.




During dinner, I asked, “What are the next two challenges, and when will they be held?”




Mylaela replied, “They will both take place tomorrow assuming you succeed in the first one. You’ll learn more about them in the morning.”




Delia then asked Khidell to recount how I had conquered the challenge. I suspect she wanted to emphasize his defeat. To his credit, he took it in good humor and told the story plainly.




That night, Delia once again drew me toward the bedroom wall with unmistakable intent, though she didn’t involve Eva this time.





Chapter 32




The next morning at breakfast, Mother Sylmarae announced, “Jacques, your second challenge will involve a bonfire. You are to ignite it using magic, and once it’s burning steadily, you’ll have thirty minutes to extinguish it. There’s a pond nearby that you may use as needed.”




“How big is the bonfire?” I asked.




“The base measures about four paces by four paces, and it stands roughly the same height perhaps a little taller,” Mother Mylaela replied.




“Let’s make this more of a challenge, then,” I said with a grin. “Eva, use your water magic to soak it down with water from the pond. Once it’s good and wet, I’ll dry it and light the fire myself. When you’re satisfied it’s burning properly, I’ll put it out again. Khidell, care to wager another five guilders? Robin’s hoping to buy his girlfriends some even finer jewelry.”




Khidell chuckled at the teasing but shook his head. “I’m afraid your friend Robin will have to settle for what he bought yesterday—I’m broke.”




Mylaela and Sylmarae smiled and nodded their approval, while Delia’s radiant grin could have rivaled the sun.




“So,” I asked, “when do we start?”




“After breakfast,” Mylaela said. “We’ll walk to the site that’s been cleared for your challenge. If you succeed, you’ll face the final one after lunch.”




I raised an eyebrow. “That bonfire didn’t get built overnight. You knew I’d pass the first test, didn’t you? And I’m guessing you expect the same for the second, since you’ve already prepared a third. Is this all just tradition?”




“Yes and no,” she answered. “It’s rare for a man to fail these trials. Each is designed around his skills and strengths. The only ones who fail are those the mothers deem unfit for their daughters.”




I smiled, realizing she’d just admitted they already saw me as worthy of Delia. It was all part of their tradition, and I was happy to honor it. That didn’t stop me from teasing Khidell again.




“I hope your future brides have mothers who give you equally fitting challenges,” I said.




He laughed, raising both hands in surrender. Mylaela and Sylmarae joined in, their laughter bright and unrestrained.




The bonfire challenge unfolded exactly as I’d described over breakfast—except for one twist. When I’d finished dousing and reigniting the flames, I froze the pond solid and turned to Khidell.




“Now you can take your girlfriends ice skating in the middle of summer,” I told him.




He laughed. “First, I’ll have to convince them the pond’s actually frozen.”




At lunch, the mothers announced the third challenge: ritual combat. I would face a warrior from their clan in a duel without magic, the winner being the first to draw blood.




That one gave me pause. My previous hand-to-hand fights had been against opponents who lacked real training. If they paired me with an experienced fighter, I wasn’t sure I’d be ready. But since the mothers had already deemed me worthy of their daughter, I had to trust they weren’t setting me up to fail.




As we walked toward the practice ring, a flicker of doubt stirred in me. The man already in the ring appeared to be in his early thirties broad-shouldered and powerfully built, every bit my equal in physique. It was clear he trained regularly. If he was a seasoned warrior, he likely had more than a decade of experience over me and that difference could easily decide the outcome. I cast a questioning glance at Delia, raising an eyebrow.




Mother Sylmarae greeted him warmly. “Aelrindel, thank you for accepting our request to provide a challenger for our daughter’s suitor.”




The man gave a respectful bow and replied with a faint smile, “The Warrior’s Guild is honored to be of service.”




Then his gaze shifted to me. “You’ve been informed that this is a fight to first blood, and that no magic is permitted, correct?”




“I have,” I confirmed.




“What weapon do you choose?”




“Fists and feet.”




Aelrindel’s grin widened. “Ah! A man after my own heart. I’ll see that you have a worthy opponent. You’re what nineteen? Twenty?”




“Nineteen.”




“I’ll be right back,” he said, striding toward a building on the far side of the practice ring.




By then, a small crowd had begun to gather mostly young women, though I also spotted Khidell’s friends among them, whispering and watching with interest.




Aelrindel’s voice rang out across the yard. “Vulas! Come out here and meet Radelia’s fiancé. Let’s see if you can put him in his place!”




A young man perhaps two or three years older than I emerged, followed by half a dozen others of varying ages. From the looks of it, Vulas had brought his own cheering section.




I took off my shirt and stretched alongside Vulas before stepping into the ring.




Aelrindel raised his voice for the crowd. “This is a formal challenge to prove a man’s worthiness for his prospective bride. It is a fight to first blood. No magic will be used. The challenged has chosen fists and feet as weapons. There will be no accidents resulting in permanent injury or death. Is that clear?”




Vulas and I both nodded our acknowledgment.




“I am the sole arbiter of this match,” Aelrindel continued. “When I call it, you will both stop immediately and step back. Understood?”




Again, we both gave a short nod.




“Take your positions,” he ordered, pointing to the marks drawn in the sand. We each moved to our place.




“Fight!” he shouted, retreating to the edge of the ring.




Vulas and I began cautiously testing, probing. After trading a few feints and dodges, I realized this would be my first real fight without magic since leaving the inn nearly two years ago. We spent several tense minutes circling, searching for openings. My only clear advantage was that I could afford to be ruthless; unless I killed Vulas outright, I could heal him from almost any wound. That meant I could push harder without fear of lasting harm. Vulas, on the other hand, had no such assurance and he didn’t know I could heal myself.




Since a blow to the face was the most likely way to draw blood, Vulas concentrated his efforts there while I focused on defense. I targeted his legs particularly his knees to disable him. My hope was that crippling a leg would let me strike his face and draw blood without risking a dangerous counterattack. Vulas proved a true challenge; unlike my previous duels, I had to work for every advantage. He dodged nearly all my attacks, even the ones where I accepted hits to my arms and ribs.




After several more minutes, when both of us were winded and beginning to tire, I finally landed a solid blow to a knee and Vulas collapsed in pain. I saw my opening and went for it. Vulas tried to fend me off by striking at my groin, but I raised my leg in time to block and then drove a rapid series of blows to his head that he couldn't fully parry. Within another minute I clipped his ear and drew blood, though not without taking bruises to my ribs. I healed those between strikes and kept the pressure on his head. As a trickle of blood ran down Vulas’s neck, Aelrindel called the fight. I backed away as instructed.




Delia and the rest of my group cheered, even Khidell and his friends. Many of the other young women clapped while a few of the young men looked less than pleased. I wondered what their reactions meant.




Then I asked Aelrindel, “May I heal Vulas? He doesn’t deserve to suffer any longer his knee will hurt for days otherwise.”




“Vulas, what say you?” Aelrindel asked.




“If he’s a healer, I would appreciate his help,” Vulas said. “I can’t stand, and I don’t know how long it will take to recover on my own.”




“Then lie down so I can tend your knee. I’ll have you right as rain in no time.” When I was done I helped him up and we shook hands.




“Thank you for granting me the challenge that fulfills the final requirement to marry my beloved Radelia,” I said with a bow of respect.




When I turned to my ladies, Delia met me with a radiant grin. I drew her into a passionate kiss before she handed me my shirt. As I pulled it over my head, I noticed several of the other elf maidens who had come to watch the duel stepping closer. Delia’s smile faded, replaced by a shadow of unease.




One of the newcomers, a graceful elf with silver eyes, stepped forward and spoke. “It is our custom that when a man completes the three challenges to marry one of our women, he may receive offers of marriage from other maidens seeking a worthy mate. You have proven yourself before our people, and word of your deeds speaks of a warrior mage and healer of great renown—and of wealth as well. I come before you to offer my hand in marriage.”




Before I could fully absorb her words, three other young women stepped forward with similar declarations, and several others looked ready to follow. Each was striking in her own way. I turned to Delia, seeking clarity—only to find her eyes shimmering with unshed tears.




I took her gently into my arms and whispered in French, “My love, I’ve just earned your mothers’ final approval to marry you. Why are you unhappy?”




