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Chapter 01

RYLEY WAS BEYOND NERVOUS. He was about to meet Keith Windsor, the most powerful and wealthy highborn noble he knew. It had been years since they had seen each other, and he wasn’t looking forward to their reunion.

Before arriving in the town of Soar, Ryley saw Keith’s palace, which overpowered all the buildings in the area. Now, standing in front of it, he couldn’t help but shiver. Despite the beautiful garden and white walls with golden details that shone under the sunrays, the palace didn’t have an inviting aura. Two stone griffon statues stood next to the huge double gate as guardians. Even with their wings folded, they were intimidating, looking down on those who came to visit.

I bet that’s his goal. Like he needed that. His family name is more than enough to intimidate most, Ryley thought, clicking his tongue. This place changed too much. A year ago, it was nothing more than a bunch of inns for travelers to sleep and go on with their business the next day. Now it’s one of the most famous cities in the country. All thanks to Keith. Can’t believe I’m gonna meet him after so long.

Keith was one of the great-grandkids of Karth Windsor, the former prime minister and one of the most important nobles in the country. Ryley came from a small house that had ascended to nobility two generations ago. In normal circumstances, it would be impossible for someone like Ryley to meet with Keith so easily. However, they had studied together at the Royal Institute of Magical Arts.

Keith was talented, charismatic, rich, had connections, and worked hard. He was used to being above others. Ryley, who only had intelligence in his favor, bested him academically throughout their years as students. Thanks to that, they had a sort of rivalry between them. There had been a few other things, but Ryley had buried those memories long ago.

Ryley grabbed the alligator head-shaped pendant and took deep breaths. I’m not here for myself. I can’t let my past with Keith get in the way. I’ll get a loan to pay the debt and keep our land and company. I won’t let everything we worked hard for end like this.

His parents waited for him in one of the many restaurants in Soar. Keith wasn’t as unreasonable as most nobles, but he wasn’t the easiest person to deal with so Ryley thought it would be best if he met the highborn alone. I can’t show him how desperate we are.

“My name is Ryley Quagmire, and I have an appointment with Lord Keith Windsor,” he said without stuttering to the stone griffons. Though nervous, he was used to dealing with nobles and wealthy people. He couldn’t show any weakness, even when he thought he was alone. At the Institute, Keith always seemed to know something about those who caught his interest. I can’t drop my guard here. Not even for a second.

The statue on the left opened its beak with the sound of heavy stone moving and then a human voice came from it. “Please wait at the gate, Master Quagmire. A carriage will pick you up.”

Ryley had trouble suppressing a sneer. There’s no need for a carriage. If Keith thinks that will impress me, he doesn’t know me at all. Guess that’s expected. It’s been a while and I heard he was making a name for himself after graduation. Without using his family’s money or power, he’s made a fortune for himself. Because of that, Karth gave him the lordship of this region.

He also married a highborn lady and had two kids, Ryley recalled as a fancy carriage stopped before him, and the coachman opened the door. He was already influential, rich, and powerful, and has become even richer and more powerful. I bet he’s even more arrogant if that’s even possible.

After the short ride, he climbed down the carriage and a few maids bowed and greeted him. He couldn’t help but notice their clothes were impeccable. The coachman led the way inside the palace, going through the maze of hallways and stairs. Ryley was puffing when they arrived on the fourth floor. He fixed his clothes as best he could and recovered his breath as the coachman knocked on the dark wood double door with silver details.

“Enter,” a deep voice replied, and the coachman opened the door for Ryley.

There was a long bookcase filled with books that covered an entire wall. Knowing Keith, Ryley was sure the highborn had read them all. The other wall had a recently polished suit of armor with the griffon coat of arms on the chest, a one-handed magical sword, and a tapestry that showed the Windsor lineage dating back thousands of years. Paintings of Audver’s history filled the rest of the walls.

Two expensive-looking leather couches were in the middle with a wooden table between them. The desk on the opposite side of the office had several objects on the side. With one glance, Ryley could tell they were all magical objects, and he had a feeling Keith didn’t keep them as decorations.

Money, power, influence, and magic emanated from every inch of this office. However, none of that was as impressive as the man himself. Almost six and a half feet tall, with short and well-kept golden-blond hair, a defined jawline, sharp features, dark green eyes, a trimmed beard, and a muscular body, Keith Windsor emanated a noble aura.

Ryley wore his best coat, made of black alligator leather, but it was nothing compared to Keith’s white clothes with silver details. He was expecting that, but seeing the difference up close made his stomach tighten up another notch.

“It’s been a while, Ryley,” Keith said, looking at his old classmate with a faint smile.

Ryley did his best to smile back, but his nervousness made his mouth stiff.

“Yes, it has been a while, Keith. I mean, Lord Windsor,” Ryley quickly corrected himself. He made an awkward bow and cursed himself for taking a heartbeat to remember the proper etiquette. Damn it. Not only was I too slow, but I called him Keith like back at the Institute. Now it’s different. We don’t have the same status anymore.

“So clumsy. You were bad with etiquette, but never like this.” Keith chuckled. “And call me Keith like you used to.”

Those words made Ryley slightly less nervous. However, even though Keith was speaking the truth, Ryley knew better. “Our status isn’t the same as back then.”

“You’re right. I was a simple and carefree noble when I was a student. Now I have responsibilities. A lot more,” he said in a cool tone. Ryley felt a ringing at the back of his head and narrowed his eyes slightly. It was enough for Keith to notice and flash a cocky smile. “I haven’t lied.”

Ryley cursed himself again. He was born with a rare skill of detecting lies. That helped him throughout his life, especially after graduating. Though he wanted to keep it a secret, someone spilled the potion, and it was well-known throughout the Institute. People hired him as a walking lie detector, which helped him earn the startup money for his company but didn’t help his popularity. Ryley had trained himself to keep his expression neutral when sensing a lie and not give it away, but he dropped his guard before Keith.

“You were a lot of things, but a simple noble wasn’t one of them,” Ryley said, choosing his words carefully.

“My life was indeed much simpler back then, but I see you can pick up such nuances. I wonder how much you can do? I never had the chance to investigate.” Ryley said nothing. He wasn’t there to talk about his talent but about a loan. Somehow Keith had noticed that and said, “There’s no need to be annoyed. I know you’re not here for that but since you need money, humor me for a bit. We are friends, after all.”

This time Ryley couldn’t help but snort, which got an honest laugh from Keith.

“I did consider us friends. Competing for the top was fun but hanging out with you was much more interesting. Most of our classmates kissed my ass to get favors from my family, but you were different. That’s why I was always looking at you.”

Ryley wasn’t expecting that comment and didn’t know what to say. He never treated Keith as if he was above him, though it was wrong on his part. He was at the Institute to study and give his parents a better life, not to make friends. The Quagmires were a poor baron family with few connections to other nobles. But if he had been friendlier, he could have helped his family even more. He only realized that after graduating.

Keith’s smile turned sly as he watched Ryley. “Perhaps we were more than friends. After all, we did share a night. I still think about it.”

With a lot of effort, Ryley showed no reaction to those words. He’s trying to wear me down. I can’t let him take control of the conversation. I deal with a lot of nobles who try this.

“I did consider you my friend, Keith. One of the few I made at the Institute. But it was rude of me to treat you as if we were equals,” he said, ignoring the comment about their night.

Keith’s smile vanished. “Hearing that makes me sad. If you had treated me differently, you would be like the rest of them.” He stood up, walked to the nearby drink cart, and poured a glass for himself. “A drink?”

Ryley didn’t want to be intoxicated before Keith. Not again after that night. But his stomach was churning more than before, and his throat was dry. The conversation hadn’t gone as he planned at all. In the end, he accepted, hoping that would calm him a little and also put his old schoolmate in a better mood.

Keith gestured to the couch and took a seat. “How much do you want?”

The sudden change caught Ryley off guard again, and he coughed on his drink. He took his time to regain his composure and wiped his chin with a handkerchief while Keith chuckled.

“Surprised?”

“No. You probably looked into why I asked for a meeting.”

“You are right. I was happy when I got a letter from you after so long, but I had the feeling it wasn’t just to catch up, so I investigated a bit. It’s hard to believe you would come to me for a loan. Back at the Institute, I remember you refused to borrow so much as a quill from anyone.”

Keith was right. If the problem only affected him, Ryley wouldn’t be here. After graduating, he used his connections, intelligence, and rare talent to start his company. His parents helped grow the business, which became the heart of their town. Things were going so well his parents asked for a loan to produce their largest order. When they were transporting it, an earthquake followed by a landslide destroyed the entire shipment.

Ryley didn’t think twice and sold everything he could to raise money to cover the lost shipment and pay the loan, but it wasn’t anywhere near enough. To save the land his parents put up as collateral, he came to Keith, hoping his old classmate would be more lenient than their current loaner, also a Windsor.

“The real world isn’t like the Institute. It’d be foolish of me to have the same mentality as back then,” he said after considering his words. Even if Keith knew the situation, Ryley couldn’t show how desperate he was.

“Yes, you’re right. How much?” Keith asked in the same cool voice as if they were talking about the weather. When Ryley answered, he raised his eyebrow and lowered his glass. “More than I expected.”

Ryley felt a ringing in the back of his head. “Why lie when you know I’ll find out right away?”

Keith chuckled and shrugged. “Force of habit. In the noble world, you need to keep your wand inside your sleeve. But very well. Let’s cut to the chase. I’ll give you the money, and even more if you want.”

He said give, not loan, Ryley noticed, narrowing his eyes. “What’s the condition?”

“You’ll be my wife.”

Ryley blinked. He expected something outrageous, but nothing close to that. “I think I spaced out for a moment. Can you repeat that?”

Keith stood up, walked up to Ryley, and looked him in the eyes with a smile plastered on his face. “You will be my wife,” he repeated slowly.

This time Ryley was sure he hadn’t misheard. “Why?”

“You bested me all through our time at the Institute. Not to mention you have a rare and amazing talent. Anyone would be lucky to have you. I won’t let the opportunity to make you mine escape my grasp. Not again.”

“Even if two people of the same sex marrying isn’t unheard of, why marriage? Couldn’t you just make me work for you or something? And aren’t you married already?”

“My wife is no longer around. People insist I get married again, but I can’t afford to bring anyone into my home. I need someone I trust in my current situation.”

“What situation?”

“My great-grandfather Karth announced he would retire soon. His immediate heir was caught embezzling money from the military, and he disowned him. Now he’s looking for someone capable of carrying the Windsor legacy and supporting the kingdom to be his new heir.”

“And you’re one of the candidates,” Ryley said. “That’s why you were making a ton of money after graduating. It still doesn’t explain why we’d get married. I can work for you. If you are worried about my loyalty, you should know better. I wouldn’t betray my friends.”

Keith sneered and swirled his drink. “For the number one student in our year, you can be naive,” he said in the most condescending way possible. That annoyed Ryley, who had trouble holding his temper. “It’s not about loyalty. If I hire you, the other candidates will try to snatch you from me. If they can’t, they could eliminate you or your family. But if you’re my wife, they wouldn’t dare touch you or your parents openly. I know you only came to me because of them and your town.”

Ryley had trouble taking it all in. Keith was telling the truth.

“Then we’d have a fake marr—”

“No. You’ll act as my wife, both socially and privately. I won’t let you skip your marital duties.” When Ryley realized he wasn’t picking up any lie, his face was blank with shock. “I see you understand exactly what I mean.”

What in the name of the Hero… I thought that night was a one-time thing.

“I-I didn’t know you wanted me that much,” Ryley joked to gain some time to recompose himself. He sipped his drink again.

“I want everything you have. Your mind, your loyalty, your body. And what I want, I get.”

Ryley gulped. He thought of his parents, and how desperate they were with the possibility of losing their land and the company. He thought of his siblings, of everyone in town, the people he knew his whole life who depended on him and what he had created.

The silence went on for a few seconds, but it felt like an eternity to him. Then he broke it with one word that changed his life. “Deal.”
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Chapter 02

THERE WAS A HEAVY SILENCE as Ryley packed. The long ride back to the Quagmire swamps had been the quietest and most awkward one he had ever experienced.

“Son, I…” Terry started but trailed off. It wasn’t the first time he had done that. He had been trying to find words ever since Ryley told him about the deal.

Ryley stopped packing and looked his father in the eyes. “Dad, I made my decision. This isn’t just our land. The whole town depends on the company. With the deal I made, we can keep going.”

Though he accepted the marriage proposal, he had three conditions. First, he asked for more money, which Keith agreed to right away. With the extra money, not only could they pay the loan and the destroyed products, but they could also restart the factory. The second condition was that Keith wouldn’t interfere with his work. While Ryley knew that being the wife of a highborn noble had lots of demands, he wouldn’t give up his research.

The third and final demand was that Ryley could buy back his freedom. Keith also agreed to that, though he seemed amused by the idea as if he was sure he could make Ryley forget about wanting to leave him.

“I’ll marry him, but it’s not forever,” Ryley reminded his parents. “I don’t know how long it’ll take, but I’ll pay him back the money and be free. If business keeps growing like it has until now, I can pay with interest and everything in two, three years.”

“You’ll be married to him until then. If you loved him, that would be one thing. But to marry someone because of money isn’t right,” Tracy said.

To his surprise, his parents weren’t against their firstborn marrying another man. What they hated was the fact that Ryley had to become a wife because of them. They were the ones who made the sale and got the loan to make the products without him knowing. They felt guilty about the whole situation, and Ryley didn’t want that. He had also agreed to the loan because canceling a sale, especially one that big, would look bad for the company.

I don’t want them blaming themselves forever. We need to move on. That landslide was terrible, but it was lucky no one died. Thank the Hero, Ryley thought. With the money, we can still fulfill the deal in time. The buyer is a rich merchant from a neighboring country and has connections to the nobility. We can’t afford to miss it again.

“I told you, it’s a fake marriage, Mom,” Ryley lied. There was no need to share the part that Keith wouldn’t let him skip his marital duties.

“If it’s fake, why do it? Why couldn’t you work for him? Why do you need to marry him?” Tracy insisted.

“I told you he’s in a delicate situation. He suspects there are people who wouldn’t hesitate to hurt those around him. But if I become his wife, those people will think twice about messing with us. Besides,” Ryley added before his mother retorted, “he needs someone he can trust by his side. Marriage is his twisted way of getting it since the Quagmire name would be on the line.”

His mother tried, but she had no argument against that. “Still, there’s no need for you to go back today. He gave you no time to think about anything. It’s almost as if he wants to make sure you can’t think again.”

He couldn’t help but chuckle. That was how Keith Windsor made most of his deals, at least back in the Institute. Keith agreed to all of Ryley’s demands and had the money prepared immediately. In return, he demanded Ryley come to live in his state that same day.

“He said it was to protect me until we get married.”

Ryley finished packing his research notes, a couple of pharmacology books, and a few other things. There were no clothes or underwear except the ones he wore—Keith said he would provide everything for his future wife. Ryley dreaded what he would have to wear but decided to push that away from his head and leave his future self to deal with it.

“Well then. Time to go,” he said in a fake chirpy voice, hoping to brighten the mood, even if a little. The moment he looked at their expression, he knew he had failed. He hugged them both at the same time. “I won’t be gone forever. We will still see each other.”

When he was about to break the hug, his parents held him. He flashed a gentle smile. “It’s not your fault. Things will work out, so don’t blame yourself.”

After a few tears and more hugs, Ryley left the house. A crowd waited outside, and when he opened the front door, they rushed towards him, bombarding him with questions.

“Young master!”

“Master Ryley!”

“Owner!”

“Is it true you got an arranged marriage to save the land and the company?”

“You sold yourself for money?”

“Was it to stop people from stealin’ the swamps?”

“Is it true you’re marryin’ a dude?”

“You don’t have to do that! We can figure something out!”

Ryley couldn’t help but smile. It seemed the whole town had already heard the news.

“I’m getting married to another man,” he said when the villagers grew quiet, waiting for answers. “With the money, we’ll save the company and the swamps. But it’s not forever. I’ll continue with my research, though it’ll be from another place. And in time, I’ll pay the loan and get a divorce.”

“We can’t have that!”

“Yeah!”

There were more protests, but everyone knew there was no other way. With regret and more goodbyes, his parents and the whole town watched as he walked to the huge, fancy carriage waiting for him.

There was a griffon with its wings spread open and the front claw raised on each of the oak doors. Ryley hadn’t noticed on the way to the swamps, but Keith’s variant of the Windsor family crest shone as if polished moments ago. I bet Keith had someone put protection magic on it, so it’d shine for hours. Wonder if he did it to impress me or something.

The coachman was tending to one of the raptor lizards that pulled the carriage.

“I’m ready to get back, Gary,” Ryley said.

“Understood, Master Ryley.” Gary bowed and opened the door. “I’d like to make the journey more pleasant, but Lord Keith is most anxious for your return.”

“I bet he is,” Ryley muttered under his breath. He gave Gary his suitcase, turned to his parents and the crowd, waved them goodbye again, and entered the carriage.

Gary closed the door, put the suitcase in the back compartment, and went to his seat. With a gentle movement of the reins, the raptor lizards moved.

Ryley looked out the window, wondering how long it would take until he could see the place where he grew up and spent most of his life. It wasn’t the first time he left, but something felt different this time. Then it hit him. He didn’t know when he would come back.

With a lump in his throat, he looked away, waiting until the carriage left town and picked up speed. The scenery changed from the faraway swamps to the bogs, crops, and then plains as far as his eyes could see.

Despite the tight feeling in his heart, he wasn’t nervous or anxious about what awaited him once he returned to Soar. He had made his decision, had no regrets, and, above all, wouldn’t go back on the deal. His father taught him real men wouldn’t go back on their word. Even if that word was to be a highborn noble’s wife, he thought, letting out a weak chuckle. Then he sighed. I shouldn’t have packed my notes. I have nothing to do now. His eyes wandered everywhere, looking for anything to entertain him inside the cabinet. He noticed there was a small partition behind the coachman’s seat and opened it.

“How can I assist you, Master Ryley?” Gary asked without turning his head. His eyes were fixed on the road and the surrounding hills and trees, making sure there was nothing suspicious nearby.

Ryley couldn’t take another ride without speaking, so he thought for a moment. “Do you like working for Keith?”

“Yes. Lord Keith demands a lot from those who work for him, but he rewards us in the same way. I have worked for other nobles, and he’s one of the few who notice small things about others. He’s a man I’m proud and happy to serve, and I shall help him inherit Lord Karth’s title and lands.”

Ryley hummed, impressed. There wasn’t a single lie in Gary’s words.

“If I may, Master Ryley. You studied with Lord Keith at the Royal Institute of Magical Arts, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“How was Lord Keith in those days?”

Despite his casual tone, Ryley could tell Gary was very curious. He wanted to say Keith was arrogant and popular, with everyone kissing his ass wherever he went, but he held his tongue. Although it was true, it was the worst way of wording it, and it wouldn’t be fair to his future husband. He thought for a moment.

“Both students and teachers liked him, and he was aware of that. Even if some were interested in his family name, most enjoyed his company. On top of that, he didn’t rely solely on his wits or talents. He worked hard on his studies. And unlike most nobles, he treated everyone with respect.”

“As expected of Lord Keith.” Though Ryley couldn’t see, he could tell the coachman was smiling. The next second, Gary tensed up and pulled the reins hard. The raptor lizard stopped abruptly.

The carriage’s wheels slid on the ground, and the wood creaked as the magic on it made sure the passenger was safe. Ryley tried to grab the edge of the seat but still flung forward.

“Master Ryley, please close the window and stay inside,” Gary said. Several logs rolled down the hills and crashed in the middle of the road, blocking it. Five people slid down on the grass as if snowboarding. Gary drew and pointed his sword at them. “I work for Lord Keith of House Windsor. Name yourselves!”

“S-Sorry!” one of the people shouted, raising his hands. “We’re merchants and were transporting these logs when one of the wheels broke. The carriage toppled to the side and the logs fell. It was an accident!”

Ryley felt a ringing at the back of his head. “It’s a lie,” he whispered so only the coachman could hear.

“Name your company,” Gary demanded.

The one who spoke clicked his tongue and drew two short daggers. The others followed his lead and took out their weapons as well. “Couldn’t you believe it and lower your weapon?”

“They can’t harm you as long as you stay inside, Master Ryley,” Gary said in a calm tone as he jumped down from his seat. Then he spoke to the bandits. “If you haven’t given up after hearing the noble name of the Windsor house, you must be a fool or already aware of that. Either way, I shall end your life.”

Gary raised his sword sideways at eye level and kicked the ground. The leader used both daggers to parry but wasn’t fast enough and was sent backward with the impact. Three bandits ran and swung their weapons at Gary. With a spin, he blocked the attacks with his blade. He stabbed one through the gut, kicked him away, and swung at the second, cutting from shoulder to hip. The third jumped away before he suffered the same fate. At the same time, the leader joined him.

“Master Ryley!” Gary shouted, but the other two blocked his path.

The fifth bandit rushed towards the carriage. Instead of trying to force the door open, he pulled a bag from the inside of his cloak and threw it at the carriage.