Her voice trembled as she replied, “I warned you months ago among my people, you are everything a woman could ever wish for. Any elf woman willing to be with a human would fall for you instantly. For most men, perhaps one or two girls might show interest. But you? These maidens especially Gweyir, the first who spoke are all so beautiful. They’ll want you, and they’ll want the position of first wife, the one who stands above the others. Many of them were my classmates, the same girls who used to tease me, saying I was clumsy or unattractive because of my too large breasts. Now they’ve come to take the man I love.”




“Oh, sweetheart,” I said gently, “I would never choose to marry anyone you and my other wives didn’t agree upon. I’ve told you before your breasts are among the many reasons I think you’re so beautiful. None of those women could ever compare. I’m not interested in them; they don’t know me, and I don’t know them. Why would I marry strangers when I already have all of you women who stood by me when I had nothing but my love and devotion to give?”




“You’re not planning to take more wives?” she asked softly.




I laughed. “I thought you were the one who wanted me to consider it.”




“I do,” she said, “just not them.”




“Well then, you have nothing to worry about. I have six remarkable women by my side, and you are one of them. Even if I were interested, your feelings alone would be enough for me to reconsider. Now cheer up and remember I will always love you.”




I kissed her gently, then added with a smile, “Since this is still part of the ritual, what’s the polite way to tell them no?”




Delia dried her eyes and replied, “You should say, ‘I’m honored by your offer, but I’m not interested in adding to my family at this time.’ They should understand and leave peacefully.”




Turning to the other elf women, I repeated her words in Dutch. Most nodded in disappointment and began to step away except for one, Gweyir, who flushed crimson and exclaimed, “How can you choose her over me? How can you marry that ugly, top heavy, bitch and not someone as beautiful as I am?”




To say I was displeased to hear her insult my fiancée would be an understatement.

I shot back, “Gweyir, are you truly a woman? You look more like a boy dressed in borrowed silk those so-called curves could pass for pimples.”




Delia clutched my arm, and my ladies burst into quiet laughter. Robin couldn’t help but laugh outright.




“I am the most beautiful woman in Toevluchtsoord!” Gweyir declared, chin lifted high.




“Gweyir,” I said evenly, “you may well be the most conceited woman in Toevluchtsoord, but certainly not the most beautiful. I’m about to marry six women who outshine you entirely, and they’re all standing beside me right now. In fact, I can see several more behind you who could easily claim that title before you. I’d suggest you leave gracefully before the men here realize what sort of hag you truly are and think twice about offering you their hand, even in desperation.”




The elf maidens behind her giggled at my words, while the young men exchanged amused smirks, clearly already familiar with her reputation. The self-proclaimed beauty turned on her heel and stormed off, the crowd dispersing now that the spectacle had ended.




My wives-to-be gathered close around Delia, their presence a gentle shield of support. As we made our way back to her home, Sylmarae spoke softly, “You couldn’t have known, but your last remark struck closer than you realize. Gweyir’s been unable to find a husband, none of the young men in town will have her, thanks to her temperament. I suspect she saw you as an opportunity, thinking you wouldn’t know of her reputation. Many humans might have looked at her and accepted her offer without a second thought.”




“Well, I’d like to think I’m more discerning than that. Your daughter is my beloved, and even if I considered Gweyir a great beauty, which I do not, all Radelia had to do was say no, and I would have declined the offer regardless of my interest. Your daughter means far too much to me to cause her unhappiness.”




“It is good that you understand that pleasing your wives requires more than simple skill or passion. No matter how you and your wives choose to organize your household, disregarding even one person’s wishes in such matters can destroy your relationship.”




“The women who have held my heart have always had veto power over anyone wishing to join our family,” I replied. “I don’t see that ever changing.”




“Good,” he said with a small smile. “I believe our Radelia has chosen well.”




After the challenges, we spent another week or so with Delia’s family in Toevluchtsoord. Isabel and I met with one of the town’s alchemists and exchanged knowledge on several subjects, including contraceptive formulas. Though he refused to share the Elvish formula, he offered enough hints to guide us if, as he suggested, we were as skilled and perceptive as we appeared.




I spent an afternoon with a healer, trading insights. He was curious about how I had treated the woman unable to bear children, so I explained my process. He found the method innovative, though he admitted he could not replicate it, as I had combined fire magic with healing—an affinity he lacked. He could offer little assistance with eye conditions beyond clarifying some of the concepts I had encountered in the text I’d purchased in The Hague.




Meanwhile, Robin discovered a jewelry shop run by an elderly Elvish couple. He purchased two rings set with matching emeralds, each crafted in a distinct setting. I had little doubt there would be another wedding before our return to France.





Chapter 33




Since the wedding was to be held at the Prince’s palace, Delia’s family planned to travel with us and meet her father in The Hague, where he would be staying with Eva’s family to await our arrival. We allotted seven days for the return journey twice the time it had taken us to reach Toevluchtsoord knowing our larger group would need a slower pace.




On the afternoon of the fourth day, while I was riding at the front with Marie, a harsh command rang out from the right side of the road. I couldn’t make out the words, but instinct told me it was an ambush. Even before I turned my head, I shouted, “Delia, shield right side!”




Thank the stars I did. Delia reacted instantly, just as we had practiced. A heartbeat later, a volley of crossbow bolts and arrows struck her barrier in a deadly clatter. Most of our party was safely behind her shield, and Marie rode to my left. Even so, I felt two sharp impacts on my right side one bolt pierced my thigh, and another lodged between my lowest ribs. My horse screamed as a bolt struck its flank, but it still obeyed my command to turn. Pain flared through me like fire, and as I twisted toward the attackers, I caught sight of Robin at the rear falling from his saddle, an arrow in his chest.




Rage consumed me. I drew every trace of heat from the air, summoning a blazing inferno that engulfed the men reloading their crossbows and the archers among them. In a single breath, they were reduced to ash.




Meanwhile, more enemies charged from the same side some ahead of us, others behind. Marie unleashed a massive bolt of lightning that struck the nearest attackers, freezing them mid-charge as arcs of electricity danced between their convulsing bodies. At the rear, Isabel, in a fury, raised an eruption of earthen spikes more than I had ever seen her summon and the ground itself impaled the advancing soldiers, ending their assault.




Seeing that my ladies had the attackers under control, I wanted to rush to Robin’s aid. Unfortunately, my horse was in too much pain to carry me, and I couldn’t dismount without help. I was certain I couldn’t stand on my own, and dizziness likely from shock clouded my thoughts.




I called out to Denise for assistance. Responding instantly, she used telekinesis to lift me gently from my saddle and carried me through the air to where Robin lay. She set me down gently beside him.




Jacquette was clutching Robin’s hand, pleading with him not to die and demanding that he marry her. Katherine was just as desperate, begging him not to leave her alone. Later, I learned that Jacquette’s horse had reared in panic perhaps startled by Delia’s shield spell right at the moment I called out. The animal bolted, and when Robin moved to help her regain control, he stepped beyond the shielded zone and was struck.




Margot rushed to my side, tears streaking her face. “Heal yourself first,” she insisted. “If you don’t, you’ll lose too much blood to save Robin—and then we’ll lose you both.”




Her words cut deeply, but she was right. I forced myself to focus, channeling my magic to seal my own worst wounds and slow the bleeding. Then I turned to Robin and began mending the damage to his chest and lung. I was too weak to pull the arrow free myself, so I asked Eva to do it, Margot’s hands were trembling too badly. The moments that followed felt endless, but at last Robin’s breathing steadied, and the color began to return to his face. Only then did I allow myself to collapse into darkness.




When I next awoke, sunlight filtered through the leaves above me, and I found myself lying on a blanket beneath a tree. Margot, sitting between me and Robin, noticed me stirring. She helped me sit up and handed me a cup of water.




After a few sips, I croaked, “How is Robin?”




“He’s still asleep,” she said gently, “but his breathing is steady, and there’s no fever. Thanks to you, he’ll recover.”




“What about everyone else? Is Lymseia alright?” I asked as the others gathered close.




Isabel answered first. “Lymseia’s fine she’s resting now. There were nearly a hundred attackers. We couldn’t count the bodies after your fire spell, but judging from the number of arrows and bolts, you incinerated about fifty in an instant. Marie’s lightning strike took down another quarter, and my earthen spikes finished off nearly all the rest. Only two escaped the initial assault, Eva dealt with them before they could flee.”