Ryley closed the window, but it was too late. The bag fell inside, letting out a purple gas. Out of reflex, he covered his nose and mouth. Working with dangerous plants, he knew not to breathe in unknown gases.

Concentrating, he channeled his [image: ] and used wind magic to create an air filter. Then he made a layer of wind around his hand, picked up the bag, opened the door window, and threw it outside.

The bag fell on the ground in front of the bandit, who widened his eyes, his face pale. He covered his nose with a cloth and jumped back, but it was too late. He had breathed in. The veins on his neck throbbed, and he coughed up blood. In mere seconds, his face became red, then blue and purple. He fell on the ground with his mouth foaming and scratching his neck as if suffocating.

Ryley used a spell to circulate the air and remove the rest of the gas from inside the carriage. Even when it seemed clear, he kept his air filter.

“Are you okay, Master Ryley?!” Gary asked. He halted and covered his mouth and nose when he saw the gas leaking from the bag.

“Don’t kill him. We can get information out of him,” Ryley said, his voice muffled by the filter.

“I’m not so sure about that, Master Ryley.” Gary sheathed his sword and knelt beside the bandit. He placed two fingers on his neck. “He’s already dead.”

Ryley looked at the bandits and then remembered what Keith had said, a shiver running down his spine. There were already people after his life.
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Chapter 03

GARY ANNOUNCED THEY had arrived as the carriage came to a smooth halt. Ryley was only half-listening. Though a few hours had passed, he was still shocked by the attempt on his life. Bandit raids were common in his line of work, and he took precautions against it. His younger brother was an adventurer and hired trusted people to help escort shipments. Ryley also used trap magic on the goods, so if someone tried to touch anything without authorization, they would suffer the consequences.

But this was different. They didn’t want to steal anything he, or rather, Keith had. They came for his life. That was the only explanation Ryley could think of. He still shivered when he remembered how the bandit’s face changed in mere seconds. That could’ve been me, he thought.

He looked at the bag the bandit had used. It was secured within a wind barrier, and maintaining the magic the entire journey was exhausting. Even though the smoke stopped after a few seconds, he wasn’t naïve enough to believe it was safe and didn’t dare to undo the spell. He had argued with Gary, who wanted to bring the bag to Keith but didn’t want to leave such a dangerous item with his lord’s future wife.

I need to examine this. I’ve dealt with poisonous gas plants but I’ve never heard of anything that acts within in seconds. If Keith has a lab, I can do something. But I don’t wanna ask him for more stuff. He could hold it against me, saying I owed him more money.

When he heard a bird’s screech, he looked outside, alarmed. It was the stone griffon statue guarding Keith’s gates opening its beak. The sight of the palace, something Ryley hadn’t expected to see for the second time in the same day, let alone live in, swept the bandits and the bag from his mind.

The gates opened, and the carriage made the roundabout around the fount with another griffon statue, before parking at the entrance. Gary opened the door, placed his hand on his back, and bowed.

The palace’s double front doors swung open and Keith hurried out. He wore the same clothes, but his cocky grin and arrogant aura were gone. The maids followed behind him.

“Are you okay? You didn’t get hurt, did you?” Keith asked, checking his future spouse from head to toe.

“I-I’m fine,” Ryley replied, taken aback by Keith’s concern. It’s because I’m his property now. I’ll be his, and no one should dare to touch something that belongs to the powerful Keith Windsor, he told himself.

“Thank the Hero.” Keith breathed out in relief. Then his expression darkened as he turned to Gary, who had handed Ryley’s suitcase to one of the maids. “The bodies?”

“I brought them as you ordered, my lord. They’re in the back compartment. It was difficult to fit them all without having to chop off a few limbs.”

“Find who they are. I doubt we can get any information about who hired them, but I want to know everything,” he ordered, his tone leaving no room for questions.

“It shall be done.” Gary bowed and then showed the maids where the bodies were. Most of them carried the cadavers and the severed limbs to the palace through the back entrance. Two maids cleaned the trail of blood and the carriage’s compartment, leaving everything spotless.

Keith appeared a bit calmer, but then his eyes landed on the bag wrapped in a faint transparent green barrier, and he scowled. “Do you know what it is?”

“No. I’ve worked with plants that can produce poisonous gases, but nothing that acts so fast. The bandit died within seconds. I’ve never seen anything like that. I need to analyze it to find out.” The toll of using Celeste for hours finally had caught up to him and he became dizzy. His sight blurred and his legs lost strength. He swayed forward but Keith caught him before fell. Blushing, Ryley looked up at his future husband. “Thanks.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Keith asked again, looking him in the eyes. There was no trace of arrogance, but worry. He channeled his Celeste into the barrier and picked up the bag with his free hand.

Ryley straightened and averted his eyes, his cheeks reddening a little more. “Y-Yeah, just tired. I wasn’t expecting people after my life so soon.”

“I told you.”

“You don’t need to sound so pleased,” Ryley jested to mask his embarrassment. Keith didn’t smile.

“I’m not. I knew my enemies would find out about you, but I didn’t expect they’d act within hours.”

“Could there be a spy?” Ryley muttered, glancing at the maids who were transporting the last of the bandits’ cadavers.

“No. I only hire people I trust. They probably heard about the meeting, and since a lot of people knew about your rare talent, it isn’t hard to assume I wanted you because of it. I can’t believe they planned to eliminate you on the same day. I underestimated them.”

“Don’t you think it could’ve been a normal bandit attack? They’re growing more frequent lately.”

“Ordinary bandits flee when they see the griffon coat of arms or hear the Windsor name. Not to mention they used this instead of getting inside the carriage, which means they were aware of the security.” Keith let out an angry sigh. “We can’t do anything without more information for now. I’ll feel much safer once we’re married in two weeks.”

“Two weeks?!” Ryley repeated, his surprise evident. That swept the bandit incident from his mind.

“If it was up to me, it’d be sooner, but my great-grandfather and the royal family wouldn’t be able to attend the wedding. Also, you need to complete your bridal training. Madame Prin wouldn’t be happy with me if I got married without her approval.”

“There’s no need to get married so fast.”

Keith flashed his cocky and sly grin, leaning closer to whisper so only his future wife could hear. “There is. That night has been in my mind for years. Not fucking you right now is taking all of my self-restraint. After all this time, you’ll finally be mine.”

Ryley flushed to an alarming shade of red. There wasn’t a single trace of a lie in Keith’s words. He struggled to come up with something to say but failed. That appeared to amuse his future husband.

Satisfied, Keith headed inside the palace. The maids, who had returned and were waiting at the back, followed him. Still overwhelmed by the situation, Ryley trailed after him.

“It’s not just because of that,” Keith continued as if he hadn’t uttered something audacious moments ago. “As word of my engagement spreads, people will investigate about you. Though you’ll be protected here, it’ll be safer for your family after we get married.” He glanced at Ryley. “Besides, I’m a traditional man.”

Ryley scoffed. “Marrying another dude isn’t exactly traditional. And you’re not being completely honest,” he pointed out.

“Can you sense what was it?”

“We’ve had this discussion. I can detect a lie, but you can mask it if you tell something true.”

Keith chuckled. “I’ll learn out more about it in the future, but for now, let me show you your new room.”

On the third floor, the maids opened one of the many doors in the corridor, revealing an exquisite room. The bed had four posters and dark blue silk curtains that matched the sheets. Across from it stood an enormous desk and bookcase and a door on the back lead to a walk-in closet. The green carpet featured an intricated pattern woven with silver forming the Windsor coat of arms. Several open windows allowed in natural light, the sounds of bird chirping, and the refreshing scent of the garden.

Ryley anticipated something similar, but it exceeded his imagination. Before he fully processed, James, Keith’s closest friend from their time at the Royal Institute, entered. “We’re back.”

Keith smiled when he saw James’ expression and then turned to Ryley. “I’d prefer to spend time with you, but I have business to attend to.”

He exited the room, followed by James and all the maids, except for one. She looked young, with brown hair tied in two buns beneath her maid bonnet. Her smile was bright as if she were eager to serve.

“My name is Fran and I shall be your personal maid. I’m delighted to serve you, Mistress Ryley— no, I mean, Master Ryley!” Her smile vanished and she became paler, her mouth hanging open. She gulped and bowed as deeply as she could. “Please forgive me! You came here to be Lord Keith’s wife so I—”

“It’s alright. I came here to be a wife even though I’m a guy,” Ryley smiled and waved his hand, hoping to put her at ease. She breathed out in relief.

“Apologies, Master Ryley Lord Keith has been giving us specific instructions about you since this morning. I’ve never seen him act like this.”

“Sorry about that. I bet he’s still as bossy as I remember. It must have been tough for everyone.”

“Oh, not at all. Lord Keith is a highborn who expects the best from those who serve him. But he’s different from most nobles. He doesn’t treat us like disposable faceless tools. I’m so lucky to work for someone like him. Everyone here feels the same.”

Ryley noticed she wasn’t lying. In the Royal Institute, social ranks weren’t supposed to matter. They were all students. On the surface, at least. Most nobles acted superior to peasant students. This was common knowledge, and the teachers made no effort to change. Commoners and low nobility like Ryley feared they would attract the attention of a highborn noble.

But Keith wasn’t like that. He treated everyone with respect, Ryley recalled. It seems that part of him hasn’t changed.

“What are Keith’s instructions?” he asked, unsure if he wanted to know.

“Lord Keith said you should always look your best. He wants us to attend to you before your first lesson.”

As if on cue, two maids entered with a steaming bathtub. A magic circle beneath the porcelain made it float. They pushed the tub to a corner and left without a word.

“So Keith thinks I stink. Back in the Institute, nobles teased me saying I had swamp smell,” Ryley joked.

Fran looked mortified and shook her head and hands. “No, not at all, Master Ryley! Lord Keith never said that! He said you would be tired from the journey, and wanted you to relax a bit.”

“So thoughtful.” Ryley didn’t skimp on his sarcasm. He waited for Fran to leave, but she didn’t seem inclined to do so. “Alright, then, if you’ll excuse me…”

Fran smiled the same way an adult smiled when they saw a child doing something quirky. “Lord Keith said you might not be aware, but maids are here to assist their masters at all times.”

“Even with a bath?”

“Yes, Master Ryley. It’s quite common.” Fran’s cheeks turned a shade of pink, and she averted her gaze. “He’s aware you might feel uncomfortable undressing before a woman but he was strict that only female maids should attend to you.”

Ryley opened his mouth to protest but he knew it would be in vain and sighed. Arguing with a maid who wasn’t lying would consume energy, and something inside him said he should conserve it for later. His day had already been long, and it was far from over.

Embarrassed, he undressed down to his underwear but hesitated to remove them. He had made his decision to marry Keith and would soon join the highborn society, but he never expected to undress in front of a stranger on the same day.

“There’s no need to be embarrassed, Master Ryley. I might be new, but the head maid approved me!” Her pride was evident.

Gritting his teeth, Ryley pulled down his underwear and stepped into the hot water. His embarrassment grew when Fran applied soap and gently cleaned him with a sponge. Sitting here naked while someone cleans me is too weird. I don’t know what to do with my hands. He wanted to break the silence but had no idea what to say.

“Your skin is so smooth, Master Ryley. Even highborn ladies don’t have skin like yours,” Fran said.

“I create health and skincare products and test them on myself.”

Fran stared at his skin and then at his hair. “Are you from the Quagmire Flower company?!”

“I’m the owner.”

“No way! I love your products. We all do. Everyone here uses them!”

Ryley smiled. “Glad to hear that.”

Fran admired Ryley’s arm, her face mesmerized. Then she seemed to remember what she was supposed to do, blushed, and continued her work.

The awkwardness of having someone he had met moments ago bathe him faded and Ryley managed to enjoy and even relax. Once Fran had finished, she picked up a towel, closed her eyes, and gently dried him as if afraid to hurt his skin. Then she handed him a robe so soft he thought it was made of clouds, retrieved a small bell from her uniform pocket, and rang it once.

The other maids returned. One used a wand to make a white porcelain basin filled with water levitate, another carried a basket filled with products from the Quagmire Flower company, and a third brought a floating chair. She placed it next to Ryley, activated the magic on the tub, and used her wand to push it out of the room.

Ryley sat on the chair and leaned back. At once the maids slabbed hot wax all over his body. As they waited it to dry, Fran carefully dampened his hair and used a lavender shampoo. Although still uneasy of strangers touching him, he couldn’t help but relax as Fran massaged his head.

“Argh!”

The maids pulled off the dry wax without warning. The pain wasn’t intense he hadn’t been prepared. Though he applied numbing herbs on the product to lessen the pain, it still hurt. His body stung and there wasn’t a single body hair. I tested it on myself but I don’t remember being this bad. Mom and Emi never complained about this pain. I need to revise the formula when I can.

The maids continued their work. One of them applied oil to his skin while the other did his nails. Ryley closed his eyes, waiting. After what felt like an eternity, the maids finished.

“Please open your eyes and take a look, Master Ryley!” Fran announced.

A beautiful woman stared at him. It took him a couple of seconds to realize it was a mirror, and the woman was his reflection. Ryley had no words. He had always been rather delicate and feminine, which he didn’t like. When he was a kid, he had to take on female roles in his town festivals due to certain circumstances. At the Institute, men had flirted with him on several occasions. He was never interested in cross-dressing or exploring that side of him. Outside of testing his products, he had no interest in makeup. And yet, Ryley was mesmerized by his reflection.

His lips were red and plump, his cheeks more vivid, and his eyelashes longer. His eyes appeared bigger. His blond hair, though short, was curly, and instead of the usual loose locks, one of them was braided and tied to the side, accentuating his face. His skin glowed, and his toenails and fingernails were glossy pink.

Fran pressed her lips together to suppress her smile, waiting for his verdict.

“I never imagined I could look like this,” he said, hoping that was enough. He didn’t know how to feel about his new look but he had to admit Fran did an amazing job.

“Lord Keith asked me to ensure you look wonderful. But this isn’t my best, Master Ryley! I need to test a few colors and discover what suits you. My job is to serve and make sure you look your best, and I’ll do that with joy.”

Ryley wasn’t thrilled about the idea. He knew he would have to cross-dress when he agreed to marry Keith, but that didn’t mean he had to enjoy it. However, he couldn’t get annoyed with Fran given her genuine eagerness and joy.

He was already tired and wanted to lie down for a few minutes, or perhaps for the rest of the day. Except from Fran, the maids left the room with the chair, basin, and basket, and he suspected there was more. A few minutes later, they returned with racks filled with various types of clothing. And they weren’t alone. A noble-looking young woman entered the room after them. She had long loose blond hair and light makeup that enhanced her beauty. She wore a short green dress and high heels.

“Hey, Ryley. We don’t have much time, so let’s get started,” she said. Fran pulled one of the racks with lingerie. Ryley didn’t move, looking at the woman with a queer look. Only then she did a perfect and elegant curtsy. “My bad. I’m Jean Breeze. I’m Keith’s distant cousin and I’m living here for various reasons.”

“Nice to meet you,” he said in a tired voice, grabbing a random pair of underwear.

He put them the cute pure white pair of panties without disrobing. They’re a bit small, but they’re not tight. My dick isn’t being squashed, but they make my ass look bigger. He checked the rest of the underwear options and his face its color; somehow, he had picked the one of the safest ones. The rest were all lewd and sexy.

“Did Keith pick these?”

“Nah. It was me. He preferred to be surprised. The only thing he asked was to get those that highlighted your ass, since he enjoys looking at it. His words, not mine.”

Ryley wanted to grunt but refrained himself; Jean wasn’t lying. Can’t believe my future husband said that. “Anything more?”

Fran handed him a white corset with a smile. Ryley said nothing as she put it on him, but when she tightened the laces, he grunted. He glanced at the large human-size mirror in the room and noticed his waist looked narrower and his hips wider. Without thinking, he turned around to check his behind. My ass looks bigger.

When he realized what doing, he shook his head. Jean laughed and help him pick a dress easy to move, though it exposed more shoulders and legs than he wished.

“You have fantastic legs, Ryley. Keith will be pleased,” she said, as Fran helped him put the dress on.

Ryley held his urge to say he didn’t care about pleasing Keith. They moved on to the shoes. He wanted to pick a pair with a low heel since he wasn’t used to, but Jean intervened.

“You’re about to marry Keith Windsor. You need to get used to high heels as soon as possible,” Jean reminded him.

Tsk. I need to find a way to deal with her honesty, Ryley thought as Fran helped him put on the high heels. To his surprise, he found out he didn’t dislike the sensation of being a few centimeters taller. That vanished as he took his first step. If not for Fran, he would be on the floor. He chuckled to mask his embarrassment. “Thanks, Fran. It’ll take time for me to get used to heels.”

“You have little.”

An older woman entered the room. She wore a long dark blue velvet dress, and her black hair, with streaks of white here and there, was tied in a tight bun at the back of her head. With her half-moon glasses with a silver thread on it, she reminded Ryley of a strict teacher you shouldn’t annoy at the Institute. “It’s taking too long.”

“My bad, I mean, apologies, Madame Prin.” Jean’s relaxed demeanor vanished and she stood straight. Fran bowed to the woman and used her wand to make the racks float into the walk-in closet.

Madame Prin inspected Ryley from every angle. “Excellent work, Fran. I had my doubts when Lord Keith informed me he would marry another man, but seeing you like this, I believe I can make a fine wife out of you.”

“Thank you, Madame Prin,” Fran replied with a proud smile.

“Since our work here is finished, we’ll take our leave,” Jean said. She seemed eager to get out of there. Fran opened the door, and Jean mouthed “good luck” to Ryley before as she exited.

The woman known as Madame Prin adjusted her glasses and made a flawless curtsy. “It’s my pleasure to meet you, Master Ryley. My name is Gisele Prin and I taught Lord Keith and his siblings and now I teach his children. He has appointed me to be your teacher. I understand you are a noble who graduated from the Royal Institute of Magical Arts, but highborn society is different. You must present yourself impeccably at all times. I shall instruct you in etiquette, dance, history of the houses and the country, and anything else you need to know. On top of that, you shall undergo an intense bridal training. Time is of essence,” she said almost in one breath. She extended her arms, assuming a leading dance posture.

Ryley remained motionless as his mind processed all what she said. When she narrowed her eyes, he snapped out of it and hurried to join her. He held her hand and placed his other hand on her shoulder, while touched his waist.

“Remember, one, two, three,” she said. They barely started when he stumbled. She pursed her lips, breathing hard through her nose, but didn’t say anything. Gulping, he braced himself for a long afternoon.

It was late into the night by the time Ryley was finally released. He was drained both mentally and physically. Madame Prin was more than strict; even small mistakes didn’t go by unnoticed and it took long until she was somewhat satisfied enough for the day. They had dinner in his room, and though the food was delicious, he couldn’t appreciate it. According to her, meals were also a moment of teaching, and drilled proper dining etiquette into him.

Ryley yearned nothing more than throw himself onto the bed and sleep, but he restrained himself. With the last shred of willpower he had left, or perhaps the fear of Madame Prin’s earful the following day, he took off his heels, undressed, and dragged himself to the makeup dresser.

He ignored the polished silver bell with the griffon crest; he knew he should call Fran and let her take care of his skincare routine. As a future member of the Windsor family, it was expected of him to let others take care of such tasks.

But he needed a few moments for himself. The day had been much longer and crazier than even in his wildest dream. When I came here, I never imagined it’d end in a marriage proposal from Keith. Nor that people would come for my life because of it.

He checked the dresser’s drawers and found a towel used for makeup removal with the Quagmire Flower company logo. It was one of the premium products for nobles and rich merchants. Trying to impress me, Keith?

As he was about to clean his face, Ryley he noticed his reflection in the mirror. Despite the exhaustive lessons, he looked fabulous. It wasn’t solely the makeup; there wasn’t a single loose hair lock. If he were to attend a highborn social event, he wouldn’t look out of place. On the inside, I feel like I’ve been trampled by a mad wild boar-bull, but I don’t look bad. I’ll ignore the fact that I’m cross-dressing.

He cleaned his face and applied moisturizer. Then he undid his hair, massaging his scalp. Touching himself never felt so good. He removed the corset and took deep breaths. He never imagined breathing could feel so liberating. As he inhaled slowly, the door swung open.

“Keith!” he exclaimed as his future husband closed the door. Out of reflex, he covered himself with his arms as best he could. Exposing himself to another man wearing only panties was embarrassing.

Keith smiled. “Beautiful. As expected of the man I picked to be my wife.”

“Even when complimenting someone, you can make it about you,” Ryley grunted as he lowered his arms.

“Getting you after all this time is amazing of me.” With a strange glow in his eyes, Keith ran his fingers through Ryley’s hair, playing with a loose strand. “How was your first day?”

“Exhausting. The journey, the bandits, the maids, Madame Prin…” Talking about it was tiresome but complaining gave him some relief and energy. “Speaking of which, are you trying to lie to yourself by pretending you’re not marrying another guy?”

Keith burst into a hearty laughter. “I’m not. I want you dressed like that because it suits you better. But I am aware you’re a guy, and I don’t want it any other way.”

Ryley clicked his tongue. I hate that he’s not lying.