Marie picked up the report and said, “Eva and I interrogated the man we believe led the attack. He told us that a Frenchman wearing a hood had approached him in a tavern and offered one thousand francs to kill the male mage traveling with a group of about a dozen others, including a young child all on horseback.”




Eva continued, “The description of the man who placed the bounty on you matches the one we received after the previous attack. Marie and I also learned that this group was a struggling mercenary company, desperate for any kind of payment. For this hooded man to have arranged such a precise ambush knowing our route, numbers, and timing he must have received that information from someone watching us in or near Toevluchtsoord. Given the distance, I doubt the message was delivered in person. He clearly has a way to communicate across great distances, and that aligns with the earlier attack as well. Both times, our movements were known in exact detail. We’re being monitored closely by someone with far-reaching resources. I suspect at least one, possibly two, mages are involved both capable of long-distance communication.”




Denise then spoke up. “I know you like to keep track of things like this, so we measured the radius of your fire attack. It formed nearly a perfect circle about fifty feet across. If it had been much larger, we would’ve been caught in it too. As it is, several of us got our hair singed and lost our eyebrows.”




She gestured toward Khidell, who, now completely eyebrowless, who smirked and said,

“That blast of fire was incredible but a little warning next time, eh?”




Marie added, “My lightning strike reached twice its usual range and was likely four times stronger than anything I’ve managed before. Isabel also reported a similar surge in the power of her earthen spikes.”




Eva spoke up. “My control over water has improved noticeably. When I stopped the two men trying to flee, the spell felt effortless far easier than any previous casting and it reached more than twice my usual range.”




Delia added, “My shield expanded farther than I’ve ever managed before. It took less effort and was far stronger. Not a single bolt or arrow broke through, and I’m confident it could have withstood twice as many attacks.”




Denise nodded. “My telekinesis was easier to use as well moving you and Robin felt almost natural.”




Margot then reported, “Once we knew you and Robin were safe and would recover, Isabel and I took Jacquette, Katherine, and Khidell to loot the mercenaries’ bodies and find their horses. We collected all their documents and gave them to Eva for review. The money, valuables, equipment, and weapons that could be salvaged are ready to be loaded onto the packhorses. We’ve acquired quite a few mounts, sets of armor, and other goods to sell.”




“Well done, everyone and thank you. How long was I asleep?” I asked.




Denise replied, “About a day. It was around this time yesterday that we were attacked. We moved a quarter mile down the road to avoid the smell of the bodies, and there’s a stream nearby for water. Isabel set up spikes around the camp for defense, and we’ve been taking turns on watch. At least two people have been awake and patrolling since we arrived.”




“I need to take care of a call of nature, then I’d like to eat. Healing myself takes a lot out of me,” I said.




Margot replied, “I made stew before my watch over you and Robin. I’ll have a cup ready when you join us by the campfire.”




When I reached the center of camp, I saw Jacquette and Katherine seated on either side of Robin, each gently holding one of his hands. I smiled at the sight, touched by how much they cared for him, and silently wished them well.




As I ate my stew, I suddenly remembered my horse had been struck by an arrow. I turned to Margot and asked, “How’s my horse? I know he was hit, but I lost track after I started healing Robin.”




“Your horse is fine,” she said. “The arrow lodged in his flank. Delia removed it and bandaged the wound with one of your poultices to prevent infection. Still, you shouldn’t ride him until you’ve fully healed him.”




“Thank you. I’ll see to him after I finish your wonderful stew. No one else was injured, right?”




“Everyone else is fine. You mages acted so quickly the mercenaries never had a chance. All that practice truly paid off. If Jacquette’s horse hadn’t been startled, you and your mount would’ve been the only ones hurt.”




After finishing a second cup of stew, I went to heal my horse and the others we’d ridden so they’d all be in top condition when we set out again.




By dinner time, Robin had woken up, sore and hungry but otherwise well. After eating, he sat quietly with his girls, holding them close in a warm embrace.




I took time to embrace each of my lovers, letting them know how deeply I appreciated their efforts to keep everyone safe and well.




The following morning, I examined Robin once more and determined he was fit to travel—provided he felt ready. He assured me he did. A few days later, when we reached The Hague, Delia and Denise handled the sale of the horses and the goods our group had recovered from the battlefield. Meanwhile, the rest of us continued on to Eva’s family home.




Upon our arrival, Eva immediately arranged to speak with her mothers to report the details of the attack. They summoned an elderly man whom I suspected to be a former intelligence agent of the Prince. He listened carefully, taking meticulous notes as we recounted our experiences, asking questions only after we had said all we thought to share. Through his quiet persistence, he drew out details we hadn’t realized were important—and even a few we had forgotten until prompted. The man clearly knew his craft. Eva promised to give him access to the notes found among the mercenaries’ gear, and I had little doubt that a copy of his report would make its way to the Prince’s intelligence service.




That evening, over dinner, we met Eva’s brothers and sister. Aerndt, at nineteen, was the eldest, followed by fourteen-year-old Cryn, and the youngest, Jutte, who was ten. Jutte reminded me of a young Trude, while Aerndt bore a faint resemblance to Beatrijs. Cryn, however, showed no sign of his mother’s features, which led me to suspect his mother might be Margriete whom we had not yet met.




Khidell and Aerndt seemed well acquainted, chatting easily throughout the meal. Lymseia and Jutte sat together as well, though their conversation was polite rather than warm, unlike their brothers’.





Chapter 34




We all slept soundly that night and woke feeling renewed. The relief of knowing we were safe from another attack made our rest far more peaceful. After breakfast, I turned to Robin, who was sitting with his girls. “If you’d like,” I offered, “I can show you how to give your girls proper massages.”




He glanced at them, and their delighted smiles gave him all the answer he needed.




I asked Margot to assist me by serving as the demonstration subject, and she agreed eagerly she’d always enjoyed my massages. Soon, everyone gathered around as I explained the techniques for easing tension from head to toe.




Margot being shameless grabbed the neck of her dress and pulled it over her head on a single motion. Since her breasts weren’t bound and she wore a small triangle of fabric over her pubic area she stood essentially nude.




Jacquette took that as the thing to do and dropped her dress by slipping the straps holding it up off her shoulders. She too hadn’t bound her delicious breasts and wore the same little triangle of fabric. I worked to not stare as she reminded me so much of her older sister, Collette, that I wanted to grab her even with Margot laying right next to me. Once both women were laying down Robin followed my instructions closely, learning the rhythm and pressure of each movement with focused determination.




After finishing with Jacquette, I gave him a short break to rest his hands and used a bit of healing energy to ease any strain. Then we continued, this time with Katherine as the subject. Katherine was just as free with her clothing and had already disrobed before Jacquette had gotten off the bed. Her openness and sense of trust made the lesson flow naturally, and Robin’s confidence grew with each step.




Watching the three of them together, I couldn’t help but feel a quiet admiration. They were kind, intelligent, and full of life each deserving of love and happiness. If Robin didn’t eventually marry those two, I might have been tempted to ask my own partners for permission to court them myself.




By the end of the session, Robin’s touch had become steady and sure. When Katherine thanked him pulling him on top of her and kissing him passionately. I took it as my cue to give them some privacy and helped Margot slip her dress back on.




Later that afternoon, Eva’s and Delia’s fathers and mothers arrived, filling the house with cheerful energy. Their reunion brought tears and laughter alike, and soon we were all gathered around for a light meal and conversation. Naturally, the topic of the recent attack came up, and I found myself recounting the details once again though this time, in far better spirits.




We broke up after about an hour to give the newly arrived guests some time alone with their families before everyone gathered again for dinner. Nothing serious was discussed during the meal, though we did hear updates about the treaty signed in March and the latest diplomatic news from Paris. After dinner, Eva and I were invited to meet with her father and her four mothers. Delia’s parents, being guests in the household, chose to wait until after breakfast the following morning for their turn.




Eva’s family questioned me thoroughly about how I intended to be a worthy husband to a woman of her talent and noble background. Their tone was firm but not hostile simply direct and concerned. I explained that my brides-to-be and I had already begun securing our financial stability and had plans to expand on what we’d achieved together. I didn’t elaborate on the details, and they didn’t press for them. Eva mentioned that I now owned a sizable estate in the countryside near Reims and had sufficient funds to purchase a home or rent an apartment for many years to come.