Keith’s smile turned sly in response. “Even if you’re exhausted, your day isn’t over. I’m not letting you sleep so early.”

With ease, he lifted and carried Ryley to the bed before his future spouse could object. He trailed a hand along Ryley’s back, causing goosebumps on the other man. The touch was gentle and yet firm.

Ryley’s breathing became faster. He knew what would happen if he didn’t stop Keith; the same thing from the night he didn’t want to remember. “I’m not ready.”

“You belong to me now,” Keith said in his deep voice as if settling the matter.

He kissed and bit Ryley’s neck. It didn’t damage the skin or leave a mark, but it was enough for Ryley to feel it. Keith moved down on his chest, licking and nibbling one nipple and pinching the other.

Ryley pressed his lips together to stifle a moan. Blood rushed to his manhood, making his lingerie tighter. Am I enjoying this!? It can’t be! I’m exhausted, that’s all!

“You said were a traditional man. Are we gonna do it before getting married?” he blurted when it crossed his mind.

“After seeing you dressed like this, do you expect me to control myself?” There was an unmistakable lust in Keith’s eyes and word. “I want and will have you now.”

There were no lies in his words.

He kissed Ryley’s belly and was about to move down to the dick, now hard enough the panties weren’t enough to hide it anymore.

“Is Keith Windsor a man who’ll go back on his word?!”

Keith looked at Ryley with an intrigued expression. After considering those words, he flashed a cocky smile. “You’re right. However, if my future spouse begs, what kind of man would I be if I denied?”

“I’d never beg,” Ryley scoffed defiantly. He knew his hardening dick didn’t help his case.

“You did it that night.”

“I didn’t.”

Keith laughed. “I don’t need a talent like yours to know you’re lying.”

He turned Ryley around and embraced his future wife from behind with one arm. The other hand went to Ryley’s dick.

“You’re oozing with pre-cum and I barely touched you.” He raised his hands to show it. Ryley blushed and averted his gaze. Keith licked his fingers before any drop fell. With a satisfied chuckle, he stroked his future wife’s cock as if it too belonged to him.

Ryley bit down his lips to stop another moan but it didn’t change the fact that he was about to cum. He did his best but no matter how much he tried, he ejaculated.

“You’re still not begging even after letting out this much.” Keith was mildly surprised. Instead of annoyed, however, he seemed even eager. With his seamen-soaked hand, he went inside Ryley’s panties, looking for that small and tight hole.

Ryley held his breath as one finger entered him. At first, it was a strange sensation, one that he forgot and didn’t want to remember. But as the finger massaged him, pleasure aroused. Then another finger was inside him, and this time he let out a low but undistinguishable moan.

That encouraged Keith further. His strong fingers moved harder, reaching even deeper. And then they found Ryley’s pleasure spot.

“Ah!” he moaned louder.

“Ready to beg?”

Ryley didn’t hear Keith; his future husband’s voice seemed to be far away. His dick, which was soft after ejaculating, was hard once again, even more than before. Damn it. Why does this feel so good?

He was about to reach his limit. He was about to beg Keith to fuck him again, like that night. He opened his mouth, but then someone knocked.

“Keith, Duke Karth sent a message. He wants your presence tomorrow morning. We need to leave immediately or won’t make it in time,” James said, and he sounded urgent.

Keith closed his eyes and took a couple of deep breaths. After controlling his anger, he removed his fingers from within Ryley, stood up, and used magic to clean himself; there was a visible stain on his crotch.

“I’ll hear you begging me before the wedding,” he declared with confidence before leaving.

Ryley panted heavily, his erection throbbing. Keith was gone, but he could still feel the sensation and the warmth of his finger inside him.
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Chapter 04

RYLEY DIDN’T BREATHE as the maids put him in the corset and then the wedding dress, careful not to get a single crease on it. Everything had to be perfect, and they had spent a lot of extra time with his makeup, hair, and clothes to ensure of that. All under Madame Prin’s strict supervision.

“Can I have a drink?” he asked. He hadn’t eaten anything for hours. His last meal had been breakfast, and that had been a meager one. And yet, he wasn’t hungry. He was too nervous, and his stomach too tight to take in anything other than liquid.

“You can drink later. I noticed you barely ate. Your dress has magic on it, so it’ll stretch and match your figure to some degree. There’s no reason to restrain yourself that much,” she said in a rare display of honest worry.

“I don’t think I can eat anything right now,” he admitted. Then he smiled at her. “The country is paying attention, so I need to be perfect.”

He had lost count of how many times he repeated that in the past three weeks. Almost every time sarcasm and annoyance accompanied those words, but Madame Prin was satisfied anyway. According to her, even if he was saying those words to please her, it would stick to him.

She looked at him with a raised eyebrow. Then she did something Ryley hadn’t seen since they met; she chuckled. “Correct.”

When the maids finished, Madame Prin was back to her usual strict expression. She walked around him, checking him from head to toe. The corner of her tight lips curled a bit when she nodded in approval. “You were a diamond in the rough, but now I can say you are the perfect bride.” There was a note of pride and emotion in her voice.

“I don’t know how a guy should feel about that,” he joked, making sure he didn’t look in the mirror.

“You should be happy. Men can be wives as long as they fulfill their roles. And I’m glad I was the one who helped bloom you. I’ll admit I was a bit skeptical when Lord Keith asked me to teach you, but it’s been a while since I had this much fun in this job.”

Ryley was torn. On one hand, he recalled all the trouble and pain and wondered if Madame Prin had a sadistic side. On the other hand, she hadn’t lied so far, and her words moved him. I’m not used to them being honest.

His feelings vanished when the maids brought the human-sized mirror with magic. Ryley had grown used to seeing himself looking feminine and delicate after three weeks. Or so he thought. But today, on his wedding day, he looked even more beautiful.

His eyes seemed bigger and brighter, his lips plump, red, and sparkly, and his cheeks a slight shade of pink. He wore a golden necklace with a crystal griffon holding a diamond on one of its claws, and matching earrings. His dress, pure ivory white, had no cleavage and exposed his back and shoulders, held by magic. The skirt was medium length without any decoration—though he hadn’t seen Keith since the first day, Madame Prin said his future husband had handpicked the wedding dress. The heels matched the dress and had a cute griffon jewel on each as decoration. Ryley had fought to make them as low as possible but both Madame Prin and Jean were adamant about high heels. There was a considerable height difference between him and Keith.

“Soon you walk down the aisle and become a Windsor,” she said. Ryley’s stomach turned up another notch. “I want to see that from up close. I need to get a good seat.”

When Madame Prin left, the maids trailed after her after bowing to him. He let out a heavy sigh and looked at his reflection again. He had no idea why, but he twirled once. The hem of his dress trailed after him and he liked seeing that. With his shaved legs and heels, even he couldn’t deny it was an alluring sight. The next second, he realized what he was thinking and groaned. What the hell is wrong with me?

Not wanting to crack that jewel now, he checked his back. His T-back lingerie, which was digging between his buttocks, wasn’t visible through the fabric thanks to the magic. That also made it look as if he wasn’t wearing anything underneath. Can’t believe Keith chose this lingerie. He’s the only one who’ll see it, so why make it so sexy?

“I saw that.” Jean made no effort to hide her grin.

“I didn’t know you were still here,” he mumbled, embarrassed. Damn it. I thought she’d left with everyone.

“Of course. I wouldn’t leave you alone, or I’d fail as your bridesmaid. But after seeing you enjoying yourself, I see I’m not needed.”

“Shut up. Madame Prin forced me to twirl so many times it became a habit.” Ryley grunted and looked for his bouquet to bury his face in it.

They had grown closer and become friends. Jean was a bastard, and her father wanted to arrange a marriage for her with some low noble or merchant to get rid of her. She had caused a lot of trouble in his marriage by simply existing.

By luck, Keith discovered Jean had a natural talent for gathering information. As a bastard, in order to survive the noble society, she became a master at finding out people’s dirt. She didn’t consider it that. She called it “getting to know people” and Keith wanted that, so he brought her to his mansion a few months ago. She too was taking Madame Prin’s lessons, but unlike Ryley, she had received some training before. According to her father, that made her more desirable for marriage.

“Good you’re doing it out of habit. Now it’s time to put everything you learned to the test. Remember, all eyes will be on you. You’ve been secluded by Keith’s order, but after today, you’ll be part of the high nobility. Your name will be in people’s mouths,” Jean said in a Madame Prin impression. She even fixed imaginary glasses.

“Six out of ten. Madame Prin rarely smiles,” Ryley joked. They looked at each other and then laughed.

“Good enough for me.” Jean entered the walking closet and came out with a cart with drinks she hid yesterday. She made two drinks and offered one to him. Ryley drank it in one gulp and handed it back to her, who poured him more of the transparent brown liquid. “So, how are you feeling?”

“With the bridal training, I’ve been too busy to think about it, but it’s happening. I’m getting married to another guy to be his wife,” he chewed the last words.

His assassination attempt seemed to have been a bigger deal than they imagined. According to Jean, Karth Windsor heard about it and ordered an investigation. Because of that, Keith hadn’t been around, and they hadn’t had the chance to continue what they started on Ryley’s first night in the palace.

However, after today, there was no chance of him escaping his fate.

“I know you don’t regret it, so I won’t ask. Instead, I’ll say I talked to your parents. They seemed okay. A little nervous, but okay with everything. Your sister was mingling as if she belonged, and your brother knew a few people and stuck to them. It seemed they had heard his name from adventurers.”

Ryley was relieved to hear that. He talked to them a little when they arrived but under Madame Prin’s order, the maids dragged him to get ready. The little he saw made him worried. He couldn’t help but feel his parents were consumed by guilt. Emily, his sister, had her professional smile, and he couldn’t figure out what she was thinking. His brother Huxley seemed disappointed to see the older brother he admired dressed as a woman.

Getting married to Keith was my decision. I’ll fulfill my duties as his wife, but in the meantime, I’ll use my new connections to make our company even bigger. With any luck, I’ll earn the money back with interest in less than two years and buy my freedom. Then things will go back to how they used to be.

“Thanks for checking on them,” he said, glad they had become friends. Jean’s presence and friendship helped him endure Madame Prin’s lessons.

They were both drinking in silence when she gave him a queer gaze. “Do you think you’ll like Keith’s dick now?”

Ryley coughed. At once, he drew his wand, cleaned the drink on his chin, and checked himself in the mirror. To his relief, his makeup and his dress were safe. Madame Prin would kill him if he ruined them.

Jean laughed. “That was the reaction I expected.”

“I can’t believe you dragged that out of me.”

“I’m your new BFF. And just so you know, it was Keith’s first time with another guy. Wonder if he was nervous and that’s why you didn’t enjoy it.”

“How do you know that?”

“Some of your old schoolmates came here, and they were all surprised that Keith’s getting married to you. No one expected that. The word was that he had a lot of women back then, and none ever complained about his performance.”

Ryley hummed and finished his drink, uninterested.

“I know you’ve been thinking about it. Don’t you dare lie to me,” Jean added. Ryley clicked his tongue, and she grinned in victory. “Tonight, you’ll find out how much he improved. I know for a fact he’s been waiting for this for a long time. I even have a bet.”

“What bet?” Ryley asked begrudgingly. Jean had a way of making people talk. That was why Keith wanted her.

She smiled and leaned closer as if she was about to share a secret even though there were only the two of them in the room. “From what James said, Keith was mad he had to be away for three weeks. I doubt he’ll be able to do all the obligations before dragging you to this room and fucking you senseless.”

Ryley groaned, both because of what Jean said and the reminder of his obligations. Madame Prin had drilled those into him as much as the dancing lessons. After the ceremony, they had to greet and accept the gifts from the royalty, the higher rank nobles, and then the influential people. Afterward, food would be served, though the husband and wife would only have appetizers. While the guests ate and socialized, they would take wedding photos and then have their first dance as a married couple. Only after that could they eat. It would take a few hours until they were free of their obligations.

“I’m not thinking about either of those things.”

Jean flashed a sly grin, somewhat similar to Keith’s. “You’re telling me you didn’t imagine him carrying you to that bed, ripping your beautiful dress, grabbing your thighs with his huge and manly hands as if he owed them, caressing and pinching your nipples, kissing and licking you from your neck to your dick, sucking you, massaging your ass with his thick and firm fingers smeared with lotion and then mindlessly fucking you like—”

“Shut up! Why say that before the wedding?!” Ryley snapped, his cheeks burning. Even if he didn’t want to, his mind had been going wild imagining them having sex. Again. To his luck, the lessons were exhausting, and he didn’t have much time to think about it before falling asleep. But now, moments before his wedding, he couldn’t help but picture his first night as a wife.

“It’s happening anyway, and you know that.”

Ryley muttered something unintelligible. Jean let out a nasty laugh and prepared two shots of a transparent liquid. “I didn’t remember my maid of honor having the job of riling me up before the ceremony,” he complained.

“You look less nervous, so here. To a job well done.” With a grin, she offered Ryley one of the shots.

He knew he shouldn’t have that much alcohol on an empty stomach; the last thing he needed was to be drunk before the most important people in the kingdom. But he couldn’t help himself and gulped it down. The alcohol was strong, and he coughed.

“C’mon. It’s time,” Jean said, getting the shot glass and putting it on the cart.

Ryley hadn’t noticed the crystal on the makeup dresser blinking, which meant it was time. With a deep breath to clear his head, he stood up, picked up his bouquet, and went with Jean. His steps were steady and had no hesitation.

Even though the wedding was organized in less than a month, there were over four hundred guests. Most of them were Keith’s, but Ryley knew a few since he had noble clients. The majority he only knew thanks to Madame Prin, who drilled their names into him. It would be an insult if he didn’t know.

His stomach tightened up another knot when he peered outside the garden and saw the royal family sitting in the honor seats above the rest. The king wore his crown, the queen looked stunning, the crowned prince and his wife looked as if they belonged in romantic stories, their kids matched them, and so did the other princes and princesses. Even so, Ryley’s eyes went to Karth Windsor, who sat a few seats after them.

Despite his advanced age, his strong build and short black hair with a few streaks of grey made him seem to be in his mid-forties. His goatee was completely white. On the handle of his black and shiny cane, there was a griffon made of living metal alloy. He wore dark green clothes with silver details, and on the chest was the Windsor family crest. He was talking to the current prime minister, who sat between him and the royal family.

The current prime minister was a Terrowin and the father of the crowned prince’s wife. Historically, the Windors took care of the kingdom’s military and external affairs and the Terrowins were in charge of internal affairs. After the war with the Demons ended hundreds of years ago, the royal family, Merek, along with the Windsors, lost power within the country to the Terrowin. It was Karth who restored the Windsor influence. Despite that rivalry, both families were on good terms according to Madame Prin.

“I’ve only seen him once. My father ordered me to stay out of sight when Duke Windsor came to visit him. He was still prime minister back then. Letting him see a bastard would be an insult to him,” Jean muttered when she saw who Ryley was looking at.

Ryley groaned. If he made a mistake before the royal family, it would look bad on him and Keith. But if he did it before the duke, it could get in Keith’s way. “How old were you?”

“Six or seven. People didn’t celebrate my birthday so I’m not sure. Anyway, the Duke was still prime minister back then and it was the only time he visited my house. My father is too small to get Karth Windsor’s attention.”

“Are your parents here?”

“Yeah. Keith asked me if I wanted to veto them, but it’d be too insulting for my father. Father is already mad Keith found out about me, and that could make him work against Keith in the future. He’s petty like that. My half brothers and sisters are also here.”

The soft song stopped and a new one started. All the guests became quiet and turned their heads to the entrance. Keith walked down the aisle with his mother, who had a serene face. Ryley couldn’t tell if she was happy or not at her son’s gay wedding.

“Ah, crap. C’mon!” She grabbed his hand and pulled him to a small room leading to the garden. The people involved in the ceremony were waiting for them.

Ryley joined the back of the line, where his parents were. Terry wore a black crocodile leather suit, which was fancier, and more expensive than anything Ryley knew he had. Not only did he seem uncomfortable wearing such an outfit, but the Quagmire family crest, which was an alligator, was wrong. Tracy wore a long blue dress and a meadow thistle flower pendant. Her chestnut hair was tied elegantly to the side.

Madame Prin said Keith sent his parents fancy clothes and a few more things now that they would become family. At least he tried with the crest, Ryley thought, smiling. For a small house like this, knowing it was an alligator was more than most.

His parents saw and smiled at him. If they still had mixed feelings about the wedding, that didn’t stop Tracy’s eyes from welling up.

“You look pretty, son,” she said, holding back her tears.

“I have to agree,” Terry said, his smile turning awkward. He didn’t know how to feel about seeing his eldest son in a wedding dress, but he wasn’t lying.

There wasn’t time to talk after that. James and his wife were at the head of the line and entered the hall. He was Keith’s best man. Then it was Jean’s turn. Next to her was Huxley, who wore similar clothes to Terry and seemed annoyed. Jean whispered something to him, and he chuckled grudgingly. She looked back, winked at Ryley, locked arms with Huxley, and walked down the aisle.

Keith’s son, Arthur, had a serious expression as he walked carrying a cushion with the rings. After him came Katharine, his sister. The young girl wore a light pink dress, and flowers as decoration in her hair. She held a basket of paper griffons that floated around, glowed, and divided until they became specks of dust, creating a sort of snowy aura after she threw them. Unlike his brother, she was having fun throwing the griffons.

According to Jean, Arthur and his sister had been with their maternal grandfather for the past month, so they hadn’t met yet. I didn’t think about it, but I’m gonna be a stepdad. And on top of that, I also have to teach them magic.

When Katherine joined Arthur, the music changed. Except for the royal family, everyone else stood up. It was time.

Holding his father and mother’s arms, Ryley walked down the aisle. He didn’t look to the sides, focusing on his steps. He wasn’t worried about tripping and embarrassing himself, but he didn’t want to see the guests’ reactions. Even if it wasn’t unheard of, male brides were rare, and Jean told him people were talking about the famous Keith Windsor marrying another guy.

Keith waited for him at the end of the aisle. Like he had been taught, when Ryley was before the altar, he raised his head slowly. He was supposed to flash an elegant and wide smile, but when he met his husbands-to-be’s eyes, he blushed and froze. Keith’s usual cocky expression wasn’t there; instead, he truly looked happy.

Terry handed Ryley’s hand to him and then he and Tracy sat in the front row. Thanks to the heels, Ryley was only a head shorter than Keith. The priest began, but he didn’t pay attention. His heart was thumping so much he couldn’t hear.

After three weeks of intense bridal training, getting ready, and seeing all the guests, it was now that it sank in; he was getting married. When he came to himself, he was saying “I do” and Keith was leaning closer.

It was a gentle and firm kiss, one that sealed his fate. Ryley now belonged to Keith.
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Chapter 05

RYLEY SUSPECTED HE wouldn’t have to talk much for the next hour or so. Given the considerable difference in status between the newlywed couple, people talked mostly to Keith. His main job was to look beautiful, sit, smile, accept their gifts, and reply when guests talked to him. And he was thankful for that. Thanks to the combination of an empty stomach, alcohol, and anxiety, the confidence he had that he wouldn’t embarrass himself and his new husband was gone.

First came the royal family, starting with the current king and queen and the youngest prince and princess. Keith accepted their words of congratulation—it seemed they had met before—and Ryley acted like the perfect wife. Next came the crowned prince, who looked as arrogant as Keith, his wife, and their children.

“Congratulations, Keith. We’ve known each other for so long, I never expected you’d have such inclinations. But with a beautiful wife like that, I can’t blame you. It’s hard to believe you’re a man,” he said to Ryley, smiling. Though there were no lies in his words, his way was similar to Keith’s, and that annoyed Ryley.

Keith’s smile never faltered, as if he already expected it. “When you find the one you want to spend the rest of your life with, such trivial things don’t matter.”

“I understand. I’m the same. I love my wife too.” He held her hand and looked her in the eyes.

The moment the crowned prince said those words, Ryley felt a ringing at the back of his head. He placed his hand above Keith’s, hoping his new husband noticed. “If our marriage is half as good as yours, we’ll consider ourselves lucky.”

Even without looking, he could tell Keith had picked up the sign. They exchanged a few more words, and the crowned prince and his family left.

Ryley already wanted to stop smiling; forcing it for this long was tiresome.

When the head of the Windsor family came, Keith tensed up, sat straighter, and breathed slower.

“Considering the short time, it was a lovely ceremony, Keith,” Karth said when he came forward. Though he spoke in a friendly tone, his voice had an imposing energy. He didn’t seem as if he was forcing it; it came naturally to him. “I must say, when I heard you were marrying a man, I was rather surprised. But after seeing your bride, I understand. It’s been a while since I saw a man as beautiful as you.”

When the duke looked at him, Ryley froze. It lasted a split second before he remembered what he was supposed to say and do. He cursed himself for taking so long.

“Kind words, my lord. Hearing them from you is an honor.” Ryley recited what Madame Prin taught him, bowing his head, his hands folded on his lap. Shit. She’s gonna give me an earful because of this. But I can’t help it. His eyes felt as if they were piercing into my soul. “Thank you for attending our wedding.”