Her father, Aalbert, made it clear that his daughter’s happiness was the ultimate measure by which I would be judged whether favorably or otherwise. I assured him, as well as her mothers, that Eva’s happiness was equally important to me and that all my brides-to-be cared deeply for one another. I stated with complete certainty that we were already a family, with or without the legal documents to prove it.




In the end, we were granted their blessing to marry, though I was told I would be closely observed for quite some time to ensure I kept my word.




The conversation with Delia’s parents the next morning followed a similar course. Delia, clearly enjoying herself, recounted my earlier challenges especially the hunt and my wager with Khidell. Her father, Keryth, found the story particularly amusing, having faced something similar when he was courting Mother Sylmarae. He, too, had won his bet in the end.





Chapter 35




Our wedding was only a week away, and final preparations were well underway. That week, we attended another grand celebration this one honoring Eva’s and Delia’s fathers, who were returning as diplomatic heroes. Every other day, I led my group in training exercises to ensure we remained sharp and ready for whatever challenges might come. I also worked with Robin to refine his massage techniques, with Marie, Denise, and Margot kindly volunteering as subjects in rotation.




One afternoon, we took measurements of everyone in the group so we could continue tracking any noticeable changes among my companions. Since all my ladies had reported sudden improvements in their magical strength, we discussed how such progress was typically measured at the academy. We then spent a day at the beach running a series of tests. I recorded the results carefully and planned to repeat the evaluations each month, just as we did with other data.




Through Mother Yolente’s help, I met a healing mage specializing in ocular magic. He graciously spent an evening discussing the subject with me, clarifying several difficult concepts from the book I had been studying. He even offered to correspond with me in the future, knowing my growing interest in his field. Unfortunately, he possessed no specific insight into Isabel’s condition, only that her case was not unique. It seemed that if Isabel were to retain her sight, I would have to continue my research and perhaps become an authority on the subject myself.




Two days before the wedding, I discovered that Isabel was pregnant. I told her at once, kissed her deeply, and then shared the news with the rest of my ladies. After breakfast, I pulled Robin aside to ask two questions.




“I know you bought two rings while we were in Toevluchtsoord,” I began. “Are you planning to ask Jacquette and Katherine to marry you?”




Robin hesitated before replying. “I want to, but I worry they’ll expect more than I can give.”




“Then talk to them about their expectations,” I advised. “If you intend to propose, do it soon. I plan to leave in nine days so we’ll have time to take an alternate route back to Reims. I’d like to slip quietly out of The Hague and avoid whoever’s been arranging those ambushes.”




“I will,” he said at last. “I just don’t want to spoil what’s been such a wonderful summer.”




I smiled. “After seeing both of them in tears—begging you to live when you were lying in the road with an arrow in your chest—I doubt you could ruin anything by asking. They love you, Robin. I think you’ll find they’re much like your sister was with me: they don’t expect wealth or comfort. They just want your love in return.”




He took a steadying breath. “I’ll speak to them this morning.”




“Good man,” I said, clapping his shoulder. “Now, one more thing. Would you and your ladies like to join us sailing today? We’re spending the day out on the water—you’d all be welcome.”




“Can I have half an hour to let you know?” Robin asked. “I’m going to propose to them first. Once we’ve talked things through, I’ll ask if they’d like to go boating.”




“Of course,” I said with a smile. “I’ll check with my ladies to see if they’d like to join us.”




When I returned to my room, my ladies were scattered comfortably about some reading, others chatting softly. I called for their attention.




“When we were here a few weeks ago, Mother Trude suggested we might enjoy sailing one day,” I began. “I thought today would be the perfect opportunity. What do you ladies think?”




Their response came as a cheerful chorus of agreement, bright smiles lighting the room.




“Excellent,” I said. “Robin will let us know in half an hour if he and his companions will be joining us. I suspect he’ll also have some additional news to share.”

Margot looked at me knowingly. “You encouraged him to take the plunge, didn’t you?”




I offered a sly grin. “I may have hinted that time was running short and that he might be worrying unnecessarily about the answer.”




“Good,” she laughed. “Those girls were planning to ask him tomorrow if he didn’t do it today.”




“Hah! I nearly told him that if he didn’t ask soon, I’d ask you ladies whether I could start courting them myself.”




That earned a round of playful laughter and a storm of tossed pillows. Delia, ever the mischief-maker, added with a grin, “Oh yes they’re so lovely and kind. I could see them fitting right in with us.”




I pointed at her and winked.

This time, the pillows turned on Delia, accompanied by a chorus of giggles.




A little more than half an hour later, a breathless Robin knocked at our door. Jacquette and Katherine stood beside him, arm in arm, radiant with joy.




I bowed and gestured toward the center of the room, inviting them in.




“Jacquette and Katherine have done me the honor of agreeing to marry me,” Robin announced as soon as the door closed behind him.




A wave of cheers and congratulations filled the room, the air alive with celebration.




“Eva, what do they need to do to get married here?” I asked.




“There’s a city office not far from the palace that handles everything,” she replied. “They don’t even need an appointment. It only takes a few minutes once it’s their turn, just sign in with the clerk and wait until the official is available.”




“You three should probably plan to get that done a day or two after our wedding,” I suggested, “so we’ll all be ready to head back to Reims a few days later. We can host you for dinner at a restaurant that evening to celebrate.”




Robin smiled. “We’ll accept your invitation to go sailing if you’re still planning to go.”




“Indeed, we are,” I said. “We were just waiting to hear from you. Eva has already requested that the large carriage be prepared.”




With that, we gathered our belongings and boarded the carriage.




Eva confidently led us through the docks and soon found a sailboat to rent large enough for the ten of us. The sunlight danced on the water as the group moved ahead, their laughter mingling with the cry of the gulls. The women wore light sundresses, and the air was filled with the easy warmth of the season.




Eva and Delia were the only two with sailing experience, so they naturally took command of the vessel, coordinating with quiet efficiency. Robin and I lent a hand where we could, untying the ropes and pushing off with the long wooden poles kept for that purpose.




The breeze wasn’t blowing in our favor at first. After studying the wind’s direction, I called upon my magic to adjust it. Eva paused for a moment, a faint frown crossing her face as she glanced toward the sails, but she said nothing, too focused on steering to question the sudden shift.




We had sailed far enough that the coastline had begun to blur into the horizon. Isabel stood at the bow, her face lifted to the wind, hair streaming behind her in dark ribbons. Suddenly, the boat struck a large wave that crashed over the bow, drenching her completely. Isabel’s startled cry echoed over the water as she laughed about the chill. Without hesitation, she stepped back from the prow, peeled off her soaked dress, and spread a towel on the deck near the cabin to bask in the sun. Delia and Jacquette joined her, then the others followed suit until laughter filled the air and the deck was alive with warmth and light. I wasn’t about to remain clothed if they weren’t and neither was Robin. Together, we gathered the scattered garments and tucked them safely inside the cabin, leaving Isabel’s dress hanging to dry in the sea breeze.




All that lovely flesh had me aroused and similar to the time when Isabel took me to the Festival of Giamonios, the spring of my first year at the academy, we ended up with an orgy on the deck. We made a game out of synchronizing thrusts with the boat pounding the waves. While the sun heated our flesh the spray of the sea cooled it, leaving a pleasant tingle. I healed my ladies repeatedly so we could keep at it. I healed Robin and his girls a couple of times as well. We were all caught in the moment and didn’t want to stop. I plowed into Eva from behind as she held the wheel. Time drifted by unnoticed. Eventually, hunger called us back to earth, and we gathered for a simple lunch, sharing smiles and stories as the boat rocked gently beneath us. The rest of the day passed in a haze of peace and contentment, just the sea, the sun, and the comfort of one another’s company.




Our wedding took place in the evening and, though brief, it was deeply meaningful. Prince Willem served as the officiating representative of the government, while Eva’s parents stood proudly as witnesses. Once the final documents were signed and the Prince formally pronounced us married, I presented each of my wives with a sapphire necklace. Each piece was crafted in a similar style yet distinct enough to reflect their individual personalities, a symbol of unity within our diversity.