“Keith is one of my great-grandsons and could be my heir. I had to see what kind of wife he was taking, especially because I had never heard of your family. But I was also intrigued. I have never seen a same-sex marriage.”

The corner of Ryley’s mouth twitched for a heartbeat. Karth had lied. Hearing such a trivial lie from a man such as Duke Windsor caught him off guard.

“Did you pick up my lie?” His voice was neutral as he ran his hand on his goatee, making it hard to tell what he was thinking.

Ryley did his best to keep a straight face; he had a habit of pressing his lips and Madame Prin made him aware of it. By his side, he could feel Keith’s intense gaze.

“Yes, my lord. Guess my surprise was obvious,” Ryley joked.

“So the rumors are true. Interesting. I have met people with such skill, but they were never up to my expectations.”

“You can test me, if it interests you, my lord.” Though Ryley didn’t mean to, the moment the words came out, he realized how bold they sounded. He kept a pleasant smile, but on the inside his stomach turned up another notch. Keith grabbed the arms of his chair a bit harder. Why did I say that? I shouldn’t have drunk that much.

There was a brief, and tense, moment of silence as Karth looked Ryley in the eyes. Then his face softened a little and he chuckled.

“I like that confidence. All the others seemed to cower before me.” He hummed for a moment, holding his cane with both hands before him. “I have engaged in cross-dressing before.”

Ryley felt a weak ringing; a lie hidden within the truth. “You’re not being completely honest, my lord.”

“Ho? Where?”

“If I have to guess, you have cross-dressed once or twice in your past, but you don’t believe it was enough to say you engaged in it.”

“You are right.” Karth smiled. “Can your talent figure out that much?”

Ryley held his impulse to look at Keith; he wasn’t sure how much he should say, but he didn’t want to lie. If he offended the duke, it could jeopardize his new husband’s plan.

“Unfortunately, no, my lord. If I hear something the person believes to be true, I don’t feel anything. If the person knows they’re telling me a lie, my talent picks it up, and the bigger the lie, the stronger it gets.”

“So you can pick up a lie, but not exactly what,” Karth said, more to him than to Ryley. “How did you know I cross-dressed only once?”

“That would be my experience, my lord.”

“Now I see why my grandson rushed this wedding. Bringing someone with your talent to the family was a great move.” Karth Windsor smiled broadly. “It was a pleasure meeting you. I’m interested to see how you’ll contribute to the family. Congratulations and best wishes.”

“Did he lie at the end?” Keith asked in a low voice when his great-grandfather walked away.

“No,” Ryley whispered. Before Keith asked more, the prime minister and his family approached.

Then came Keith’s parents and siblings, followed by Ryley’s family. Ryley was upset they couldn’t talk much to them since the line of people waiting didn’t seem to have an end, but it was better than nothing. Hux is one thing, but Mom and Dad looked upset. Wonder what happened…

“My husband and I congratulate you on the wonderful wedding, dear cousin. Richard sent his apologies for his absence. He’s sick and my sons are taking care of him,” said a beautiful highborn noble with silky blond, almost golden, hair. She flashed a smile that was too similar to the one Keith used before mocking someone. “And thank you for giving me the opportunity of seeing a male bride. I thought I wouldn’t see one in my lifetime.”

“Thank you, Euphy. I’m glad you came. I thought you were still mad about the loan,” Keith said with a pleasant smile Ryley recognized to be fake.

“To be honest, I was surprised when they paid me with your money. Then I heard you were marrying their eldest son and I realized what happened.”

Ryley broke his smile and looked at her with a confused expression. Keith grinned at him and held his hand. “You didn’t know, honey? My cousin, Euphemia, was the one who lent your parents the money for the shipment. And from what I heard, you were quite upset to lose the swamps you almost had.” Despite his low voice, the provocative tone was clear.

Unlike Ryley’s, Euphemia’s face betrayed none of it. She was as good, if not better than Keith at masking her feelings. Her smile never left her lips. “Oh, dear. Guess you little spies aren’t doing their job right, little Keith. I received my money, and that was more than enough. I wasn’t upset about losing the swamps. I’m a businesswoman. Money is more useful than land I have no interest in.”

Ryley managed to suppress his reaction and maintain his smile at the last second; Euphemia lied, and it was a big one. He squeezed Keith’s hand with more strength than necessary, hoping he could transmit that.

“I see. Then it must have been a silly rumor,” Keith said in a friendly tone. “I’m glad. I would hate it if you had some grudge against my wife’s family.”

“The only thing I have is high expectations for the company. I bought some of their products and must admit it’s better than I expected,” she said. Then she turned to Ryley for the first time. “You wouldn’t be interested in an investor after marrying my cousin, but it doesn’t mean we can’t get along. Now that you’re a Windsor lady, we’ll be seeing each other a lot more.”

“What did she lie about? Getting upset about the swamps or having no interest in the lands?” Keith asked in a hushed voice the moment Euphemia left.

“I can’t tell. It was hard to pinpoint what triggered my talent,” Ryley answered. “What are the circumstances she talked about? Why would we see each other more?”

“She’s competing with me for the inheritance. Not to mention the Windsor events.” Keith let out a hearty laugh. “Don’t worry. She wouldn’t do anything directly. She’s like a snake charmer. You’ll have a lot of trouble.”

“Ah, great. After hearing that, I can’t wait to spend more time with her,” Ryley said, dishing out all the sarcasm he had been holding for too long.

The next guests came. Then the next. And more. By the end, Ryley was exhausted and in pain. Standing and dancing on heels for hours left his feet throbbing. His lower back was sensitive thanks to that. His cheeks were tense and opening his mouth took some effort.

“I never imagined smiling could hurt,” he complained as he massaged his face.

He looked at himself in the mirror in his room and was surprised. His makeup still looked impeccable, and the dress had no wrinkles or smudges, even after all the drinking, eating, and dancing. His hair was the same; no single lock out of place.

The maids did an amazing job, he thought, admiring himself. If he wanted, he could go back to the garden, mingle, and no one would have anything other than compliments about his appearance.

“I’ll help you get out of that.” The next second, Keith whisked his wife from his feet, carrying him like a princess.

Ryley’s mind became alert; he knew what would come next, and there was no chance of being interrupted this time.

Keith laid Ryley on the bed and ran a hand on his dress, which loosened as the magic undid. With a swift move, he got rid of it, leaving his new wife in lingerie and a corset.

Ryley blushed and tensed up.
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“There’s no reason to be nervous,” Keith whispered, running the back of his hand on Ryley’s cheeks. “You belong to me, and I take care of my belongings.”

“So romantic,” Ryley muttered.

Now free of his obligations with other nobles, Keith was back to being his usual demanding self. He had the face of someone who had been waiting for this moment for too long and was barely controlling himself.

Ryley placed his arms next to his body and took a deep breath, trying to relax and lay there, waiting.

“It won’t be fun like this. I’ll enjoy myself, but I’ll pleasure you too. I want you to want me. If you can resist me, I’ll spare you.”

“Liar.”

“Only for tonight,” he added with a sly smile. “I’ve been waiting for this for too long.”

Like a child who couldn’t wait to play with his new present, he began. First, Keith kissed him on the lips. Ryley reciprocated. Even after the long and exhausting day, his new husband was a good kisser.

Keith moved from his lips to his neck, his hand on the back of Ryley’s head, and then to his nipples. He nibbled and sucked one and pinched the other.

Ryley bit his lips. A moan was coming, and he stopped it before it came out. But there was another reaction, one harder to hide. And Keith noticed the growing bulge.

“Do you want me?” he asked with a smile.

Ryley averted his gaze, getting another chuckle from his new husband.

Keith sat up, raised Ryley’s legs, and spread them open. He rubbed his trimmed beard on his left thigh and sniffed it. “I could get intoxicated with your smell. I want you so much. I was about to ignore all the procedures to have you.”

He wasn’t lying. Ryley refused to say anything. It was embarrassing laying there, exposed to another man, even if it was his husband. But there was something else. He couldn’t deny his heart was pounding faster. There was undeniable excitement. The growing bulge, now big enough the panties couldn’t keep it anymore, was proof of that.

They were both young and drunk the first and only time they slept together. Even with Keith’s experience with women, it was awkward. But now he seemed different. He had experience and confidence that matched his personality.

From the bedside table, Keith grabbed a vial with a strange white and slimy liquid Ryley hadn’t noticed until now. He smeared his hand with it, touched Ryley’s ass, and then slipped a finger inside.

Ryley bit his lips again, but a moan escaped. That encouraged Keith, who slipped another finger in and massaged everywhere he could reach. A jolt of electricity coursed his body when Keith touched a strange place inside Ryley. Almost as if turning on a magical switch, his dick hardened, oozing with pre-cum.

Keith grabbed and stroked it with his free hand.

Ryley was completely at his husband’s will. He couldn’t do anything. Stimulated on both ends, he let out a loud moan. He was about to cum, he was about to beg for Keith’s dick… when the intense pleasure stopped.

Panting and with his head hazing, he looked at Keith, who flashed a cocky smile.

“Do you want me?” he asked as if he already knew the answer.

Ryley didn’t have to think. He knew what his body wanted. He knew he had lost. With the last strength he had left, he whispered a single word, “Yes.”

There was no need for more.

Keith pressed his dick against Ryley’s hole, grabbing his legs and raising them. With a powerful thrust, he was inside. He moved slowly but firmly. Each thrust had the confidence of a man who knew how to please another. At first.

Then, his expression changed. As if taken by a lustful beast, his eyes became wild, and his breathing slowed. His hips thrust faster and harder.

“Ah!”

Ryley moaned louder than before, and this time made no effort to hold it in. He didn’t have time to think about it. He was filled with Keith’s dick, and it felt wonderful. He grabbed the silk sheet with both hands and ejaculated, and it felt better than when he did it by himself. But that didn’t make Keith stop. His husband kept thrusting.

Ryley’s dick hardened again. Without thinking, he wrapped his legs around Keith’s waist and grabbed his back. His nails dug into his husband’s skin, but that didn’t slow Keith down at all.

Keith kept hitting the same spot inside Ryley’s ass again and again, and the waves of pleasure were tenfold. It didn’t compare to his fingers. Then he felt a gush of hot liquid pouring inside his ass. Keith had cum in him. He couldn’t hold it in anymore and ejaculated for the second time.

Exhausted and sweaty, his limbs lost strength and he lay on the bed, panting. His mind was a haze of pleasure, and he had no idea how much time had passed. He waited for Keith to take his cock out of his asshole.

Then he saw the look in his new husband’s eyes.

Keith had the same expression of a man who had lost his reasoning to lust, who wasn’t satisfied with once. He wanted more and he would get it.

Ryley felt the cock in his ass throbbing. Seconds ago, it was limp and shirking, but now it was getting harder again. Without taking it out, Keith plowed his new wife again and again.

All night long.

The only thing Ryley did was moan and cum in pleasure.
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Chapter 06

RYLEY WOKE IN A BLISSFUL HAZE. He had no idea where he was or what happened last night; everything was a blur. Despite that, he couldn’t stop smiling. It was as if he had an amazing dream filled with pleasure.

He let out a lazy yawn and stretched. The moment he did, his lower back throbbed and he winced. As he rubbed the sensitive spot and wondered how he got hurt, something moved in the corner of his eye. It was breathing. He wasn’t alone in his bed; Keith was with him.

The memories of what they had done, and how many times they did it, flooded Ryley. He became wide awake and covered his face in shame. Can’t believe he had the stamina to do it so many times. My ass was overflowing, he thought, his face reddening.

He didn’t know if it was his imagination, but he sensed some of Keith’s seed still inside him; he had fainted out of pleasure and exhaustion and didn’t remember cleaning himself. His new husband was true to his word. He had been waiting for that night for so long and released all his pent-up feelings with his new wife.

When his embarrassment grew bearable, Ryley glanced at his husband’s sleeping face. I hate to admit he’s handsome. He can pick pretty much any single noblewoman in several countries with his name and looks and most would be happy. And yet, he chose me. Why did someone like Keith Windsor choose me to be his wife? He didn’t lie when he said he’s wanted me since we were students.

A thought he had been avoiding since the marriage proposal came back. Could a man like Keith really love Ryley? Not as a greedy man wanting another person for himself, but as someone who loved another and wanted to be with them. He didn’t leave after sleeping with me…

Back at the Institute, an assassin tried taking his life during their second year. One of the noble women Keith slept with was an assassin. There had been an uproar from Hominidae nobility from all over Halboor because of that. After that, he never slept with the women after making love to them, returning to his room, or sending them back to their dormitory.

Does this mean he trusts me?

The idea made Ryley’s heart pound faster. He shook his head to dismiss it. It’s too early to think. Besides, it doesn’t matter if he trusts me or not. We’re married until I can buy back my freedom, he said to himself. Yeah. Now that the speedrun version of the bridal training is over, things will start for real.

Because of everything, I couldn’t examine the bag with the gas the assassin used. Wonder what Keith did with it? I also need to resume my research. I was in the middle of developing a new perfume. And I need to get an update from Mom and Dad about the company. It’s been almost a month.

As Ryley listed in his head what he had to do, he stood up and winced in pain again. Grunting and massaging his lower back, he knew he should wake Keith and call Fran to let her help him get ready. But he wanted to do that. He preferred it if no one other than his husband saw him in that messy and shameful state.

Out of curiosity, he glanced at the mirror. To his surprise, he looked sexy naked and with his hair loose and smiled against his will. He didn’t want to look like that, but it was inevitable. Then he saw the kisses and bite marks all over his body, and his smile vanished.

Ryley picked up his wand and used magic to make the marks less visible. He still wanted a nice long, warm bath, but he didn’t look as if he had done something shameful all night long.

“Are you embarrassed the maids will see you like this?” Even without looking, Ryley sensed Keith’s mocking grin.

“Yes,” he replied without turning around, his voice firm. He knew if he showed any embarrassment, his new husband would pick that up and tease him even more. The next second, Ryley remembered he was naked, became too self-conscious, and was glad Keith couldn’t see his face. He went to the walk-in closet as fast as he could without running and put on the first pair of panties he found. With his nakedness taken care of, he ran a hand through his hair, massaging his scalp. It felt good.

“Are you seducing me first thing in the morning?”

Ryley turned around and saw Keith standing right behind him. He couldn’t help but lower his gaze and widened his eyes when he saw his hard cock. He hadn’t taken a proper look at it yesterday, but now he saw how huge it was and looked away. Can’t believe that thing was inside me! How did it fit?!

“W-what are you talking about?”

“Playing with your hair like that. It’s so enticing it can only mean you wish to continue what we did last night. I’m still not satisfied. Far from it.”

The lack of lies caught Ryley off guard. He took a few seconds to recover and muster the most dignified voice he could. “Seducing you wasn’t my intention.”

“And yet, you did. Now you need to take care of it. Get on your knees,” Keith ordered.

Ryley looked him in the eyes and then at his dick again. Having that in his ass was one thing. He simply had to lay there and let Keith use him. But pleasuring that cock by himself was different.

He felt nothing; his embarrassment was gone, and his mind was blank. Keith’s smile grew as Ryley obeyed, got on his knees, and rubbed the thick shaft with his fingers. Keith’s dick grew harder and heavier, and he had to use both hands.

“Use your mouth.”

Ryley froze. He knew he would have to do that eventually but didn’t expect it to be so soon. He wasn’t disgusted by the idea though. That thing had been inside his ass. Now it would be in his mouth. That was the difference. “It’s my first time so it won’t be good.”

“Then you’ll also have your first throat fuck.” Keith seemed delighted. “It makes me so happy. I want all your first times. I want everything from you.” He wasn’t lying.

Ryley said nothing and looked at Keith’s cock again. It was pulsating as if it was eager for the oral. He closed his eyes, opened his mouth, and leaned forward. When he was about to touch the tip with his lips, there was a firm knock on the door.

“Keith, you need to get ready, or we’ll be late.” It was James.

Keith seemed mad for a moment, but he breathed in once and his expression changed. He wasn’t the greedy husband anymore, but the Lord Windsor.

“We’ll continue this later. By this time tomorrow, you’ll know how to please me with your mouth.”

Keith put on his robes and left the room.

Ryley was still shocked by the turn of events and his mind refused to work. He didn’t have time to recollect himself though. Fran entered the room, followed by two maids with a tub hovering behind them. Without a word from him, they bathed him, did his hair, makeup, and dressed him. Today Ryley wore a short white dress with a belt and matching heels. His hair was tied on one side and loose on the other, giving him a more casual, but still classy, look.

“Isn’t this a bit too much?” Though he was getting used to the expensive clothes, this one seemed more for parties than daily use.

“Madame Prin chose it herself,” Fran said.

“Ah.” Ryley dropped his shoulders. He had completely forgotten about the post-wedding breakfast.

According to Madame Prin, it was usually reserved for family and closest friends. It was a way to bring families and friends closer. Keith decided to use that opportunity to invite the people he wanted on his side. Almost fifty people attended. At least I have the chance to talk to my family. Yesterday was impossible, he thought, trying to cheer up.

There was a knock on the door. “What’s taking so long? You’re already late. Let’s go.”

It was Madame Prin. She led the way to the back patio at a brisk pace without running, checking her pocket watch, her lips tighter than usual. Ryley had trouble keeping up with her. He had to break into small sprints now and then while ignoring both the pain in his feet and lower back.

Unlike the wedding, instead of several small tables, there was only one long table filled with food. Fruits from all over the continent, eggs prepared in different styles, finger sandwiches, bacon, various types of bread, toast, beans, soups, and more. Maids walked around holding trays with milk, coffee, juices, water, tea, wine, and ale. There were over eighty guests and Keith had prepared breakfast for all tastes.

Ryley looked for his friends and family, hoping he could talk to them before he was forced to do his duties as a Windsor. His parents were talking to Euphemia Windsor. They looked pale and bowed their heads in apology. Emily was talking to a couple of merchants and Huxley with a few battle-scarred nobles.

Jean talked with a group of older women in hushed voices. Ryley had met them yesterday but couldn’t remember their names. Arthur had a calm, almost empty expression while Lord Colbert went on and on non-stop. Katherine was by his side, pouting with her arms crossed.

“You’re so smart, young master. I can see you have a bright future ahead of you.”

Even without his talent, Ryley could tell Colbert didn’t believe his own words. Anyone can tell you’re looking for Keith’s favor. But if you’re here, it means Keith believes you can become useful.

“You remember him, right?” Madame Prin asked in a low voice. Colbert’s wife was Ryley’s regular client and he nodded. “Good. As the wife of Lord Keith Windsor, it’s your duty to socialize with the guests. Remember what I taught you. You can talk to your family later.”

Someone called Arthur, and he and Katherine excused themselves. Colbert pulled a handkerchief from the pocket of his clothes, cleaned his sweaty round face, and surveyed the area, looking for someone to talk to. He saw Ryley coming in his direction, and flashed a bright smile, making his round cheeks look even bigger.

“Lady, I mean, Lord Ryley, it’s a pleasure seeing you again. The ceremony was lovely, and you were one of the most beautiful brides I’ve seen.” He bowed as low as his huge belly allowed. When Ryley offered his hand, Colbert kissed the back of it.

“Thank you for the kind words, Lord Colbert. On behalf of my lord husband, we thank you and your lovely wife for coming to the ceremony. Lady Mathilda is a great client and someone I consider a friend. Where is she now, by the way?”

Colbert’s smile faltered and he fixed the little he had left of his hair to gain some time. “Eh, she’s a bit under the weather at the moment. She couldn’t get out of our room this morning. Traveling here took a bigger toll than we imagined.”

Ryley did his best to suppress his grin and show a concerned face. He remembered seeing Lady Colbert drinking a lot, even compared to some of the heavy drinkers. “That’s terrible to hear. I’ll send someone to check on her.”

“Thank you, Lord Ryley. It’s rare for someone so beautiful to be so kind. Speaking of our spouses, where is Lord Windsor? I didn’t have the chance to talk to him about my idea yesterday. He was too busy, as expected. When I thought I could talk to him, he left after you to consummate the marriage,” Colbert said with a strange smile.

Ryley couldn’t tell if Colbert was making fun of him or not, but he decided to ignore it. “He should be here any minute.”

“Excellent. I don’t know if you have heard about my idea…”

Ryley kept his smile but wanted to leave as soon as possible. Why would Keith invest in lineage tapestries? Most high-rank families across Halboor already have something like that. Maybe recent nobles would be interested, but they probably had other priorities. Merchants could buy them depending on price and size. But it’d need to change, I doubt he’d like that.

He looked past Colbert and saw Jean again. He could tell his friend was annoyed as a bald older man talked to her. “My lord husband will be interested to hear your idea, Lord Colbert. I’ll tell him you want to talk to him. Now, please excuse me, I need to talk with my bridesmaid,” he interrupted and left.

“—and then I gutted him with a blade, ending the fight in seconds!” exclaimed the old man, cackling. The corner of Jean’s eyes twitched, but her smile remained. When she saw Ryley coming in her direction, relief crossed her face.

“Great story, Lord Parstrong. I’d love to hear more but the bride needs me,” she said and walked away before he said anything else. When they were far enough from him, her façade broke. “Thanks for saving me. I don’t know why he thinks I love hearing his old fighting stories. James said he’s been like that for as long as he remembers.”