The true celebration began afterward. The reception was attended by friends and relatives from both Eva’s and Delia’s families, including many of Eva’s childhood companions. Nobles, wealthy merchants, and several foreign ambassadors were also present, drawn by Eva’s kinship to the Prince and the prestige of the occasion. The atmosphere was vibrant and joyful, a perfect conclusion to a day that would forever remain in our hearts.




I met more people in one night than I could possibly remember.




I felt happy, excited, and relieved all at once. It was done; my lovers and future children would now be acknowledged as my family forever. The tension I’d been carrying since Denise and Marie had committed themselves to me finally lifted. I looked forward to building a life with these wonderful, talented, beautiful women and to all the intimacy we would share.




We continued our exercise routine every other day, and most afternoons afterward I gave Robin lessons in massage. His partners loved it and encouraged him to keep practicing. Many afternoons were spent touring different parts of the city with Eva and Delia’s siblings, and most evenings we had dinner with both of their families. With everyone gathered, there were twenty-four of us at the table.




Two days after our wedding, my wives and I accompanied Robin and his partners to the city’s marriage office. We all signed as witnesses, then celebrated with dinner at a lovely restaurant that Eva had chosen. We dined in a private room, enjoyed incredible food, and spent the evening sharing their happiness.




A few days before we planned to leave for Reims, I asked for a meeting with Eva’s and Delia’s parents to discuss politics and security. That afternoon, Eva, Delia, and I sat down with Eva’s parents, Aalbert and Margriete, and Delia’s parents, Keryth and Saelihn.




“Thank you for seeing us. We’re hoping you might be able to offer some insight on how to find the source of the two attacks we’ve fought off since leaving Reims a couple of months ago,” I began.




Aalbert looked at Keryth, who gave a brief nod. Then Aalbert said, “I take it you suspect Baron Pellerin of involvement.”




“Maybe,” I replied, “but I’m also aware that I made an enemy of Count Toury when I defeated his son in a duel he challenged me to, after insulting a woman who is now one of my wives—a woman he had previously assaulted, and whose crime his father covered up. Some weeks after the duel, there was an attack on my friends and me as we returned from a picnic. I defeated all but one attacker, who was killed by another in our party. The count’s son later disappeared under suspicious circumstances, leaving no evidence as to whether he fled, was kidnapped, or murdered.” I finished the last with a grim smile.




Aalbert and the other three parents exchanged uneasy looks.




“You do have a way of attracting enemies,” Aalbert said. “I’ve heard of your duel with a young man at the Prince’s ball. We in the diplomatic corps are unaccustomed to violence as a means of settling disputes.”




“I’m certain you’re aware that I did nothing to provoke that duel,” I said. “Perhaps I should have censored my translation of Eva’s argument with Pellerin. But aside from that ill-conceived decision, I did everything I could to de-escalate even when he tried to provoke me later, in the class I was teaching.




As for Toury’s son, had he not accosted a woman I considered a friend at the time, I would likely never have encountered him. I was not about to leave her undefended especially when she was my date that night.”




“Yes, we’ve learned about you since our daughters informed us of their interest in you,” he said. “I don’t think any of us judge your actions as inappropriate, except perhaps for being a little too accurate in your translation. Had my daughter minded her intemperate tongue, you’d never have been put in that situation.” He cast a stern look at Eva.




“Be that as it may,” I continued, “I was hoping you could shed some light on Baron Pellerin as a man and as a noble. Mother Beatrijs doesn’t think highly of him. In your view, is he the kind of man who would pay a thousand francs and employ one or more mages to have a man who embarrassed his son murdered?”




This time, Keryth replied, “In my view, yes, he is. He’s duplicitous, arrogant, and dishonorable.” Saelihn nodded in agreement.




Margriete followed up. “While my husband doesn’t like to think ill of people he’s negotiating with, I have no such qualms. Baron Pellerin is everything Keryth said about him and more. I wouldn’t trust him to watch my sandwich while I poured a cup of coffee. He’s also vain, bitter, and vengeful.”




“Have you any suggestions on how I might acquire evidence of his plots? The plots need not be against me; I have found that sometimes providing evidence to the right person gets the problem taken care of without further action on my part. I will not attack the man merely because he’s an ass whether or not he deserves it but if I can locate proof of his wrongdoing, even if I must break into his home or office to acquire it, I’m quite willing to do that. If it turns out I’m still the target of murder attempts, I’ll know the source is someone else and can focus my attention on the other likely suspect.”




Saelihn spoke up. “I like the way you think. We’ve been to the baron’s home and his office in the palace in Paris. I’ll provide the locations of both. Just know security in the palace is very tight. You should investigate his home first; there’s a chance you can find what you need without risking the palace. It’s a few miles east of the palace, on the same side of the Seine.”




“I appreciate that. If you could provide a sketch of the home’s layout and mark the room he uses as his office, that would be very helpful,” I said.




Saelihn smiled and replied, “Now I understand what Radelia sees in you.”




Margriete huffed. “Eva as well.”




“Thank you. If anything else comes to mind, we’d appreciate any information that could help us better understand the situation and address it effectively. By the way, we’ll be leaving for Reims on the twelfth so we have time to take an alternate route. We’re also planning to disguise our departure. I intend to split the group temporarily; Robin and his wives will exit through the east gate, while my wives and I will head north as if bound for Amsterdam. Once we’re far enough to keep up appearances, we’ll turn east toward our meeting point, probably Utrecht. Once reunited, we’ll travel to Maastricht, then through the Low Countries into Luxembourg. From there, we’ll continue south into France until we reach Metz, then west so we approach Reims from the east rather than the north.”




All the parents nodded in agreement with our travel plans.




We shook hands and left.




That night, I asked, “Eva, has the old man who’s been helping you decode Motet’s log had any success?”




“He hasn’t said anything about it, so I’ll have to ask him in the morning.”




“Please do.”




The next day, after breakfast, Eva returned to our room and reported, “I checked with the old man who’s been working on Motet’s log, and he says he thinks he’ll have the code solved in another day or two.”




Two days before our planned departure, Eva brought Motet’s log to the room along with a sheet of paper explaining how to decode it. We would need to complete the remaining work ourselves, but her father’s retainer had already done the hard part by breaking the code.




I found it fascinating that while Robin and all the French ladies—including Katherine and Jacquette had become conversant in Dutch, it was Margot who proved the most fluent. She even impressed Trude the last time they cooked together before we left for Reims.





Chapter 36




All the purchases we made while in The Hague were packed into boxes and shipped via a merchant caravan, as none of the items were needed during our travels. We made three copies of Motet’s log and its decoding instructions, placing one with the goods being shipped. Eva and I each packed one copy with our travel gear.




My wives and I departed early on the morning of the twelfth, heading north toward Amsterdam as if planning to visit the city for a day or two. Before reaching Amsterdam, we turned east. Robin and his wives remained with Eva’s family for another night, then left through the east gate under the pretense of going on a picnic. We reunited in Utrecht late that day and spent the night at an inn. Before dawn the following morning, we set out again. Once outside the city, we spent a couple of hours practicing responses to potential attacks to maintain our coordination. With that completed, we quickened our pace and continued toward Eindhoven, taking our usual ten-minute break every hour to rest the horses and for me to heal both them and their riders.




The next morning, we left early once again and reached Maastricht before nightfall. After enjoying a hearty meal at a tavern, we spent the night in a comfortable inn. Having enough money made it possible to afford good rooms and satisfying meals, a welcome change from the rougher days of travel. We set out early the following morning, which allowed us to arrive in Bastogne before dusk and enjoy another restful night. The next day, we reached Luxembourg City in time for a late lunch, then continued to Metz, where we spent the night. Reims lay about a day and a half’s journey ahead at the pace we’d been keeping, so we decided to slow down and stay the night in Clermont-en-Argonne a few miles south of the Argonne Forest, famed for its excellent hunting grounds. On our final day of travel, we arrived in Reims in the late afternoon and were pleased to find rooms at the same inn we had stayed in before leaving back in June.




In the evenings, as we traveled, we discussed various options for our living arrangements.




Denise said, “My parents don’t have any enough room to accommodate the four of us who aren’t attending the academy, even temporarily.”




Margot offered, “If Denise’s parents could take in Marie, I’d be happy to share my room at my mother’s home with Isabel.”




I suggested, “I believe it’s in our family’s best interest to stay together as much as possible. Therefore, spending the money to stay at an inn until we find permanent housing would be worthwhile. This way, you can work together conveniently to locate and visit potential residences. Once you think you’ve found something suitable, Eva, Delia, and I can look at it after classes so we can all discuss it and make the decision together. All my ladies agreed with my proposal. I then asked Robin and his wives what their plans were. They explained that their funds wouldn’t allow them to spend more time at an inn than necessary. However, their housing requirements were simpler, so they expected to find an apartment within a week or less.




The night we arrived in Reims, after settling into our room, I brought up the topic of housing again. “I’m not trying to push this idea,” I began, “but I’d like you all to think about it. We just spent the past three months with Jacquette, Katherine, and Robin. We get along well, and each of them is directly related to one of you. They’re probably the only other polygamous family in Reims, and they’ll likely face the same kind of discrimination we’ve encountered everywhere outside the Netherlands. What would you think about finding a house large enough to offer them a section at a reasonable rent?”




Marie spoke first. “Jacquette and I have been close since we were very young. Katherine is truly sweet, and Robin is a dear. I believe we’d get along just fine as long as we all respect some boundaries within the house. We’d need a place designed to allow for that, which might complicate things a little but I think it’s entirely possible to find such a house. Motet’s would have worked if it had been closer to the academy.”




Isabel responded, “I’m not related to any of them, but we all had fun together—especially on the boat,” she said with a playful snicker. “I’m with Marie. If we all respect each other’s boundaries and find a home that suits everyone, then I say we do it.”




Denise said, “I’m game to try it out. I think both groups should agree that if it doesn’t work, they’ll have to find a new place within two months. That means we’ll need to tolerate whatever we don’t like a little longer, but it’s a fair amount of time for them to find their own place.”




Eva remarked, “I’m staying out of it since I’ll be living at the academy for the next two years. All I’ll say is that I’ve really enjoyed the time we’ve spent together.”




Delia replied, “Eva’s right. However, this turns out, it won’t really affect me for two years. But I agree it’s been fun spending time with them, and I’m looking forward to more.”




“Well, Margot, that just leaves you,” I said.




“I think you’re all really sweet, and having my brother and his wives with us will only make our lives better. Also, Denise is right we all need to agree that if it doesn’t work out, they’ll have a limited time to move. I doubt it will be an issue, but it’s wise to have everything clear up front.”




“That being decided; Margot, Denise, and Marie, since you’re the relatives, why don’t you go let them know what we’re offering so they can think about it overnight?” I suggested.




When the three returned, Margot said, “Robin was stunned by the offer. Katherine clapped her hands — she was so excited. Jacquette just hugged Robin and nodded. They’ll think about it, but my money’s on them saying oui at breakfast.”




“Then I think we’ve done enough traveling and talking for today, and you ladies all deserve to be tended to. Who wants a massage first?”




Isabel and Margot slipped out of their dresses at the same time, but Isabel’s hit the floor first, so she got the first massage. It turned into a busy night, and we all slept in a little the next morning.





Preview of Ancient Magic






Chapter 1

My six wives and I managed to get down for breakfast before Robin and his two wives were finished eating. They sat with us and informed us that they accepted our offer to share a house with us. We then discussed agendas for the next few days.




Robin’s wife Jacquette said, “I need to visit my family’s business office and 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 and not 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 hanging 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 home so I can look for work near where we’ll be living. I’ll visit with my parents today and setup a dinner to introduce them to my spouses.”




Isabel, my smallest wife with raven black hair and even more buxom than Marie, responded, “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 sign off on me being pregnant and I get my three year deferral from service. I’ll send a letter to my parents now that we’re official and I know they’ll be happy for me.”

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




Denise, a blonde with a perfect round derriere, told us, “I’m going to deliver my contracts to my parents and I think I’m with Margot that we need to invite them here as even adding 6 more to our dining room is a stretch. While I’m out today I’ll visit my contact who handled selling the buildings and see if he can help us find a house that meets our needs.”




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




She nodded in agreement. Eva and Delia were both Dutch students who came to France with the diplomat parents. Both were lovely, tall blondes, the difference was while Eva was human Delia was an elf. Of all my wives Delia had the largest breasts, so large that the elf girls in the town where she grew up made fun of her. I, of course, found them wonderful. 




“The rest of us need to get the keys to our dorm rooms and schedules, etc. When we’re all done we’ll come back and decide what to do with the rest of the day if there’s any time left before dinner.”




Once we arrived at the academy the guards checked us in at the gate and 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 went to the admissions office and waited our turn to be interviewed. Both of my wives were in and out well before I was called back. Once again unlike most others I was told I was to see Mage Le Borgne. When he finally had time to see me he asked, “What new surprises do you have in store for me this year?”




I smirked and said, “I’ll start with I’m married to six women, three are graduates who are now pregnant, two are current students who just checked in and are not pregnant, 1 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 don’t have a clue.”




“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 as she’s really a free spirit and wanted to see the world. I’m sorry for her that it didn’t work out as she hoped and 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 to be 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 when you’re working late and you provide the beer.” I said with a wink and he laughed. “By the way, Robin got married also, in fact he married two girls who are cousins of two of my wives.”




“You must live for 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 long. My wife Eva is his second cousin and we were married in his palace where he officiated. I learned some Elven culture as well and overcame the three traditional challenges to marry one of their women. It’s not diplomatic but we were ambushed twice and I have the new scars to show for the second one so does Robin. We eliminated an entire company of a hundred mercenaries in under a minute. The first attack was almost a joke in that there were only a dozen. Both were instigated by a mysterious Frenchman who offered a bounty. For the second attack it was a thousand francs. It’s all in this report.” I said as I put several pages on his desk.




“Mon dieu, someone really hates you.”




“Oui, I just can’t be sure of whom. I suspect either Count Toury or more likely Baron Pellerin but I have nothing more than guesses so I can’t take direct action. I have plans to investigate Pellerin and Toury when time permits and if I find anything showing either one is corrupt I’ll expose it to the king and let him deal with 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 be aware of?”

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




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




“Indeed, here’s your room key and your schedule.”




I looked it over and determined that this year I would be teaching a second year Botanical Lore class. The really interesting change was I had two class periods as Research Assistant to Mage Lesnier my Healing instructor in addition to her third year class on top of being a research assistant to Mage Dorget the Botanical Lore instructor and Madame Martin the Biology instructor. All this meant I would be getting advanced education that would enhance my skill 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 some 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 and 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 to a level beyond stabilizing the wounded on a battlefield. Healers like the king’s personal healer have trained here in that manner. Mage Lesnier tells me you’re on track to qualify for such additional training which is why she wants you for 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 insure I qualify.”




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




I knew a dismissal when I heard one so 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 ending in forty again. Now I was sure that the staff moved us down a floor but retained the room number as we returned each year. It was probably simpler than reworking all the locations. Once all the students had arrived I would check that the surrounding rooms were empty again but I’d have bet a dinner at Decadence that they were. I confirmed my belongings were present as expected. I found a letter on the desk; it was from Nicole, my oldest friend, my first lover, and the girl whose family I lived with after my father disappeared while hunting when I was a child. I referred to her as my cousin since we didn’t want her husband to become jealous or distrust me when leaving me alone with his wife. She was faithful to him and I would never tempt her to break faith with him. Her letter said:




Mon Cheri Jacques,




I hope that your summer plans were successful, you know I hate when you keep secrets from me. I look 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 reveal the secret.




Andry’s family business continues to do well and so does my venture.




I heard nothing from your tenants or the caretaker in the countryside. I’ll be most upset with you if we don’t get an invitation to visit the place. Several of your former clients are most 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. C is looking forward to early November and said to bring 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 fast, you’ll be surprised.




Amour,

Nicole Remon




We then checked Eva’s and Delia’s rooms finding everything in order there as well. We’d have to wait and confirm how the rooms in my dorm were allocated tomorrow before we borrowed mattresses to recreate our preferred sleeping arrangements. We all 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 all that done we returned to the inn to wait for Margot, Denise, and Jacquette to return as Marie had gotten back before the rest of us. The first thing I did was write a response to Nicole.