“James knows him?”

“He’s James’ great-grandfather.” Jean picked up two wine glasses from the serving maid and handed one to him, drinking half in one gulp. “I needed a drink after that.”

Ryley chuckled and drank his wine. Though it was too early to drink, he was already tired, and it helped. “You do tend to attract older people. I saw you with the ladies before.”

“Ah, nah. That was cool. You have no idea how much detail old ladies can pick up. And if you get on their side, you’ll hear all about it.”

“So that’s how you get your info.”

“Yes,” she said with a bright grin as she sipped her booze. Then she gave him a queer look. “I’m surprised you can walk.”

“Why?”

“I thought my cousin would fuck you until your legs were jelly. How many times did you get fucked yesterday, by the way?”

Ryley choked on his wine. People glanced at them, but he smiled like a noble wife should until they stopped looking. “This isn’t the most appropriate time to talk about that,” he muttered through gritted teeth.

“There’s no such thing as an appropriate time. It’s like ripping off a band-aid. Better to rip it off in one go as fast as possible. So, how many times?” Jean’s eyes shone with curiosity, and Ryley could tell his friend wouldn’t let it go.

His face warmed up, and the wine didn’t help at all. He averted his gaze and mumbled, “Enough.”

“That’s not a number, but I’ll let it go for now,” she said with a sly smile.

“Is it true most of the people are here because Keith wants them on his side?” Ryley asked. He wasn’t in the mood to talk about Keith fucking him—his lower back was still sensitive—so he changed the subject.

“And those that it would be too rude not to invite.”

“That explains why she is here,” he muttered, looking at Euphemia. She was still talking to his parents, but from the looks on their faces, it wasn’t going well.

“And the other Windsors competing against him. Thank the Hero my father is a distant relative and too small to be invited.” Despite her indifferent manners, Ryley could tell her friend didn’t want to talk about him.

“What could someone like Colbert offer?” he said without thinking. A second later, he looked around, hoping no one besides Jean had heard. No one seemed to be eavesdropping on them.

“If Madame Prin heard you dissing a guest like this…” Jean chuckled with a nasty smile. “And you’d be surprised. Colbert might be a small and recent house, but their lands have potential.”

“The mountains?” Ryley recalled the map Madame Prin had made him memorize.

The only mountain in Audver was the Col range, which separated the country from the sea. There was no path through it, so the trading routes had to go around the range, making it long and expensive. And the mountain itself was a lair of several monsters and magical beasts, which had a lot of value. Many of the dresses he wore were made with silk harvested from demonic spiders from the Col range.

“Yep. Our south border was never important, but the Colberts have been trying to make a safe path through the mountain for centuries. From what I heard, the current one is close to it. If he can do it, it’ll open a new trading route. Keith wants him to make a road from here to the mountains in case that happens.”

“That would change the trading routes and weaken Dustin’s influence.” Ryley remembered what Jean had taught him. Dustin Windsor was also competing for the inheritance, and Colbert was his vassal.

“You remember what I taught you. I’m so proud.”

“It was more interesting than Madame Prin’s history lessons,” he joked, sipping the rest of his wine. “Well, now I know why Colbert is here. That’s the only reason Keith would listen to his idea.”

“Even his wife has no faith in the tapestry thing. Word is that she hopes Keith will shoot down the idea for good. She doesn’t want him investing money into that. They’re already in the red because he keeps wasting it on ugly decorations.”

“I didn’t know that. I’ve talked to her many times. She liked coming to our office. I never heard her complaining about money.”

“That’s because you’re not a people person, Ryley. I’ll teach you how to get people to talk.”

“Can’t wait.”

Ryley surveyed the yard and noticed Parstrong talking to Arthur and Kat. While the young boy’s smile looked strained, his sister had her jaw dropped and eyes wide.

“Have you talked to them yet?” Jean asked when she noticed.

“No.”

“You’re their stepdad now. And also our new magic teacher, so better talk to them soon.”

“Better later.”

“Do you think Parstrong’s stories are appropriate for kids?” When he didn’t say anything, she pulled him by the hand. She smiled pleasantly and made a bow to the noble. “Excuse me, Lord Parstrong. Apologies for interrupting your conversation, but may I take the lordling and the young lady from you? Their stepdad needs to speak to them.”

“Of course, of course. Family is important.” The old man smiled and gave Ryley a lewd look from head to toe before leaving. He went to the battle-scarred nobles Huxley was talking to.

“Hey, Artie, Kat. What was he telling you?” Jean asked.

“A rather… colorful story.” Arthur maintained his respectable tone, but his strained face said he had struggled to come up with anything good to say.

“Did he really gut the man with a kitchen knife?!” Katherine asked in a loud voice.

“Don’t shout like that, Kat. It’ll embarrass our lord father.”

“That aside, there’s someone I’d like you two to meet. It might be late since he got married to your dad yesterday, but this is Ryley, your new stepparent.”

The kids turned to him with blank expressions. It was impossible to tell what they were thinking. Ryley flashed an awkward smile and gave a clumsy bow. Arthur pressed his lips as if suppressing a smile. Jean and Katherine laughed openly.

“That was one of the worst courtesies I’ve seen. If Madame Prin saw that, she would die of embarrassment. After killing you, that is,” Jean said, shaking her head. “Kat, show him how it’s done.”

With a faint and elegant smile, Katherine lifted the hem of her pink sundress and gave a perfect bow. With her long silky blond hair tied in pigtails, Ryley would have believed she was a princess from a fairy tale. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. My name is Katherine.”

“And I’m Arthur. It’s indeed a pleasure meeting our new stepparent,” Arthur said in a dignified tone, bowing his head.

Up close, Ryley noticed the boy had a similar hairstyle and clothes to his father. He looks like a mini version of his father. He must idolize Keith.

As if changing personalities, Katherine flashed a wide and mischievous grin and offered her hand. “We didn’t hear anything about you. We were at Grandpa’s and then he told us he was getting married to a guy.”

“Yeah, sorry about that. Everything was… rather fast,” he said with an awkward smile. The moment he touched her hand, a brief and weak jolt of electricity hit him, enough to make him wince.

“Got you!” Katherine laughed.

“I thought Madame Prin had confiscated those things,” Arthur complained. For the first time, he broke his noble façade and sighed, looking more like an older brother.

“She got everything in my room, but I came up with this the other day!” She puffed her chest with pride and flashed a mischievous grin when she showed her open hand. There was a magic symbol on her palm.

Ryley raised his eyebrows. Such magic isn’t so simple anyone could do it so easily, let alone use it for a prank. Considering her age, it’s impressive. If she likes stuff like this…

“Check this out.” He touched Katherine’s hand, erased the symbol, and replaced it with another.

“What’s this?” She touched her palm, and nothing happened. But when she pulled her hand back, her fingers were glued to it. She tried harder, but it made no difference. Her eyes shone. “So cool! How did you do it?”

“I’ll teach you later,” Ryley said, relieved she liked it.

“It’s a promise!” She flashed a bright smile.

Arthur looked disapproving. He opened his mouth but before he said anything, the conversation around them quieted down. Keith had arrived, and his entrance got everyone’s attention.

“Lord Keith Windsor has arrived,” James announced in a loud voice.

Dressed in black with silver details and the griffon coat of arms above his heart and his hair messed on purpose, he looked imposing. He appeared nothing like the naked and lustful Keith from yesterday. With his head high and the confidence most people wished for, he strolled slowly, waving and greeting people. Though most remained in their spots, many seemed eager to grab a moment of his attention.

They can’t even hide it that well. They’re crows waiting for their prey, Ryley thought. He glanced at his new husband again and at that moment, their eyes met. Keith flashed a sly smile, one that made Ryley blush and reach another drink.

“He doesn’t look as exhausted as I imagined. That’s the face of someone who didn’t have enough. You need to step up your game to satisfy him, Ry,” Jean whispered.

Ryley choked on his drink, widened his eyes, and turned around. The kids looked up at him with curiosity, but they didn’t seem to have heard. That reaction got a nasty laugh from Jean.

A few people came to talk to Keith. He responded without halting, walking toward his wife. When they were before each other, he gave him a firm kiss to remind everyone Ryley belonged to him.

“You look breathtaking,” he said aloud. Then he leaned closer and whispered, “I wanna fuck you so badly it’s taking all my self-control. How can you be this sexy?”

Jean heard, grinned, and made no effort to hide it.

Mustering all of Madame Prin’s lessons, Ryley did his best to keep his face straight, acting like a proper highborn noble’s wife. “Kind words, my lord husband. Hearing them brings me joy.”

Keith chuckled and turned to his kids. “It’s been a while, you two. Did you enjoy the wedding?”

Arthur tensed up and pondered what to do with his arms for a moment before awkwardly putting his hands in his pockets. “It was lovely, Father.”

Unlike her brother, Katherine didn’t tense up before her dad. “No. It was boring. Madame Prin nagged me the whole time.”

“That’s because you kept running around,” Arthur said. Katherine pretended she wasn’t listening, and Keith laughed. “Please don’t laugh, Father. You mustn’t encourage this behavior. It’s unbefitting of a noble young lady.”

“She’s a kid, Arthur. You should relax too.”

He showed no expression as he bowed to Keith. “Understood, Father.”

He’s too uptight for someone so young, Ryley thought. But I can’t blame him. He’s the firstborn of Keith Windsor. If his father becomes a duke, he’ll inherit the title and its responsibilities.

That was all the time Keith had with his wife and kids. He couldn’t even enjoy the delicious food; all his attention was on the potential nobles and merchants who might join his faction. Like the kids and Jean, Ryley played his role, socializing and pleasing the wives in the hopes they would persuade their husbands to support Keith. At the same time, he managed to find new clients. Because of that, he didn’t have time to talk to his family.

Breakfast turned into lunch with some of the nobles and merchants who stayed. When it ended, the mansion finally quieted down.

That didn’t mean Keith was free though. He had to check on some of his business and left. Free from his social obligations, Ryley retired to his room. Somehow, he felt more exhausted than after the wedding.

Fran gave him a warm and relaxing bath. He was about to lie down on his bed and rest, but the other maids brought the makeup chair, and he knew his day was far from over. Dressed and pretty, he made his way to the study room.

“You’re late,” Madame Prin complained the moment he entered, adjusting her glasses. To Ryley’s surprise, he wasn’t alone this time. Jean and the kids were there. Katherine had a sour expression, but she smiled upon seeing him, which made Madame Prin’s lips even thinner. “I’ve seen too many things that could have killed me yesterday and today. It seems some of you haven’t been paying enough attention to my lessons.”

As drilled into him, Ryley smiled and listened. On the inside, he yearned for a drink, or twenty. By the time the lesson ended, his head throbbed. The only good thing was that he managed to get a laugh from Kat when he joked under his breath. Madame Prin gave him an earful, but it was worth it.

He nearly fell asleep in the makeup chair as Fran cleaned his face and did his skincare. He didn’t even have the energy to complain when he saw his erotic sleeping attire; he knew it was Keith’s orders. Ryley knew his new husband would come to fuck him, so he decided to rest.

As he expected. Keith woke him in the middle of the night.

“Sorry to wake you up.”

Despite being sleepy, Ryley noticed his talent didn’t ring. “You’re not lying.”

“Why are you so surprised? I can’t wait to fuck you, but I don’t want you exhausted. I take care of my possessions.”

“Wow, so romantic. I always dreamed my husband would treat me like a thing.”

“I needed to hear one of your sarcastic replies after an entire day with greedy people.” Keith chuckled, sat on the bed, and leaned closer to whisper in his wife’s ear. “It’s time for your special lesson.”

Ryley was fully awake with those words. For a moment, he had forgotten about that. Knowing there was no point in postponing the inevitable, he sat up. With a cocky smile plastered on his face, Keith stood up to his full height, undid his belt, and waited.

That was enough for Ryley. He pulled down Keith’s pants and underwear. His husband’s dick sprang to life at once even though it wasn’t fully hard. Gulping, he reminded himself of why he was in that situation and grabbed it.

Keith’s cock was heavy and warm. As his hand moved up and down the shaft, it grew harder and thicker.

“That’s not what I want.” Keith’s smile was even cockier. Ryley looked up at his face and then back at his dick. Closing his eyes, he leaned forward and touched the head with his lips. Keith laughed. “You’ll enjoy doing that. Now use your tongue. Lick me from head to balls.”

Ryley obeyed. He ran his tongue on Keith’s dick, feeling it pulsating and hardening. Keith seemed to like it, so he did it again, this time from the balls. Then he put the head in his mouth, licking where his tongue reached. He tasted pre-cum but instead of stopping, he bobbed his head back and forth.

Keith’s breathing became heavier. He was entering the lustful beast mode, a state where he couldn’t control himself. He tried resisting but seconds later, he grabbed Ryley’s head and thrust his hips forward.

Ryley froze. He focused on breathing, or he would choke. Keith’s cock was too big, and it filled his mouth, pulsating even more than before. Then semen poured down his throat and he coughed.

Keith released him and he immediately spat the seed he didn’t swallow in his hand.

“Drink.”

“What?” Ryley asked in a weak voice.

“Don’t waste a drop of my seed. Drink it,” Keith ordered again. Ryley closed his eyes and brought his hand to his mouth, licking his palm clean. “What’s the taste of the Windsor seed like?”

“Like cum,” Ryley snapped. “And yes, this is the first time I’ve tasted it.”

Keith let out a hearty laugh. “You’ll get used to it. Soon your body will crave my seed and you won’t be able to live without it.” He grabbed Ryley, lifted and kissed him.

Ryley’s head was still hazed, but he reciprocated the kiss. It felt good. So good his dick hardened. But he wasn’t the only one. Keith’s cock was hardening again and pressing against him.

Keith let him go, and Ryley fell on the bed; his knees had no strength. When he looked up, Keith’s cock was right before his eyes, and he knew the lesson wasn’t done. With a deep breath, he put it in his mouth again. He bobbed his head slower this time, hoping he didn’t trigger Keith’s beast mode so fast.

Keith seemed to be thinking the same. He placed his hands behind the back of his head, closed his eyes, and breathed slowly, enjoying the oral. It made little difference. Ryley felt pre-cum oozing from his dick and Keith tensing up. The beast mode was coming. He bobbed his head faster, and Keith’s cock went deeper. To his surprise, it didn’t bother him like the first time. Now he was in control instead of having it shoved down his throat.

When Keith came, he was prepared and drank the seed without choking. He licked his cock clean and then looked up at his husband, waiting.

Keith smiled in approval. “It’s far from great oral, but you’re on the way.”

For a brief instant, Ryley thought they were done for the night, and he could get some proper sleep. But he was wrong.

Keith pushed him down on the bed, got the lotion from the bedside table, raised his wife’s legs, and got rid of his panties. He smeared the liquid on his hand and massaged Ryley’s ass, whose dick reacted when Keith’s fingers slipped inside. Ryley pressed his lips, but a moan escaped.

Keith’s fingers stopped and he sat. Ryley had his eyes closed, but when curiosity got the best of him, he looked at him without any idea what to say.

“Will you admit you enjoy this?”

Ryley said nothing. His face was warming up and he averted his gaze.

Keith chuckled. “Suck me again and I’ll continue.”

Ryley didn’t know if it was an order or not. If it wasn’t, there would be no reason for him to do it. And yet his body moved on its own. Though he refused to admit it, his body craved the same pleasure he got last night. His body craved Keith’s cock.

He sat on Keith’s legs and grabbed his dick with both hands and put it in his mouth again. His own cock was getting harder because of that. He realized he would soon cum by sucking his husband.

Keith’s hand slid down Ryley’s back. He grabbed his wife’s ass with a firm grip and slipped his fingers inside him again, massaging everywhere, making him ready to receive his enormous cock. Ryley moaned and made no effort to try to hide it this time. But he still sucked Keith’s dick.

The next second, Keith pulled his fingers out and grabbed Ryley, pinning him down on the bed. He looked into Ryley’s eyes. Beast Keith was back. There was only lust in his eyes.

Ryley froze. Physically, Keith was stronger. Magically, they were around the same level. But even if he could use magic to free himself from his husband’s grip, a tiny part of him didn’t want to. He knew what would happen next and opened his legs.

With a primal expression, Keith touched Ryley’s hole with the tip of his cock and thrust his hips.

Ryley ejaculated with that. His own cum smeared his belly and lingerie, but his dick didn’t go limp. Not when Keith was moving inside him.

When Keith’s seed filled his ass, Ryley moaned in pleasure. And that wasn’t the end of their night. Once again, he barely rested.
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Chapter 07

RYLEY WOKE UP SLEEPY and took some time to notice he was alone, and his back wasn’t as sensitive as yesterday. I’m getting used to being fucked, he thought with a queer feeling. It wasn’t that he was getting used to it; he was starting to enjoy it, no matter how much he wanted to deny it.

Not in the mood to be alone with those kinds of thoughts, he rang the bell to call Fran. No matter what he felt, he had to do his morning shower, skincare routine, his hair, and get dressed. Today he was allowed to pick his clothes and went with a black skirt, white blouse, matching belt, and low heels. Then he left his room to have breakfast.

It was the first time he went to the dining room, which had an ample double window to let in the natural light. Until now, he was eating all his meals in his bedroom. A long wooden table with a white cloth covering it was in the middle of the dining room, with a silver griffon chandelier hanging on top, paintings on the walls, an expensive-looking rug, and plants in the corner as decorations. The Windsor coat of arms was carved on the mahogany door.

The head of the table, Keith’s seat, was empty. Arthur was sitting on its right, facing his plate with an empty expression as if the taste made no difference to him. Kat, who sat by his side, smiled and waved at Ryley. Jean looked hungover and didn’t look at her friend. Per tradition, Ryley would sit on the left side of the head; he was the lord’s wife, the one who supported him. James’s seat was on Ryley’s right, but he wasn’t there.

Madame Prin took his place today. She was elegantly passing the butter on a piece of toast when Ryley entered. She glanced at him through her half-moon glasses. “Good morning, Lord Ryley.”

“M-morning,” he said, taking his seat. Even though he had done nothing wrong, her judging gaze was intense. “Where’s Keith?”

“Lord Keith had to leave. A village in his domain was attacked by monsters and he went to check the situation. He should be back before night,” she informed him. “He left orders for you.”

“Let me guess. I have my duties and can’t rest,” he said in a flat voice. He suspected he wouldn’t have time for himself, but he still had hope. I haven’t touched my research over a month. And I couldn’t talk to my family these past days. I have no idea how things are going at the company.

Madame Prin’s eyebrow twitched at his tone. “You are now the wife of a highborn noble of one of the most important families in the country. If you think you can stand by and do nothing all day, you are mistaken. You still need a lot of training before you can even think about your duties as a Windsor lady. I would kill myself before I let you out there like this.” She shuddered at the idea. Ryley caught Jean’s eyes, and they both grinned. “Lord Keith wants you to start the young master and mistress’ magic studies today.”

“You’re gonna teach me that magic, right? You promised,” Kat asked, her eyes shining.

“What? Ah, yeah, that magic. If you pay attention, I can teach you,” Ryley replied when he remembered what the girl was talking about.

“Deal!”

“Young noble ladies do not shout like that,” Madame Prin reprimanded her, who muttered a ‘yeah’ with a grin. “And Lord Ryley, please don’t encourage that rambunctious side of her. Remember, you are their stepparent now. You need to help raise them to be respectable nobles who will continue the Windsor name.”

“Yes.” Ryley’s tone was polite, but when he exchanged glances with Kat, they both giggled. That earned them another stern glance from Madame Prin.

“Yeah, Kat. Please don’t scream. My head’s about to explode,” Jean muttered, pressing her temples.

I think I can get along with Kat. Too bad it won’t be so easy with Arthur. I can’t tell if he hates me or not. Ryley ate some grapes and glanced at the young boy through the corner of his eyes. Arthur seemed tense as he looked at Kat, but he tried to mask his feelings at the same time.

After they finished eating, they headed to the study room. It would be the first time Ryley took lessons with the kids and Jean. Arthur had no trouble remembering houses’ names and how they were connected to the Windsor family. Kat knew them too, though she seemed bored. Jean was the same, but she had an easier time remembering dirt on the current generation than their history.

I know it’s expected of them to know these things, but it’s too tense for kids. Kat will be fine but if Arthur doesn’t learn to relax, he’ll be in trouble in the future. Ryley had seen that many times in the Royal Institute of Magical Arts.

The Institute was the biggest school of magic on the Hominidae side of the continent of Halboor. Any Hominidae could attend as long as they could afford it. For most lowborn students, the Institute was where they delved deeper into magic and learned more for their future. For the highborn aristocrats, it was the place where they had freedom for the first and last time. They kept their noble façade in public, but away from everyone’s eyes, they released their pent-up feelings in various ways. Ways they preferred never came to light.

Madame Prin was in the middle of the etiquette lesson, which consisted of her explaining all the rules in various scenarios and reenacting one until they got everything right, when she announced it was over.

“So soon?” Ryley asked in surprise. It wasn’t even midday yet. Until now, she didn’t allow him to have a meal until he made no mistakes in their current scenario.