Dearest Nicole,




I have important and very happy news to share with you so I am inviting you and Andry to Le Condorcet where we had lunch shortly after my arrival at the Académie de Magie.

I’m buying this time. Let me know if two Sundays after the equinox is satisfactory.




Your friend eternally,

Jacques




I got out my Dutch book on healing the human eye, the insights I’d gotten from my discussion with the Dutch healer Mother Yolente introduced me to helped me better understand what the author was saying in several instances so I started the book over again to get the most out of it.




Margot returned first saying, “My mother will meet us here for dinner tonight at half past 6th bell. I made arrangements for a private dining room before coming up stairs.”




I gave her a kiss and pulled her into my lap.




Jacquette returned next and said her visit went well. Denise returned half an hour later and reported that her parents would meet us for dinner two days from now and her real estate broker contact had two places we could look at and would put out the word to his contacts what we were looking for to offer more options. Robin returned just then so having no other plans we took a carriage ride to get a look at the neighborhoods and exteriors of the prospects. Unsurprisingly fitting ten in the carriage required some of the ladies sitting in laps, Robin and I certainly didn’t mind. Isabel insisted on wiggling her lovely derriere getting me fired up.




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

Upon returning to the inn we went to our rooms to get cleaned up and once our door was shut I said, “We really need our new home to be close enough to a park to exercise in. Since we as a family are going to continue with our free the slaves campaign we can’t afford to slack off. We need our strength, agility, and stamina to remain high. It could also provide a place to practice some of our magic as well.”




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




“What? Non, I’m worried about our safety.”




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




With that said we prepared to greet Robin’s and Margot’s mother then all ten of us filed into the private dining room to wait. Not long after our drink order arrived there was a knock on the door prior to a server opening it for Madame Erard to enter. We all greeted her warmly then Robin and Margot stood and announced they were married then introduced her to their respective spouses.




“I knew you 2 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 so I’m happy for you.”




I took her hand and kissed her wrist then said, “Thank you from the bottom of my heart. You’ve provided me with 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 wink.




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




We had a very nice meal and everyone told Madame Erard a little about themselves and about our trip to the Netherlands. By unspoken agreement no mention was made of ambushes.




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




I think we all went to bed thinking of our futures. Starting in the morning three of us had to move in to the dorm at the academy and had classes to attend. We needed a house for our growing family. I still needed to check in with Juliote at the Red Hen brothel and make sure they were all 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 the house was in good repair. I wanted to explore the property more as on our last visit I hadn’t realized that it extended on both sides of the road until we were leaving so we had only viewed half of it. We needed to complete decoding Motet’s log then make plans for investigating the brothels and raid them both to free the slaves and acquire additional assets. We needed to begin investigating Count Toury and Baron Pellerin since one of them was likely behind the ambushes we so recently experienced. Since Pellerin was in Paris he’d have to wait, 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 be able offer to heal my friend Emmelote’s burn scars. I felt like my ‘to do’ list was an ever expanding page.





Chapter 2

We had breakfast all together at the inn then the three of us students walked to the academy with the few things we’d need in the dorm out of the gear we’d brought on the trip to the Netherlands. Everything else would go into our future home so we left it 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’d requested. After dropping off our personal items in my dorm room we went our separate ways to attend our classes after agreeing to have lunch together. 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-50’s with black hair I was fairly sure was dyed, a large bust, wide hips and a round derriere. Had she not been my teacher I’d 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 the dances we had previously learned and then we’d start on new ones.

Healing III was the class that made me feel good about myself as helping people recover from injury and illness meant I had made their lives better. Mage Lesnier was a tall, attractive woman in her mid-40s with slate gray hair and an ample bosom. As she had last year she asked us to review our experiences healing during our summer duty. When I told of healing 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 as 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 2 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 that at this time healers don’t have methods to deal with. Your interest in healing your friend’s eye condition and the other with burn scars is one of the many reasons I selected you for this position. I see from your report this morning that my decision was well founded. Your first assignment is to document the method you used to treat the infertile woman. That is the kind of innovation that I’m looking for and it is important that the healing community spread such information around to allow more people to benefit from healing. I want you to include everything that you considered and how you developed your process then 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 that need to be made. If and when I’m satisfied that the report covers the necessary information the academy will publish it and disseminate it to infirmaries all over France.”

“Just as a point of 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.”

“Oui, in the Netherlands plural marriage is accepted and legally recognized. The treaty the king signed with their prince recognizes marriages performed in the Netherlands. Since 2 of my wives are from there and are daughters of diplomats we went there to marry.”

“So you now have 3 wives, I’m sure they’ll keep you busy.”

“Non, I have 6 wives. 3 are graduates of the academy and pregnant, 2 are the diplomats’ daughters and current students here, one is from here in 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 talents and perhaps your audacity as well. Tomorrow afternoon I’ll show you some documents on other procedures so you have some idea of the format and what kind of detail is expected in your report.”

Since it was the first day of classes and my discussion with Mage Lesnier had been brief I got to the classroom where I would be teaching second year Botanical Lore before any of my students showed up. I’d only put my books down on the desk when a distinguished looking older gentleman, with a bald crown surrounded by white hair walked in. It was Mage Dorget, my former instructor and now 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 other students were when you took the class. 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 that you are more than capable of teaching all these classes. I want to spend more time researching new processes and new alchemical products. Training my replacement is one of the requirements to earning that time.”

“I believe that 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 fighting 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 do my service to the kingdom here in Reims as they won’t have to follow me around the country or miss me for 9 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 started arriving and Mage Dorget just shook his head as he left me to do my job. I was happy to see that Delia and Eva were not in my class as I didn’t want to be accused of favoritism. I had enough issues with Adam Pellerin last year I didn’t need to give someone 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 they came to naught.

After lunch I had Military Tactics 3 with Capitaine Paru, he was a tall fit man in his early 40s assigned to the academy to train mages to be army officers. Since all students were required to take his classes and he only taught 2 classes per level they were some of the largest, around 40 students each, depending on the exact number in each level. That didn’t include the secret class he taught after the normal academy day was over. When the capitaine walked in 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 were covering and assigned chapters to read then dismissed us.

Unlike all my 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 50 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 did promise me that this year I would be more involved in the actual testing and research rather than just grinding out first steps. I was glad to hear that as while preparing batches of 50 or more of the same ingredients all year certainly improved my precision it wasn’t terribly interesting.

Fitness with Sergent Augier was another class in which we participated the full hour. The “retired” sergent teaching the class was in his mid-50s with scars on his muscular arms and face. The man brooked no slackers and would chase those not running full out with a switch then make the last 3 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 people will fail to complete your mission because you couldn’t get there in time or at all while those that do will die because you can’t get away when the enemy counter attacks. When you people slack off over the summer that tells me you’ll slack off once you graduate. There are only 3 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 likely to die trying to protect you. I take that very personally so I’m going chase you and beat 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 continued to run during the summer 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 when we were able to defeat the attackers. Most of my unit would have died that day and many merchants and wagon drivers as well. Knowing that is why I had encouraged my wives to exercise with me while in the Netherlands and why I wanted to our home near a park to give us room to continue the practice.

After cleaning up and getting dressed I went back to my dorm to meet Eva and Delia. I found a note with two keys on the desk when I got there. It was from Robin and said:




Dear Jacques,

The keys are from rooms that will be vacant this year. As you can see one is the adjoining room and the other is across the hall. After you’ve borrowed the mattresses please return the keys to me so I can put them back before anyone notices they were gone. I’m sorry I couldn’t see you personally, we had a really busy day and I just didn’t have time. I’ll see you soon.

Eternally grateful,

Robin




One of things I always appreciated about my best friend and now brother-in-law was he knew when to take the initiative in most things. The only time I’d ever had to nudge him was in proposing to his 2 girlfriends. He was worried he couldn’t provide for them just as I had been with his sister. Like Margot, his 2 girlfriends were self-reliant and just wanted 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 then 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 got to work. After dinner we returned to our studies and waited until the hall was quiet then we broke down the bed frame and moved it out of the way then laid the mattress on the floor. I checked out my door and confirmed no one was moving in the hall then quietly slipped into the room across and put the bed frame parts in there then carried the mattress back to my room. 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 only had two women in the 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 I would be with the others Saturday night and in 9 months we’d all be together again somehow.