“Lord Keith prioritized their magical studies. While I’m versed in such arts, I’m not qualified to teach it to the young master and mistress, so I shall excuse myself. However, this isn’t an excuse to slack off,” she said, emphasizing the last words, her lips barely moving as she looked at Kat and Jean.

Kat grinned the moment they were alone. Jean, whose face looked better, seemed much more eager to learn magic than history or etiquette. Arthur was the same. They stayed in their seats as Ryley stood before the small semi-circle their desks formed.

He tried smiling, but it was stiff and awkward. He had no idea why he was nervous. Even though he didn’t have time to create a basic lesson plan, it wasn’t the first time he had taught. At the Institute, he used to give private lessons to nobles who were behind with their work. I doubt it’ll be as hard as teaching those rich snobs.

“Well, it might seem strange at this point, but I’ll start by introducing myself. I’m Ryley Quagmire—”

“Quagmire?” Jean repeated with a raised eyebrow and a grin.

Ryley pressed his lips. He had already made a mistake, albeit a small one, right at the beginning. “I mean, Ryley Windsor, of House Quagmire. I graduated first in my class at the Royal Institute of Magical Arts and was a researcher until recently. It’s been a while since I taught someone, so I’d like your cooperation.”

“I’m Jean Breeze. I know a bit of magic, but my cousin wants me to learn it for real. I’m counting on you, teach.”

“My name is Arthur Windsor, heir of Keith Windsor,” Arthur introduced himself. “I’ll be in your care.”

“Now me! I’m Katherine, but you can call me Kat! Can’t wait to learn magic!” she beamed as she introduced herself.

“Kat, did you forget what Madame Prin said? You need to behave in a befitting manner of a noble,” Arthur reminded her.

“Relax a bit, Artie. It’s the four of us now,” Jean said.

“She’s right. There’s no reason to be so formal. But that doesn’t mean I’ll go easy on you. I take magic seriously. So, let’s get started!” Ryley said energetically.

“Yes!” they said together.

Their energetic answer made Ryley less nervous. “Awesome! Let’s start by checking what level of magic you know. Show me what you got.”

Arthur and Jean looked confused, but Kat grinned. She got up from her seat, gathered her [image: ], and raised her hands. Small fireworks in a myriad of colors popped and vanished above her head. There was no sound or smell and when the magic ended, she was panting. She looked at Ryley, waiting for his reaction.

“That was cool! It’s amazing you know illusion magic, and one complex as that. I remember many students had trouble creating multiple colors and shapes at the same time.”

Kat beamed at those words. Arthur finally showed a different expression, envy. Only for a brief moment. It vanished the next second as if he remembered he shouldn’t show his true feelings.

“How about you, Jean?” Ryley asked. He picked his friends so Arthur wouldn’t think he was comparing the siblings. Huxley had a complex because he wasn’t as good as Ryley at magic nor good at dealing with people like Emily.

Beads of sweat covered Jean’s face as she concentrated. With difficulty, she gathered her Celeste in the palm of her hands and turned it into a small red flame. It soon vanished, and she was panting even more than Kat.

“That’s all I can do,” she muttered, looking at the desk as if in shame. “I wasn’t allowed to learn magic with my siblings. I don’t know if it was my father or my stepmother who ordered that.”

“If you can do that much without guidance, it means you have talent,” Ryley said encouragingly. At last, he turned to Arthur. “How about you, Arthur? What can you do?”

“I won’t do something like my sister. That’s not the proper way to use magic.”

“Why do you think that?”

“Magic comes from nature, from the Gods. It’s their gift to Hominidae, and we should use it to protect ourselves and the people. Nobles must learn magic for that reason.” Arthur gave a very aristocratic and text-based answer.

Ryley had trouble suppressing his smile. He had heard that answer many times at the Institute. Nobles who had never experienced the world repeated.

“Celeste does come from nature and us. It’s the energy of life, the one we use to bend reality. Using magic to help and protect others is a good thing, but that’s not the only way. Since it’s part of nature, there’s nothing wrong with using magic to make our lives easier, or even for fun. Don’t you agree?”

Arthur opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He closed it and thought for a moment. “You’re right.”

Ryley smiled. “Now show me any magic you like.”

The young boy closed his eyes and focused. Ryley felt the energy flowing within him. A small water sphere formed between his palms. Drops of sweat came down his brow and his face tensed up, but he didn’t relax. The sphere swirled until it formed a small griffon. Panting, Arthur channeled more Celeste, froze the water, and handed it to Ryley.

The ice griffon looked exactly like Keith’s coat of arms. He must’ve looked at it for hours to do this. But his control over his energy is bad. Wonder if their previous teachers focused on theory with little practice. If so, no wonder Kat developed that magic. It’s a way to express herself through magic.

“Your attention to detail is amazing.”

Arthur flashed a tired but proud smile. “Thanks.”

Ryley handed back the ice griffon and clapped his hands energetically. “Okay, now I have a general idea of your abilities. Now I need to know what and how you’ve been studying.”

“Our previous teacher taught us about the history of magic, alchemy, and a few other subjects,” Arthur replied right away.

“Alchemy lessons? Have any of you created anything?”

“No. Our lessons were mostly theory.”

Why teach them theory when they can barely use magic? What in the name of the Hero was their teacher thinking? “I see. Who was your teacher, by the way?”

“Professor Alan Grant,” Arthur answered at once.

“Ah…” Ryley flashed a wry grin.

At the Institute, the top students could participate in a few select magical research presentations. It was a prestigious event, with researchers coming from all over the Hominidae side of Halboor to present their new papers.

Alan Grant, a noble from a small house in another country, had clawed his way to the top of the magical academic society. He had prestige in his field, but he focused on demonizing the innovations from the Magic School, a rival of the Royal Institute, in the past decade. Though many who despised the Magic School for its connection to the Demon Realm shared his vision, those innovations were entering the Hominidae Countries. They were changing and improving the lives of many, and those who benefited and profited from that didn’t like it. Professor Grant was forced to retire a few years after Ryley graduated, and he hadn’t heard from the man since then.

Can’t believe Keith hired him to teach their kids. That’s so weird. I don’t remember him ever liking Grant’s classes.

“His lessons focused too much on theory. His presentations were always long and massive expositions,” Ryley said when he remembered. “Everyone used to say watching his presentation was a punishment.”

“I liked his lessons,” Arthur said, his voice cold. There was no trace of his smile from seconds ago. “He emphasized the belief that magic should be used for a noble purpose.”

Ryley was shocked by the sudden change and had no words. Damn it. I never imagined he’d like the old man’s boring lessons. “H-he was like that. But he didn’t do any practice?”

“Almost never!” Kat complained before her brother spoke. “We were only allowed to use simple and boring spells from time to time. What’s the fun if we don’t use magic?”

“You know why, Kat. We’re too young to use magic. We are not ready. That’s what Professor Grant always said.”

“That’s stupid, dear brother. If we only study and don’t use it, we won’t be able to use magic when the time comes. How are you gonna protect anyone like that?”

Kat was right. Studying was important, but Ryley knew that could only get you so far. You had to practice, to experience magic with your body. No theory could teach that. Arthur looked troubled as he thought.

“Since Professor Grant taught you, I’ll put that into consideration in my lesson plans. Now tell me what is magic and how do you use it?” Ryley asked, hoping to get away from that topic. Arthur was doing a bad job at hiding his anger but raised his hand. “Yes?”

“Magic is the phenomenon in which we bend reality to our will. To do that, you need Celeste as fuel, and a magical formula to transform it.”

“Correct,” Ryley said enthusiastically, which seemed to soften Arthur’s expression a bit. “What are the types of formulas most commonly used?”

“I know, I know!” Lily exclaimed, her hand a blur as she raised it. “Spells, incantations, magic circles, magic items!”

“That’s right. There are more, but those are the most used ones. And where does Celeste come from? Jean?”

Jean was quiet until now, but now that Ryley called her, she thought for a moment. “Well… I know we use our own Celeste, but I remember hearing some people use it from jewels.”

“Yes. We can use certain kinds of jewels to store Celeste. With them, even people who don’t know magic can benefit from it. We can also use Celeste from nature, though that can be tricky since the density is different from what we’re used to. There are a few other ways to use magical energy, but most use their own. People don’t think much about it, but Celeste flows inside our bodies like blood. The more we use it, the better we get at it. By the way, unlike what most people think, magic users can’t only rely on their intelligence. They need a healthy body as well.”

“I’m learning the way of the sword like my father.” There was a slight defensive note in Arthur’s tone.

He’s still mad I insulted their old teacher. I need to do something about it.

“Are you working out or practicing swordplay?” The young boy seemed confused. “Keith knows how to use sword and magic at the same time. But I remember he used to work out every day and improve his body. I asked him why and he said that if he only practiced his swordplay, he’d develop only those muscles.”

“I see…” Arthur grew quiet, thinking. He tried to hide it, but he was feeling his left arm.

“That means we won’t only learn magic, but also exercises. But for now, let’s practice magic. Arthur, try channeling your Celeste from beneath your belly button. Kat, make the fireworks again, but one color and make it as big as possible. Jean, use fire magic but with one hand.”

Arthur looked torn. While he should listen to authority figures, using magic for the sole purpose of using it troubled him. He ended up obeying, and little by little, he loosened up a bit. When he saw the result of the simple change, he took the initiative and increased the size of the water sphere.

Jean’s flame became bigger. Channeling through one hand should decrease the power but with her poor control, she wasted a lot of Celeste when using both hands. Seeing the results encouraged her to try harder.

Kat was quiet as she focused. While doing many colors should be harder than doing only one, but as big as possible, seemed harder for her. She didn’t give up, and when she got the hang of it, she made the fireworks as large as herself.

They skipped lunch. Everyone was having too much fun to stop. Ryley gave tips on how to better use their magical energy and showed a few spells he would teach them in the future. Their lesson only ended when the three of them had depleted their Celeste. They were exhausted but smiling from ear to ear.

They talked about magic during dinner. To their surprise, Madame Prin didn’t reprimand them. She even seemed pleased to see Arthur so talkative, though not as much as his sister and Jean.

After Fran dressed him and did his night skincare routine, Ryley was too excited and came up with lessons for the next few days. He was so focused he didn’t even realize that was the first time he hadn’t ended the day exhausted since he came to Keith’s estate.

Ryley was glad they had enjoyed his first lesson, but he was also happy to see Arthur acting like a kid his age. That gave a warm feeling in his heart, and he wanted to tell Keith about it as soon as possible. Now that he thought about it, they never talked about Arthur and Kat.

After a couple of hours, Keith still hadn’t returned. Knowing his husband would wake him up, Ryley went to sleep.
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Chapter 08

WHEN RYLEY WOKE, HE glanced at the side of the bed where Keith had slept for the past few nights. It was untouched. Something felt off but he didn’t want to dwell on why he felt that way. Before calling Fran, someone barged into the bedroom without knocking.

It was Keith. His hair was a mess, and he had dark circles under his eyes, though he didn’t look tired. He unclasped his travel cloak, handed it to the head maid, and closed the door. He flashed his usual cocky smile as he looked at Ryley. “Did you miss me?”

“Morning. How did it go with the monsters? Did you get hurt?” Ryley asked to change the topic.

Keith raised an eyebrow. “Worried about me?”

“We’re married.”

“That’s not an answer, but it’s okay. I’ll hear you say you missed and was worried about me, soon.” He chuckled, sat on the bed, and loosened a few buttons of his shirt. He paused for a moment and sighed. “The beasts would have decimated the village if we hadn’t arrived in time. They’re changing, becoming fiercer. It’s not the first time I’ve heard about this, but I never expected it’d happen so deep in the countryside.”

That weighed on Keith, and Ryley could sense it. Despite his arrogance, Keith genuinely believed protecting the people was a noble’s duty. There was little Ryley could say to help, so he placed his hand on his husband’s shoulder.

“You got there in time and saved them. They’re alive thanks to you.”

“I might not be so lucky next time. I need to figure out what’s causing these changes. I heard the Institute isn’t looking into this. They dismiss it as an anomaly and nothing to worry about.”

“They never change,” Ryley said, clicking his tongue. “Did you bring a cadaver?”

Keith blinked at the sudden question. “Why?”

“For me to examinate it. I’m a researcher after all,” he reminded his husband with a smile.

Keith chuckled. “I remember, but I wasn’t expecting you to offer.”

“I’m not the kind of wife who’ll sit back and look pretty. Besides, this is to help everyone.” Then he remembered something else. “And speaking of which, I haven’t had the chance to analyze the poison the assassin used.”

“My uncle Kelvin is the Sword of the Kingdom, the head of the military. When he heard about the gas that can kill within seconds, he demanded it, saying he should be in charge of analyzing it. I had no choice,” Keith said, his expression darkening for a moment. He breathed deep, and when he exhaled, he seemed to let go of his anger. “He’ll do the same with the beasts’ bodies, but I can secure at least one before he hears about this.”

“Great. I’ll need access to a laboratory. Is there one nearby I could use? Maybe if I go back home…” Ryley was thinking aloud when he noticed Keith smiling at him. It wasn’t his typical smile; it was warm and gentle. “W-what? Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Thanks,” he said in a soft tone.

Ryley was caught off guard by his sincerity, and felt his cheeks flushing. “T-There was something I wanted to tell you last night,” he blurted out to change the topic. “The first lesson went great. The kids seemed to warm up to me. You should’ve seen it. Arthur was smiling.”

Keith raised his eyebrows. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him smiling. James told me he’s serious even when I’m not around.”

“Have you ever tried talking to him not as a noble to his heir, but as father and son?”

“I never had the time,” Keith admitted.

“I can’t be your substitute.”

Keith took a deep breath, and his cocky aura was back. “I’ll be a better father to them. But there’s something else I need from you. Remember Colbert? He’s proving to be less of a pushover than I anticipated. He’s Dustin’s vassal and is afraid to anger him, but I know one thing that might persuade him to join my faction.”

“The tapestry thingy?” Ryley recalled.

“Yes. However, I won’t just hand him money. My great-grandfather hates that kind of deal. The tapestry is stupid as it is, so I need you to make it profitable.”

“You’re better suited for this than me.”

“If I go personally, Dustin will interpret it as an affront. He knows I’m trying to persuade Colbert. But since you already have business with Colbert’s wife—”

“You’ll have an excuse,” Ryley finished the sentence and Keith nodded. Getting a profit from that won’t be easy. “I want a share of the profit.”

Keith burst into a hearty laughter. “Are you still thinking about paying me back? I thought by now you couldn’t live without my dick.”

Ryley averted his eyes. He hadn’t forgotten how much he missed waking up beside Keith and thanked the Hero his husband couldn’t read minds.

“My company is still operating thanks our deal, but we could invest and expand further.”

“You can have half of the profit from our share.”

“Deal.”

“Great. Now there’s only one thing left.”

“What?”

“I need to make up for leaving you alone last night.” Without another word, Keith leaned closer and kissed Ryley.

Before Ryley could think, he kissed him back. That kiss swept away all thought from his mind, his blood rushing to his dick. He wanted this, he missed this. Keith noticed, flashed a cocky smile, and pushed him onto on the bed.

When they finished, Ryley was panting and sweaty. Even Keith needed a break; the toll of traveling before dawn caught up to him.

***

The carriage wheels spun on the terrible road, trembling ceaselessly, causing Ryley’s eyelids grow heavy. He felt as if they were bumping over every rock in their path even with all the shock absorber magic and system. The raptor lizards had no trouble with this terrain, but they were far from their peak speed. If they were at full speed, it would take them half a day to reach the Col range. At their current pace, they would arrive by nightfall. If they followed the official road, it would take four days.

No wonder Keith wants to construct a proper road here. Few people can afford raptor lizards and use horses instead. Not to mention this special carriage. It’d take five times as long on a good day without all this.

He sighed and gazed outside. Prairies dominated the landscape in this region. The empty grass fields stretching as far as Ryley’s eyes could see, without wild animals or trees for kilometers, was a depressing sight and didn’t help his mood.

The kids looked so disappointed. At least we managed to spend some time together before I left. He insisted he spent some time with the kids before leaving and wouldn’t compromise on that. Keith allowed them to practice magic for half an hour before he left. At least I skipped Madame Prin’s afternoon lesson.

Ryley opened the window. Though different from the swamps, the prairie had something wild and nostalgic about it. The aroma from the garden was delightful, but he missed this. He was growing accustomed to life as Keith Windsor’s wife, but he felt an urge to do something that would make Madame Prin kill him.

He opened the window and put his head outside and felt the wind on his hair and face. The speed was incredible. It was something simple, but it felt so wonderful he wanted to shout in joy.

“Lord Ryley, please remain inside and close the window,” Gary requested, shouting to be heard.

He didn’t take his eyes off the road, and it wasn’t because of the speed. While Keith doubted another assassination attempt would happen, he had ensured Ryley was in the most secure carriage. Gary was expanding his senses, sensing beyond what his eyes could perceive.

“Remember what Lord Keith said,” he reminded Ryley.

“It’s fine!” Ryley shouted, his grin broader. Before he marrying, he spent his time in the lab and left Emily to travel and deal with the customers. He preferred it that way, but he couldn’t deny traveling was fun.

Gary sighed. “You’ll ruin your hair.”

Ryley couldn’t help but laugh. Fran had braided his hair and tied it at the back of his head, with a few loose strands to give him a modern look, crowned with a boater straw hat. His attire, a short green dress, a black belt, and high heels, complemented the style. He looked more like a tourist than a businessman, but that was the intention.

After enjoying a couple of delicious cheese, ham, and lettuce sandwiches prepared by Keith’s head chef, Ryley dangerously close to fall asleep. To fight it off, he wrote down a few ideas he had for Colbert’s tapestry.

This will work, he thought after a few hours. If Colbert accepts this, it’ll earn some money. With any luck, I can build a lab in Soar with it and resume my research. It had been over a month since the last time he touched his projects. With the wedding taking up all my time, I haven’t touched anything. I was in the middle of developing a new sunscreen that was also a moisturizer. It’ll sell well in summer.

Thinking about it saddened him, so he pushed it away from his mind and focused on what kind of spells he could teach Jean and the kids. A smile crept on his face as he listed them.

Time flew by and before he knew it, the mountains were looming larger on the horizon. Ryley had never visited the country’s southern border and couldn’t help but gaze at them through the window. The Col range stretched to the right and left endlessly, the clouds hiding the top. It emanated an eerie and dark aura as if it absorbed sunlight. He shivered and turned on the carriage’s heating magic.

“We’ll be arriving shortly,” Gary announced a while later.

The difference between Keith’s mansion and Colbert’s was blatant. Built on the mountainside, with several rooms in multiple levels connected by narrow stone towers, it overlooked the town like a watchdog. A statue of a winter troll stood on top of the highest tower. Thanks to Madame Prin’s lessons, Ryley knew they were on House Colbert’s coat of arms. The statue clutched a club in one hand, a human head in the other, and was bounded by shackles. There was also a demon-spider statue and others of the Col range’s most dangerous monsters.

He has no taste indeed, Ryley thought as the carriage entered the town. The Colberts are one of the youngest houses in the country. They never had any importance, but now that the current lord can open a path through the mountain, things will change. And it’s up to me to make him Keith’s ally.

The fun part had ended and now it was time for business. They arrived earlier than expected, and the sun hadn’t set. If he managed to close the deal this evening, he might return by lunchtime next day.

Ryley retrieved his wand and a hand mirror from his suitcase, tidied a few loose hair strands, retouched his makeup, and donned a professional smile. The carriage slowed down and stopped before the lowest room of the mansion. Gary opened the door for him, and he stepped out.

“Lady, I mean, Lord Ryley. It’s a pleasure to see you again.” Colbert greeted with a smile, his plump cheeks glossy as if he had used some product. “I’ve been waiting for you the moment I received word from Lord Windsor informed me.”

Ryley almost chuckled; his skill rung lightly. Colbert’s already lying. He’s upset Keith didn’t come. Hope that doesn’t affect the conversation.

“The pleasure is all mine.” Ryley held the hem of his dress and made a curtsy. “My lord husband regrets he couldn’t be here. He’s overseeing the aftermath of a monster attack. Nevertheless, he’s hopeful we can reach a profitable deal for us both.”

“I share the feeling. However, a monster attack is a grave matter. We know that better than most. Mountain trolls come when they can’t find food. Thankfully my family has been dealing with them for generations. Lord Dustin’s father made my grandfather his vassals because of that.” Colbert gestured towards the statue atop the mansion with pride. “But let’s not discuss such matters now. I’m sure you prefer to be indoors after a long journey.”

He placed his hands behind his back and lead the way as the servants opened the door.

Colbert might act friendly, but he’s not naive. He knows why Keith wants him and won’t sell himself for cheap.

Ryley was considering what strategy to use when he had an unpleasant surprise; the interior was packed with expensive-looking decorations. One in particular caught his attention; a painting of a particularly ugly mountain troll holding a human by the waist and eating another’s head.

“Amazing, don’t you think?” Colbert asked when he noticed his guest staring at the painting.

“I’ve never seen anything like this.” In truth, Ryley wanted to say either the artist was either drunk or had no talent.

“It captures those monster’s terror. People underestimate how dangerous trolls can be. If not for my family, they would terrorize the range and the villages nearby.” Colbert seemed to take Ryley’s words as a compliment. “If you’re interested, I can give you a tour of my collection. It’s one of the best in all Audver, if I may say so myself.”

“Only in your head. And no, he doesn’t wanna see your ugly paintings and statues, honey. Lord Ryley is here for business,” his wife said as she came down one of the staircases.

“Lady Mathilda is right, Lord Colbert. My lord husband is waiting for my return with good news,” Ryley declined. Hoping Colbert never held his words against him, he added, “If we have time, I’ll take you up on that offer.”

“Ah, yes, of course. Newlyweds want to spend as much time as possible together. Gender doesn’t matter in this case.” Colbert’s smile annoyed Ryley.

Is he really mocking me for being a male wife? Does he think belittling me helps business? That shows how good he is. From what Ryley recalled, the current mountain lord discovered a new area filled with monsters and a fresh vein of ore in the past few years. He wouldn’t need Keith if he used that money for his tapestry idea. I’m not my sister, but I’ll show him how someone does business.

“My lady, I have brought you a few gifts,” Ryley said, bowing. Gary handed a small box with a bow to one of the servants, who opened it for Mathilda. Her face brightened.

“Are these…?!”

“Products from the Quagmire Flower Company. My lord husband knew you are a great client and sent you these items as a gesture of appreciation. Hope they’re to your taste,” he lied.

“Everything was sold out or overpriced for the past month. Thank you so much!”

It wasn’t Keith, but Ryley who picked the products that Lady Colbert usually bought. It was a small gesture that could make her husband more inclined to join Keith’s faction.

“Thank you for the thoughtful gift, Lord Ryley. Mathilda was growing quite anxious to get those products, but they were more than we could afford,” Jake said with a tensed expression.

“If you didn’t spend so much on those ugly things you call art, we could afford it. Now, if you excuse me.”

There was an awkward moment of silence as she left. Colbert cleared his throat and gestured towards one of the staircases. “Let’s go to my office.”

After several narrow winding flights of stairs, they reached Colbert’s office. Jake was panting, sweating, and took some time to catch his breath as he wiped his forehead with a golden cloth with the chained troll sewed on it. He sat on one of the leather couches before a wooden table with the map of the Col range carved on it, and gestured for Ryley to sit on the other.

Ryley took the offer while Gary stood behind him with his hands behind his back. Colbert snapped his fingers, and two servants brought a rolled-up cloth, carefully unfolding it on the table.

Colbert’s face was brimming with pride as he gazed upon it. “Behold!”

With a faked amused expression, Ryley examined it. The tapestry lacked anything remarkable except that it was made with demon-spider thread, which emanated Celeste. The family tree began with Glenn Fourtsmouth connected to his wife by line and three offspring. Their youngest son married and had four kids. The eldest son and daughter passed away before marrying. Two of the youngest son’s children also shared the same fate.

Keeping the troll population under control is dangerous. Like my family and the alligators, Ryley thought. It’ll take many generations to even fill half of this tapestry. Hanging something empty on a wall would look sad. He pointed that out in the politest way he could.

Jake stared at the tapestry as if he had never considered that.

“You’re right,” he conceded defeatedly, gesturing towards his servant, who prepared a drink for them. He drank half in one gulp.

Ryley, who didn’t want to be inebriated during negotiations, sipped his drink. “How about reducing the size? It wouldn’t look strange being empty.” It was obvious, but since no one pointed it out to Colbert, he had to say it.

“I’m sure newer nobles wish to exhibit their history like me.”

Newer nobles probably want to hide that they were peasants until recently. Instead of pointing that out, he took Colbert’s words into consideration.

“Fair point. We could downsize and use magic to make the images movable,” Ryley proposed. Seeing Colbert’s confusion, he added, “Before I explain, we must discuss something first. Your idea has potential, but my lord husband won’t invest in it as it stands.”

The honesty piqued Colbert’s interest. He looked sharper than moments ago when struggling with the staircases. “What do you want?”

“A 66% share of the profits.” Ryley’s smile was gone as he looked Colbert in the eyes.

The lord of the mountains pondered for a while. He drank his booze to buy some time. “That’s quite a lot. I offer 30%.”

“You need money and improvements for your idea. My lord husband can provide the funds, and I the improvements. Two-thirds would come from us, therefore I believe what I ask is a fair amount.”

Colbert ran a hand on his double chin as he stared at the tapestry. “Do you have more ideas?”

“Yes. A few that I believe will surprise you,” Ryley answered with confidence.

“If I like your suggestions, we have a deal.” Jake extended his hand and Ryley shook it firmly. “Well then, tell me, what else do you have?”

Since the tapestry was made with demon-spider thread, it could store spells and magic, and depending on the process, it would be possible to move the imagens and zoom in and out. Ryley planned to focus on the current family of the buyer but zoom out and show the others if the owner wanted.

Besides that, Ryley thought of giving each picture a description, so if the owner focused on a member in particular, it would appear underneath their picture. That pleased people’s egos and would help to sell it. He also suggested making the tapestry in various sizes, so depending on the buyer’s wish, it could take the entire wall or a corner, and there was also the possibility of expanding it.

As their talk went on, they came up with more ideas. It went on for so long it was past dinner time, and Mathilda come to call for her husband and their guest. As the lord’s taste in decoration, dinner looked more expensive than delicious. Ryley wasn’t someone who cared about gourmet food, but even he had trouble enjoying the taste.

By the time they finished, he was exhausted and had to sleep. He wrote a message to Keith about the negotiations and that he would return by lunch the next day—Gary used a bird message spell to send it.

Ryley anticipated he would have trouble with Colbert’s maid assisting him, but, to his surprise, there wasn’t any. The maids were embarrassed by the fact that he was male despite his appearance though. I’m growing used to his lifestyle. Wonder if I’ll miss this when I raise the money and end this marriage. But I have to admit, this isn’t so bad.
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Chapter 09

RYLEY HADN’T HAD a good night’s sleep. It wasn’t the bed; the mattress, sheets, and pillow, all made with materials obtained from the Col range monsters, were comfortable and lived up to their prices. And yet, he woke before the sun.

I don’t call my room at Keith’s my place, but it’s better than this. Waking up with a troll staring at you is bad for the heart, he thought, pouring himself a glass of water and walking to the window. There was a layer of mist coming from the mountain and covering the town. The few people outside were heavily clothed and Ryley couldn’t help but shiver as he looked at them.

He closed the curtains and fed his Celeste to the heating crystal to make the room warmer. It worked but, unlike the decoration, the crystal was cheap and barely increased the heat despite the extra Celeste. Why do you prefer spending money on ugly crap than useful things? Or is this your way to harass your guests?

He picked up a small square communication crystal from his belongings, activated it, and waited for a response.

“Good morning, Lord Ryley,” Gary replied moments later. He didn’t sound sleepy.

“Morning, Gary. Did Keith send any message?”

“Yes. Lord Keith is pleased with the outcome of the negotiations. He already has a place for a factory and wants you to inform Lord Colbert and also ask if he can check it in the near future.”

Keith wants the factory in his town. That’s smart. Now Colbert will have a reason to talk to him regularly, and it’ll be easier to get Jake to build the road. Since we’re using thread from Col range demon-spiders, the road will help transport it to Soar. This way Dustin won’t be able to complain about Keith stealing his vassal or something like that.

“That was fast. We sent the message late last night.”

“Lord Keith had faith in you.” Ryley couldn’t shake the feeling Gary was smiling right now. “Also, since the negotiations ended, he is eager to see you as fast as possible. He awaits you for lunch.”

He can’t have his toy away for long, Ryley thought, snorting. Despite thinking that, he too wanted to go back. He didn’t expect to finish so fast and planned to stay for another day or two. But if he returned now, he could practice with Jean and the kids in the afternoon.

“We’ll leave before breakfast. I’ll talk to Colbert.”

“Understood, Lord Ryley. I shall prepare the carriage.”

The sun rose above the Col range, shining a pale-yellow light on the town, clearing the mist a bit. As more and more people began their day, Ryley rang the bell in his bedroom, and Colbert’s maids came in. Unlike Keith’s maid, who knew what to do, he had to inform them he wanted a bath. He had to remind himself he was here as a Windsor, and giving them orders felt strange. With the maids’ guidance, he reached the main area on the first floor, where Gary was expecting him, already dressed in his usual black attire.

“Lord Ryley, good morning. Hope you had a good night’s sleep,” Colbert said when he arrived moments later. He wore a troll fur coat.

“Good morning, Lord Colbert. Yes, I had,” he lied politely, smiling as he bowed his head to the couple. “The bed was comfortable.”

Colbert’s round face lit. “As expected. The pillow is made with feathers from Col condors. On this side of Halboor, you can only find them here. And the sheets are made from demon spider’s thread, of course. As good, if not better, than beast-moth’s silk. Soon, the people of Audver will find out about it and start ordering their material. I can feel it.”

They were all good, but the decoration ruined it for me, he thought, still forcing his smile.

“Lord Ryley, I must thank you again for the gifts!” Mathilda said, turning her neck to show both cheeks. They were glowing, making her seem younger than yesterday. “It’s been almost a month since I felt like this. Hope you start restocking them soon.”

Ryley’s smile became more sincere. “I’m happy you liked them. I have been away from the business, but I’ll get in touch with my family to inquire about this shortage. I can’t have a great and beautiful client like you hanging.”

Mathilda blushed and giggled, waving her hand to dismiss the compliment. That seemed to annoy Jake.

“How about if I give you a tour of my collection now?” he said in a loud voice.

“My apologies, Lord Colbert. I know I promised, and I’d love to see your wonderful collection, but I must return. My lord husband has heard about our negotiations and is eager to start the new business. I have been informed he already has a place for the factory and wants you to see it as soon as you can.”

That made Colbert’s face lit. “Great! I knew someone with a keen eye for business like Lord Windsor would understand. And yes, of course, I’ll see the factory. It does take a while to get from here to Soar, so the fastest I can do is three weeks.”

“I shall inform my lord husband. Speaking of that, my lord. In case our business thrives, there’s something else I’d like to discuss.” Even if Keith didn’t ask him to, Ryley couldn’t pass on the opportunity to talk about the road. “Transporting raw materials from here to the factory through the official road would take too long.”

Colbert’s face tensed up and his smile turned sour. “Ah, yes, you’re right. But those lands belong to the country, so I cannot build a road without their permission. Also, there are a lot of farms from here to Soar, and they use the land as pastoral. That’s why the main south road goes through Lord Dustin’s region,” he said slowly as if coming up with those reasons on the spot. He wasn’t lying though.

“I see. I wasn’t aware of that. There are ways to get around that. The country wouldn’t get in the way of a new business if it’s profitable. Even my lord husband would invest in that. Not to mention the Quagmire Flower company could distribute our products faster with a proper road,” Ryley added, holding back his smile and the urge to look at Lady Colbert.

“We’ll do that!” Mathilda almost shouted. Her eyes were wide with the idea of getting the products she so desired faster. “Honey, stop spending money on your ugly collection and invest in that road!”

Jake seemed distraught with his wife’s change of side. “I-If the tapestry becomes as popular as I dreamed, and with Lord Keith’s financial backing, I can consider the idea of investing in a road,” he said at last, and he wasn’t lying. With his wife pleased, he changed the topic. “Now that such heavy conversation is out of the way, how about breakfast before leaving, my lord?”

“I’d appreciate it, but I have made plans with my stepchildren. If I don’t leave now, I won’t be home before nightfall. I wouldn’t like to break a promise with them,” Ryley said, bowing his head to him. “However, there’s another reason, my lord. I’d like to begin the prototype of the tapestry. With any luck, we can have it done by the time you visit the factory’s location.”

“Wonderful!” Colbert’s round face lit with a smile. “I can’t wait to see it too!”

After saying goodbye to the Lord and Lady Colbert, Ryley left the Col range mountains. Though he didn’t want the bland food, he regretted not eating anything. By the time they arrived in Soar, it was after midday, and he was starving. Lunch should have ended but, to his surprise, Keith, the kids, and Jean waited for him.

“Family should eat together,” Keith said before Ryley’s puzzled expression. His face told Ryley he was enjoying the confusion. He embraced his wife and kissed him on the lips. “Welcome back. Now let’s eat. We’re hungry and can’t wait to hear about your trip.”

As Ryley sat on his seat on Keith’s left, the maids placed the food on the table, and his stomach growled. He looked around to see if anyone had noticed. Keith had, and he was grinning. Blushing, he forced himself to remember Madame Prin’s lessons.

“So, how was the trip?” Keith asked. When Ryley told him this morning’s news, he was surprised and pleased. “Getting her on your side was great. As expected of the person I picked to be my wife. You made the tapestry viable and got much closer to the road. I only planned to get a new one a year from now. This is much faster. I’ll talk to Terrowin about it. I’m certain my great-grandfather will be pleased with it.”

“It might be a while until they can clear a path through the mountain,” James reminded him. “I’ve been there. It’s not a Root Mountain, but the Col has its share of Izunagi’s roots. That’s what makes the monsters powerful.”

“I know. But now the road will be useful even if it takes years to open a path. Doing it now is better because Dustin won’t get in the way.”

“What if he can’t clear the path?” Ryley asked.

Keith smiled, but it wasn’t his cocky one. “That’s the gamble. The Colberts have been adventurers for centuries, but Jake prefers a more comfortable life than swinging a sword. There’s a lot of money on the table, so I doubt he’ll give up.”

“Was there anything interesting there?” Kat asked, looking at Ryley with a grin. “Bob said that there’s a huge troll statue on the top of the house!”

“Bob?” Ryley repeated.

“It’s Jake’s firstborn. Robert lives with his uncle, who’s training him so he doesn’t end up like his father,” Keith muttered so only Ryley heard.

“There is. It’s huge and ugly and scary. In the morning, it seems the statue is breathing because of the mist.”

“Cool! I wanna see it!” Ryley smiled and channeled his Celeste, using illusion magic to make a miniature of the troll statue pop on his palm. He showed it to Kat, who giggled. “So ugly!”

Keith chuckled. “I agree, Kat. When the Colberts became nobles, their symbol was a troll. But Jake changed it. He said the old one didn’t show how dangerous the monsters were and that made his house look weaker,” he shook his head. “Jake never had great taste but it’s become ridiculous. After he opened the new area in the Col range and got money, he gained the strange idea that expensive means tasteful.”

“It wasn’t the decoration. His clothes, the food, the drinks. He invited me to stay for breakfast, but I refused. My stomach couldn’t handle that kind of food again. If he wanted money to invest in his tapestries, he shouldn’t spend it on a drunk artist who has no talent.”

That got a laugh from everyone. Even Arthur chuckled and smiled.

Ryley was satisfied by the time they finished eating. And it wasn’t just the food. It was the first time he had what he could call a family meal since he agreed to marry Keith. With his mood much better than when he woke, he went to his room and rang the bell to call the maids to help him change into clothes that were easy to move around. The door opened and closed, but there wasn’t the usual sound of them being busy. When he turned, he saw himself face to face with his husband.

“You need to make up for leaving me alone,” he said with his sly smile that meant one thing.

Ryley, who had grown used to that attitude, flashed a derisive smile. “Is that your way of saying you missed me?”

“Did I say that?”

“The feeling is clear. Besides, I went there because you asked.”

“You’re right.” Keith chuckled and approached his wife until their faces were inches from each other. “I missed touching you. I missed fucking you. A night without you was too long for me.”

He held Ryley by the waist, brought him closer, and kissed him.

Ryley reciprocated. His blood rushed to his dick, making him harder. Something woke inside him, a feeling he didn’t know he had inside him: lust. Without thinking, he wrapped his arm around his husband’s neck, and the kiss became more intense. However, as fast as he was overtaken by the feeling, his promise to Jean and the kids crossed his mind. Ryley widened his eyes and pushed Keith away with the little reasoning he had recovered.

Keith raised his eyebrows, surprised, and slightly annoyed. “You belong to me. If I want to, we will fuck. But I must say, I like that rebellious side of you.”

“I’m not forgetting anything nor being rebellious. I know my place,” Ryley said without meeting Keith’s eyes. He suspected he could lose to his lust again. “We can’t do it now. Arthur, Kat, and Jean are waiting for me.”

“Not as much as I have been. They can wait a little more.” Keith came closer, but Ryley placed his hands on his chest and stopped him.

“I promised them. They’re starting to open up to me, and I doubt being late because their dad was fucking me will help.”

“Don’t you mean pleasing you?” Keith flashed his cocky smile.

Ryley ignored that. “Are you free right now?”

The sudden question broke Keith’s smile. “Why?”
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Chapter 10

ARTHUR, KAT, AND JEAN were in the backyard, waiting for them. The kids smiled when they saw Ryley, but their expression turned into surprise when they saw Keith, also dressed in workout clothes—Ryley’s shorts exposed his legs and highlighted his ass. His husband demanded that.

“Why this outfit?” Ryley complained under his breath, hoping they kinds didn’t hear; they looked thrilled their father would join them, though Arthur tried to hide it.

“Seeing you like that motivates me.” There was no hint of shame on Keith’s word. Ryley was about to snap back when his husband added, “It looks good on you.”

His honesty made Ryley swallow his words and blush. Damn it. Why is he honest with these stupid comments?

“Are you sure you can do this today, teach? Is your lower back OK?” Jean asked with a malicious smile.

Ryley ignored the comment. “As you can see, Keith will join us. Let’s start with light stretching and a warm-up.”

Jean raised her hand. “Do we have to exercise to get better at magic?”

“Celeste flows through our bodies like blood. Exercising helps that flow, making it easier and faster to channel energy. Strong body, strong magic,” Ryley recited the words one of his teachers back at the Institute liked to say whenever someone complained about exercising.

His explanation to satisfy Jean and Arthur, though neither seemed keen about it. Kat was already stretching, eager to start.

Keith grinned. “If I recall, you hated it when Professor Hughes used to say that.”

“It’s annoying when you hear it, but not when you say it. C’mon, let’s follow your daughter’s example.”
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Since it was their first time, Ryley took his time to demonstrate the proper way to stretch and warm-up—he had learned it from his brother Huxley. The last thing he wanted was for anyone to get injured. Half an hour later, they were doing a light jog to the forest and back. They were going at the same pace, but after the first lap, Kat dashed ahead. Arthur looked envious and grimaced at his sister’s back.

“If you wanna, go for it,” Ryley encouraged him with a smile. The young boy hesitated, glancing between him and his father.

Keith was surprised for a second, but then smiled and gave a curt nod. “Listen to your teacher.”

That was all Arthur needed. His cool expression broke and he grinned like a child as he sprinted after his sister. Kat picked up her pace when she noticed her brother.

Ryley couldn’t help but chuckle as he watched them. Seeing the kids having fun made Jean run too, though she wasn’t as fast as them.

“I’ve never seen them like this,” Keith said as he jogged alongside Ryley, enjoying the moment as a normal father and not as Lord Windsor.

“I know why you work hard, but you already have a lot of power and influence. What would it be like if you inherited your great-grandfather’s title and power? I know you believe nobles have the duty to protect the common folk, but your kids need you too.”

Keith fell quiet for a moment. He looked at the town, then at the forest, and then at his kids, but his eyes were distant. “Do you remember Professor Ampax’s words?”

The Royal Institute of Magical Arts’s divination teacher was an old man who people said was going senile even before Ryley and Keith became students. Most of the staff looked down on the subject and wanted to exclude it from the curriculum, saying it wasn’t up to the Institute’s standards. But since Ampax was Leila’s disciple, the deputy headmistress of the Magic School, and one of the strongest seers alive, no one insisted on that idea.

In their second year, Ampax had a breakdown in the middle of breakfast, screaming as if something invisible was hurting him. In the middle of his screams, he shouted about the Great Change, the ancient war against the Demons, and that it would consume the entire continent of Halboor.

“Do you believe in his words?” Ryley asked in a soft tone. He remembered the commotion on the following days. Even the teachers were talking about it in hushed voices. But it soon became a joke, and everyone moved on.

“I don’t know. Ampax was getting old, but he wasn’t going senile as people claimed. At least not during his classes. What he said could be the mad words of a former brilliant mind or a genuine prophecy,” Keith said. Then he chuckled. “I can’t say. I was never good at divination.”

“That’s right. You took his class. People joked only students who needed an easy grade took it.”

“Most of my classmates were like that. It was rare to see anyone genuinely interested in learning.”

“Why did you take it? I don’t think you’re the type of person who cares about knowing the future.”

“I worry about the future all the time.”

Ryley grinned. “I misspoke. You’re the type of person who prefers to shape their own future rather than wait and see how things turn out.”

“You’re right. The idea of seeing if my plans were on the right path intrigued me. If they weren’t, I could always change the outcome to my liking. But I didn’t have the talent for it. Ampax used to say my mind was too focused on the present.”

“Yeah, I get exactly what he meant,” Ryley said, chuckling. “Maybe I should’ve taken divination too. I’d be handy to see if my products would work or not. Sometimes it takes too long.”

“Ampax would say the same about you. You enjoy setting a goal and the process of acquiring achieving them. You’re like me.”