The second day of classes I had breakfast with my wives and 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 him to be learned fellow who 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 because the king’s policy of death without trial for being 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 I was not disappointed.

After introducing himself Chevalier Tahoust started the class by saying, “In this class I will instruct you in the King’s Law as it pertains military justice, criminal acts, treason, and spying. We will not cover civil law at all. If you are interested in civil law like contracts and such you’ll need to find outside instruction as the Académie de Magie’s mission is to train mages to be military officers and other officials requiring the unique talents of mages. When you leave this class in 9 months you will be expected to be prepared to enforce the King’s Law in or out of uniform and in some cases even after you have served your required time. It is therefore important that you review the materials provided and your notes from time to time and as well as the updates from the kingdom legal office that will be mailed to you annually for the rest of your lives. Read chapters 2, 4, and 7 of the textbook which you can pick up from that table on your way out. Are there any questions?”

“Hearing none I look forward to seeing you in 2 days. Dismissed.”

Biology for Healers II had the same students as my Healing class the day before which meant is 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 2 of my wives. Thierry smiled, Genevote unsurprisingly grimaced, and Marion nodded. Our instructor Madame Martin was a woman in her early 50s with salt and pepper hair, a small bust and ample derriere. She was a no nonsense woman who knew her business and I enjoyed her classes as they offered me insights that made me a better healer. Like last year she notified the class that we would spend many hours in the lab and I would be her teaching assistant during those hours. That meant I would help guide the other members of the class in technique and assist with other issues as they followed her instructions when dissecting a corpse as she couldn’t be everywhere at once. I had been assigned as her research assistant my first year at the academy and continued to be so this year in the hour immediately after her lecture. As with most other classes the lecture period just covered the outline of the material we would cover and the reading assignment; then we were released. Just like last year I followed her back to her lab and we began dissecting a body and recording the findings immediately even though I was officially not due for another half hour. After the signal at the end of the third hour I cleaned up and went to the dining hall to look for Eva and Delia. Finding them near the entrance as planned we got in line and collected our food while I looked out into the seating area for Thierry and the others. Once I located them I marked the spot in my mind and paid attention to my ladies again.

When we arrived at the table Thierry had saved 3 seats and I introduced Delia and Eva to him, Genevote, and Marion. Genevote was polite but seemed uncomfortable, Marion seemed not to be bothered at all and was quite cordial. Thierry seemed to be perversely enjoying his fiancé’s discomfort. I’d have to ask him about that once we were back in the dorm and out of earshot of Genevote.

Marion was fascinated by Delia having never met an elf though she wasn’t shocked as I had been a year ago since she knew of their existence even if I had not. A year ago when I asked Mage Dorget, “Why am I the only one surprised that elves aren’t just fairy tales?”

He responded, “Perhaps because you lived under a rock you persist in calling a village.”

Delia was excited to share the tale of the 3 challenges arranged by her mothers which any suitor to an elf woman was required to overcome in order to get approval to marry their daughters. While she told the story with flourish she didn’t exaggerate for which I was thankful. Thierry thought my winning the bet with her brother Khidell was hysterical and couldn’t stop laughing as he knew my penchant for overkill in any kind of challenge.

Eva told of being married by her cousin the Prince of the Netherlands and the massive party held in his palace which apparently made Genevote quite envious given the look in her eyes.

After lunch I had Advanced Spellcraft II with Mage Coquin. He was a tall man in his late 40s with hair starting to turn gray, clean shaven, and well built for a mage. Apparently he heeded Sergent Augier’s admonition to keep exercising even after our 3 years at the academy were over. Since he was in the classroom before all the students arrived I quietly asked him, “Is there was a spell that can replace shaving every day?”

He laughed and said, “I gather you’ve gotten old enough to feel the need. I’m sorry to say that I’m not aware of one but if you happen to find one do let me know as I’d be more than happy to use if myself and would be just has happy to share it with my students from then on.”

C’est la vie. I’d have to check with Mage Dorget to see if he was aware of an alchemical concoction that would do it.

Once class began Mage Coquin introduced himself as if we hadn’t all had him as our instructor at least once over the last 3 years. He gave us a list of spells we were expected to learn in his class then as he had the previous year he told us to write down a list of 2 or 3 spells we wanted to learn that were not on his list and if we had time at the end of the year he would try to teach us the spells with the most requests. He’d already spoiled it for me as he’d just told me there was no spell to replace shaving so I had to give it some thought. Mage Coquin assigned the chapter for the first spell of the year and dismissed us shortly afterward.

My next 2 hours were spent with Mage Lesnier as her research assistant and as promised the day before she provided a few reports on new healing techniques that she wanted me to use as a model for my own report on repairing the elf woman’s fallopian tubes to relieve her infertility. I created an outline of the format the other authors used and notes on how they referenced other works. I showed her my thoughts on how the report should be constructed and she responded that it looked fine so I should proceed with writing it. Fortunately after 2 years at the academy writing papers and coaching from Marie and Eva my handwriting had improved substantially such that even Mage Dorget no longer complained about it giving him eye strain.

After my 2 hours with Mage Lesnier were over I had a half hour break before my Special Operations class with Capitaine Paru. The class was different than Military Tactics in that it focused on planning and executing covert actions including assassinating the military leadership of opposing forces, prison rescues, and raids on secure facilities behind enemy lines. Our family’s rescue of nearly 100 women captured to be sold into slavery as prostitutes 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 rest of the mercenaries that were off duty at the time of our operation. Denise, Marie, Eva, Delia, and I had been inducted into the class at its next meeting. We had then been required to write an after action report on it which the class later deconstructed and critiqued then re-planned the operation including the parts we’d left out which were what to do if we won and just as important, what to do if we lost. The experience had been enlightening and we used what we learned in operations after it. The rest of the students had only been involved in covert work as blocking forces to control the perimeter, mostly to prevent anyone escaping the team actually involved in any fighting.

Capitaine Paru had also provided a warning just before we left for the Netherlands that someone was planning to have me killed while en route. That warning had proven valuable as we had then prepared for the possibility and those preparations including plans and practice had saved our lives twice on that trip.

After class was over I told Eva and Delia I’d meet them in the hall momentarily and once the rest of the students had left I told the capitaine his warning had be valuable and handed him a report on both incidents. We left it at that and I gathered up my ladies and we headed to the inn for our dinner with Denise’s parents.

When we arrived Margot was waiting for us and spoke in passable Dutch saying, “Denise arranged a private room for our dinner tonight. We have time before her parents arrive if you want to go up to the room and change.”

I responded in Dutch, “I’m going stay in uniform as it is a mark of being a mage and worthy of their daughter. They know that but I think the visual will reinforce it. You ladies are welcome to do as you see fit.” I said to Eva and Delia. “Margot, do you know if Denise is wearing her uniform?”

“She is not, nor are Marie or Isabel. They’ll be down shortly.”

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

Once I was alone with Margot I told her, “I’m proud of you and your progress with learning Dutch. You’re the best of the new learners.” Then I kissed her and she smiled.

The dinner went as well as could be expected. Denise’s parents were accepting that we were married yet uncomfortable with our unconventional family. It wasn’t that they disliked any of the ladies; just that French law and custom set it in their minds that marriage was between one man and one woman. Since that is how they grew up and had lived for 40 or so years it would take some adjustment in their outlook. Regardless they wanted Denise to be happy and since she was they were happy too. We continued to chat a little longer then I had to bid them adieux as I thought it best to get back to the dorm for the night. Eva and Delia went with me after grabbing bags with their uniforms in them from our room upstairs.





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 keep writing more books.   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/


About The Author

JC Dufresne

[image: ]

JC grew up in a suburb of New Orleans and now lives near San Antonio, Texas with his wife. JC has been a retail store manager, private investigator, photographer, software application trainer and now a published author. He's an avid reader of science fiction, fantasy, and spy novels.


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

adieux = goodbye

amour = love

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

grand-mère = grandmother

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

sergent = sergeant

trésorier = treasurer


French Currency




1 franc silver coin = 20 sous	

1 sous = 12 deniers  

1 franc = 240 deniers
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