Ryley blushed at Keith’s gentle smile and faced forward to hide it. He wasn’t fast enough though. Luckily, Kat was on her third lap and dashed between them, laughing. Seconds later, Arthur did the same, with Jean doing her best to catch up to them.

Keith looked at his kids and then back at Ryley. A sly grin crossed his face, and he slapped his wife’s ass. Before Ryley could say anything, he ran and caught up to Kat, Arthur, and Jean in the blink of an eye.

Ryley’s mouth hung open for a few seconds. Then he grinned and raced after his husband, ready to slap his ass back. Arthur and Kat, who had never seen their father like that, stopped to watch.

“You’re out of shape. You used to be faster,” Keith joked. He slowed down a little and then sped up when Ryley almost touched him.

Ryley channeled Celeste throughout his body, strengthening his legs’ muscles, and kicked the ground, running faster.

“That’s cheating,” Keith protested. Despite his words, he was laughing.

“No rule against it!”

As Ryley was about to slap his husband’s butt, Keith used wind magic and leapt high in the air at the last moment, tapping Ryley’s head and ruffling his hair.

Caught off guard, Ryley stumbled. Keith quickly landed and held him by the waist and turned him around so they faced each other. With a smug expression, he helped his wife stand and brought him closer.

“I win.”

“Shut up,” Ryley muttered, his cheeks reddening. Not only was he saved, but Keith’s muscular chest felt comforting and made his heart race.

“Now you need to surprise me,” Keith whispered in a sly tone just as Arthur and Kat caught up to them.

“How did you jump like that, Father!?” Kat asked, astonished.

“Wind magic. You channel Celeste at the bottom of your foot and cast the spell when you jump. If you do it right, you can go up very high.”

“Can you teach me?”

“You should ask your teacher.” Keith turned to Ryley. Kat did the same, her eyes shining.

“If possible, I would also like to learn that.” Though Arthur tried to keep a cool face, his tone betrayed him. He was impressed by what his father had done and couldn’t hide it.

“I can teach you, but your father was the best at that magic when we were in school. He even represented us in the tri-school tournament.”

“Really?” Both Kat and Arthur asked. They looked even more impressed. Jean caught up to them but had to recover her breath and wasn’t paying attention to the conversation.

“You never told them that?” Ryley asked.

“I don’t think it’s a big deal.”

He never bragged about his accomplishments back at the Institute, Ryley thought. “Your father won first place in the tournament. If you want to see the match, I can get the crystal record of his victory.”

“Yes!” they both said together.

For the first time, Ryley saw Keith without reaction. A moment later, he flashed a warm, fatherly smile as he looked at his children. Then James came from the mansion, and his expression changed.

“Something came up,” Keith said in his usual voice, but Ryley could tell his husband was annoyed. Both kids looked disappointed, though Arthur managed to hide it quickly. Keith kissed Ryley on the lips before whispering to him, “Think about how you’ll surprise me tonight.”

Ryley’s cheeks burned as Keith walked away.

“What did Father say?” Kat asked, the innocent curiosity plastered on her face.

Jean flashed a mischievous grin behind her. “Yeah, what did he say, Ry?”

“To teach you the magic.” Kat believed at once, but Arthur’s cheeks turned pink though he didn’t say anything. Ryley cleared his throat. “The secret of this magic isn’t the power but where and when you cast it. If you do it right, you can use a fraction of Celeste to boost yourself. First, I’ll show you the spell to create a gust of wind. Then channel energy to the ball of your foot and use that spell.”

The three of them learned the spell in minutes and tried to jump like Keith had. Jean struggled with it and couldn’t create more than a breeze. Kat used too much Celeste on her first attempt and soared seven meters in the air. Ryley’s heart leapt through his mouth, and he made a cushion with the same magic to soften her landing.

“Don’t use too much Celeste. It can be dangerous,” he said with a tense smile. Kat could have gotten hurt, but she was laughing and had no idea.

Arthur was the opposite of his sister. Instead of going for it right away, he tried to float a couple of inches above the ground. He had to swing his arms to maintain his balance, but after a couple of seconds, he fell on his butt.

“It’s a good idea, but that’s another type of magic, Arthur. This magic is to give you a jumping boost, not to float. That’s a different magic. Here.” Ryley ran a little and cast the magic on his foot. He jumped over five meters and then used the magic again to land. “What did you notice?”

The sudden question took Arthur by surprise, but he thought about it. “You controlled your balance on your dominant foot.”

“Why is that necessary?”

“If you don’t have balance, the boost will be unevenly distributed on your foot and leg, and you’ll fall.”

“Correct!” Ryley’s enthusiasm and smile made the boy blush. Then he recalled something that happened when he was a student and laughed. “A student at the Institute tripped, fell, and kept spinning in the same place with his face on the ground because he used too much Celeste.”

Kat and Jean laughed, and Arthur chuckled.

“With that in mind, let’s focus on balance and control rather than height for now, okay?”

They spent most of the afternoon practicing. While the three of them grasped the basics, Jean wasn’t confident enough to attempt while running. Kat did better because she wasn’t afraid of falling, which made Madame Prin, who came to check on them and watched everything, horrified, livid.

Ryley and Kat had to hear a long lecture about their duties as members of the Windsor House and how they should act. Arthur saved them by saying they should wash themselves before dinner.

After a refreshing bath, he got dressed—a short navy-blue dress and matching heels, with part of his hair tied on the side with a fancy griffon jewel. As he made his way to the dining room, one of the maids came to him and said Keith had summoned him.

In the front yard, the fast carriage awaited him, ready to leave. The moment Ryley entered, he knew something important was troubling his husband. Keith’s eyes were distant and his face tense. The shadow cast from the overhead crystal light made him look dark. There was no trace of the man who was enjoying spending time with his family that afternoon.

“What happened?” Ryley asked after they had left the city and Keith had yet to speak. “Where are we going?”

“To meet my uncle,” Keith finally said. His tone was normal but his wife could tell he was mad.

“What lie am I looking for?” Ryley asked.

That made Keith raise an eyebrow and look at him. He let out a weak chuckle and his shoulders relaxed a little. “I wasn’t expecting you to be so eager to help me.”

“What kind of wife wouldn’t help their husband?”

“You’d be surprised.” With the mood lighter, Keith poured two drinks and offered one to Ryley. “Kelvin is the Sword of the kingdom. I found out today he’s working with the prime minister to increase their funds. Given the current situation of Halboor, that will send a bad sign to our neighbors. However, that’s not the problem. He plans to take the money from the emergency disaster fund.”

The country had its share of natural disasters. In the rainy seasons, there was a chance of floods in many cities and towns. There was also an active volcano east of the capital. The last eruption happened over two hundred years ago, but the recent earthquakes, however weak, had made everyone wary.

“He can’t do that! The emergency funds are to keep supplies and food distribution working in case of a disaster. It has saved many from starving in the past!” Ryley shouted.

The last major natural disaster happened fifteen years ago. A heavy storm flooded many rivers all over the country and destroyed crops and infrastructure. The mud spread around, bringing diseases and death. The swamps were the same, and on top of that, they had to suppress the alligators that came to town looking for food. It was only thanks to the funds that the casualties were minimal. Ryley still recalled those months. He was only a kid, but he did his best to help.

“Yes. The fund is too important for the country and the people, and I cannot let Kelvin do that. But he doesn’t seem to get that. From what I heard, he believes reinforcing the army is more important.”

“He’s an idiot.”

Keith laughed through his nose and drank. “It’ll be hard to change his mind but—”

“If I can find a lie, you can negotiate,” Ryley finished the sentence. He raised his drink. “If he tells even a minor lie, I’ll pick it up.”

“We have arrived, Lord Keith,” Gary said a while later.

Ryley couldn’t hide his surprise as he looked outside the window. Unlike Keith’s modern palace, Kelvin’s estate was centuries-years old castle. The city surrounding it wasn’t planned like Soar. It had grown organically over time, with mismatched houses of all sorts of sizes and materials. The streets were crooked, with carriages, animals, and people sharing them. To him, it was chaos, but to the citizens, it was common.

As they passed by the moat and entered the castle’s inner walls. Gary stopped the carriage and opened the door for them. A man dressed in dark green and silver clothes came to greet them. Keith knew him and the man led them to Kelvin’s office with little conversation. Behind a long mahogany desk sat an older version of Keith, with a goatee, a scar going from neck to chin, and short spiky hair.

Ah, that uncle. The most annoying one, Ryley recalled. He had met so many people at his wedding he didn’t remember their names, but he did remember Kelvin. Among Keith’s family, he was one of those who lied when saying best wishes to the newlywed couple.

“Let’s get this over with, Keith. I’m a busy man,” Kelvin said, gesturing for them to sit on the couch without raising his head. It took him a while to notice Ryley. “I see you brought your wife. I know about his talent. Don’t you trust me?”

“It’s a pleasure seeing you again, Uncle,” Ryley replied politely, bowing and smiling, ignoring the jest and rudeness. daSaving the funds was more important.

“Same,” Kelvin lied. The corner of his lips curled, but his attempt at a fake smile was terrible.

“Of course I trust you, Uncle. We’re family,” Keith said, making Ryley’s talent ring. “Unlike most people think, my wife isn’t only a pretty face. I value his opinion, and that is why I brought him.” He didn’t lie.

“Say whatever you want. I doubt it’ll change my mind. We need the money.”

Keith grew quiet as he sat on the couch, taking his time. “I know you talked to Terrowin, but I must remind you that the emergency fund is meant to save our people.” Keith’s voice was calm, but Ryley could tell his husband was suppressing his anger.

“The last major natural disaster occurred fifteen years ago. You were a kid back then, but there was no need to use all the fund. We cannot afford to let all that money be squandered when other areas are in need.”

Ryley folded his hands on his lap, the sign Kelvin wasn’t lying, or at least believed in his own words.

“We cannot predict when the next natural disaster will happen. Without the fund, our people will be vulnerable and suffer because of us. Their faith in the nobles would be shattered.”

“Nephew, your concern for the common folk is commendable.” Kelvin made no effort to hide his sarcasm. “But the country has other concerns.”

“Such as?”

“War,” he declared in a grave voice, his eyes matching. “I know you are aware, Keith. Too many strange things happened in Halboor in the past years. It’s not only the demons who are moving. Our neighbors and enemies are preparing for trouble, and we’re not doing the same. We are be behind everyone.”

“Are you implying the emergency fund isn’t preparing for trouble?”

Kelvin scoffed. “You know what I mean. I’m not doing this because I don’t care about the common folk. Our military budget has been reduced in the past years thanks to the previous minister. Not to mention what Karl did,” he muttered that part, ashamed. It was his brother who had been embezzling from the military. “We’re not prepared in case we need to protect the kingdom.”

“I agree we must prepare but remember the rainy season will be soon upon us. Not to mention the recent earthquakes. We need the emergency fund.”

“If the military can’t get money, we won’t be able to help people if war strikes. Our enemies will seize the opportunity. We have to strengthen our army now.”

“You speak as if war will break tomorrow,” Keith said. He breathed deep and looked Kelvin in the eyes. “I didn’t come here to debate the military’s importance, Uncle. You say we need to strengthen our army in case of trouble, but if war breaks out, it won’t be so fast. Our information network is better than most countries and we will be able to prepare ourselves if it happens.”

“I know you’re a talented warrior, Keith, but you seem to lack knowledge of the military. It takes time to train soldiers, and even more to make them work as one. You can’t be prepared when war breaks but before that.”

This is going in circles, Ryley thought.

“Lord uncle, a natural disaster is the same. Perhaps worse, since hours can be the difference between life and death. That is why your great-grandfather created the emergency fund thanks to your grandfather’s request. I doubt Lord Karth would be pleased to know the funds he fought to create were used for war by his own family.”

For the first time, Kelvin’s expression changed, and he was out of words. Like Keith, he too competed to inherit Karth Windsor’s title and lands.

Yeah, I knew they had no idea it was Karth who thought of this a long time ago. Thanks for teaching me that, Madame Prin, Ryley thought. To his surprise, Kelvin wasn’t the only one. Keith was looking at him, and he could tell his husband didn’t know that fact.

“You’re right,” Kelvin admitted when he recovered his posture. “But the military budget needs to increase. That is something we have to do.”

“Uncle, it might be presumptuous of me to say this, but are you sure the current money is being spent wisely? A country’s military budget is beyond my feeble ability, but I do have some experience managing money. Instead of focusing on increasing the funds, how about checking if they are optimized?”

Kelvin didn’t seem to have any argument against it and, unlike Keith, he wasn’t that good at hiding his annoyance.

“Uncle, we can assist you with that,” Keith offered, knowing his uncle had no valid reason to refuse. Not using competent help without a proper reason would make him look bad in Karth’s eyes.

They went through all the unclassified military documents and papers and managed to reallocate over thirty-four percent of the budget. A lot was wasted on empty warehouses, unused training grounds, and the like.

By the time they were back, it was late in the evening. Both Keith and Ryley were exhausted and fell asleep embracing each other.
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Chapter 11

RYLEY WINCED AND GRUNTED when the sunrays passed through the window and hit his face. He knew he had a lesson with Madam Prin—probably a lecture about duties after what she saw yesterday—and then magic lessons with the kids and Jean. And yet, he didn’t want to wake up at that moment.

Telling himself five more minutes, he covered his head with the sheets and turned away from the light. He bumped into something solid and warm. Against his will, he opened his eyes. There was a massive naked chest before him. Can’t believe Keith, of all people, was too tired to do anything last night, he thought, smiling sleepily.

His smile faded when he ran a hand on his husband’s chest, touching the scar made by the assassin years ago. Even the best healers couldn’t heal it completely. The only way to get rid of it was a skin transplant, but Keith refused. According to him, it was a waste of time. Ryley knew the truth. The scar was his reminder to keep those he trusted close.

Ryley moved closer and laid his head on Keith, listening to his heartbeats. The soothing and rhythmic sound made him feel safe. He was nearly falling asleep when he felt something pressing against him. It was Keith’s morning wood, which didn’t surprise him. An idea crossed his mind. With a dare he couldn’t imagine possible weeks ago, he moved down until Keith’s dick was right before his face. It wasn’t at its fullest size, but it was big enough.

His breathing slowed down as the smell of raw cock filled his nostrils, intoxicating him. He grabbed it with both hands and licked the tip. Keith’s dick reacted, pulsating in his hands. He put it in his mouth and bobbed his head back and forth. It was warm and hard, and the taste of pre-cum filled his mouth. He didn’t dislike it. In fact, that only made him more eager to suck it.

Ryley’s dick hardened, but he resisted the urge to touch himself. Sucking Keith was pleasure enough at the moment. It was the surprise he owned his husband. Then, sooner than he wished, the taste of semen filled his mouth. He drank it without hesitating, and to his surprise, the taste was better than last time.

“A great way to wake up.” Ryley widened his eyes and looked up. Keith was up, and by the looks of his smug grin, he had been for a while. “Though a bit sneaky of you. I wanted to be awake for the whole experience. You need punishment.”

He pulled Ryley closer and kissed him. As their tongues touched, Ryley’s cock became harder, overflowing with pre-cum.

“Already? I know I’m great at kissing, but aren’t you a little too horny?” Keith’s smug smile was even wider. Ryley said nothing, his cheeks a shade of red. “Why are you embarrassed after waking me up like that? You have no idea how happy I am that you desire me. But not as much as I desire you.”

Ryley felt Keith’s cock pressing against his again. Overtaken by lust, he grabbed the lotion, smeared his hands, and massaged himself. When it was enough, he raised his hips and sat on Keith’s cock.

“Hmm!” he tried to muffle a moan, but it made no difference. He was tighter than usual, but his dick in his ass still felt good.

“You didn’t use enough lotion. But I can’t blame you. You’re eager for my cock.”

Ryley couldn’t reply with a snappy comeback even if he wanted to. Keith’s dick in his ass was all he could think about. As it went deeper inside him, it released more pre-cum again, lubricating him and making him less tight.

He raised and lowered his hips again, and his cock went deeper into his ass. He did it again and the same thing happened. As he repeated, it became easier, and more pleasuring. His own dick was on the verge of ejaculating, but he didn’t want that. He knew if he did, he would lose his strength and stop, and he wanted the moment to last longer. As long as possible.

Keith noticed, but he didn’t do anything. He lay there with his usual cocky expression, enjoying as his wife rode his dick. But when Ryley came, his seed smeared on Keith’s chest and face, he changed. The beast Keith woke, and he couldn’t hold himself anymore. He grabbed Ryley’s waist with both hands and thrust his hips up and down too.

Ryley’s dick was getting limp, but with the renewed pleasure, he was getting hard again. Keith came with a final, powerful, thrust.

They were both out of breath and sweating. Keith cleaned the semen on his face with a finger and licked it. Ryley couldn’t help but think that it was hot, and his cock twitched. Keith flashed his sly smile, sat up, and pushed Ryley down on the bed. He was in control now, how he preferred.

Overtaken by his primal urges, he thrust back and forth. He wasn’t gentle at all. He was a man who had lost all his reasoning to his lust. Sex was rough.

And yet, Ryley liked that. He was treated as Keith’s pleasure toy from the beginning, but he didn’t care now. It felt good. It felt great. And he wanted more.

“Harder!” he shouted, wrapping his legs around Keith. “Faster!”

Keith obeyed. Or maybe he didn’t. Perhaps he couldn’t hear and was moving by instinct.

He came again, but he didn’t stop. They kept going. They both wanted it. Sweat and semen mixed on their bodies and the bed. But they kept going. Keith turned Ryley around and now Ryley was on his belly. Pressed under his strong, muscular husband, he felt small and delicate. And yet he couldn’t stop moaning in pleasure when Keith shoved his dick inside him again. Even the bed couldn’t handle them and broke. And yet they kept going.
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Chapter 12

THE RIDE WAS SLOW and uncomfortable. It had been three months since the last time Ryley took the familiar road to the swamps, and it had changed. The recent earthquakes made traveling to that region difficult. With the army’s help, the locals cleared the trees, but there were cracks along the road. It would take a long time until the kingdom decided to fix it since that road wasn’t a priority.

Even though it was the fastest carriage Keith had, it was far from its full speed, and it would take over half a day to reach the Quagmire’s lands. With the main road like this, shipping costs must’ve gone up, Ryley thought as he looked outside the window.

The open fields turned into villages and farms, and then back into fields, but Ryley couldn’t enjoy the view. He looked at the letter in his hands again. He had read it many times already but couldn’t help but remember when he received it earlier that morning.

“Lord Ryley, a letter from your parents has arrived,” said one of the maids as he was about to have breakfast.

Ryley wasn’t surprised; he had been expecting a report about the company. He had written to his parents expressing how anxious he was for news about everyone and the company but hadn’t received any since getting married. His passive-aggressive writing seemed to have worked. As he read it, his eyes widened.

“Did something happen?” Keith asked.

“Dad got hurt. He’s bedridden for two weeks. He was helping with shipping because of a large order and sprained his back. Mom’s struggling to take care of his responsibilities on top of hers. Huxley and Emily are away and will be away for a while until they can come back and help.”

Thanks to the money they received, the company recovered. Without debt, Tracy used the leftover money to expand the factory. Things were returning to normal, though shipping was more expensive and taking longer.

We need to hire someone to help in the warehouse. This isn’t the first time Dad has gotten hurt like this. But we don’t have the money to hire someone to take care of it. The tapestry project is about to begin, but it’ll take a while until it profits. If it does, Ryley thought. He had a few more ideas since the meeting with Colbert and planned to add new features to the tapestry. He hadn’t seen the future factory Keith chose because it was being cleared out before he could set things up.

“You should go,” Keith said.

“I can’t…”

“You can. Go help your mother. I’ll send a healer to check on your father.” Keith chuckled when Ryley looked surprised. “What’s that face for? Is it that strange for me to help my father-in-law?”

Ryley opened his mouth to reply, but then he smiled instead. “You’re right.”

“I know.”

“You do understand I’ll be gone for a few days, maybe a week, right?”

Keith flashed his sly grin and leaned closer. “I expect compensation when you return,” he said in a seductive voice. “In fact, I’m wondering if you can go that long without my dick.”

My husband is an idiot, Ryley thought, his cheeks reddening as he remembered that conversation. Hope the healer can help Dad. He’s not as young as he used to be. He needs to understand his job is to make sure the warehouse and shipments are in order, not help with packaging and loading.

“We have arrived, Lord Ryley,” Gary said hours later, waking Ryley, who had fallen asleep mid-ride.

“Thanks, Gary.” Ryley got out of the carriage, stretched, and retrieved his suitcase from the coachman. “I’ll take it from here. Please take care on the way back.”

As Gary did his best to turn the carriage around on the narrow street to make his way back, nostalgia flooded Ryley. The Quagmire mansion looked the same but somehow different. The building only had one floor and the external walls were dark green and black, the colors of their House. The original structure was two huge warehouses turned into a house, and the Quagmires had added rooms as necessary. When his great-grandfather rose to nobility, he had redone the outside to make it more respectable. Now it seemed like a big mansion from the beginning. Thank the Hero no Quagmire put an alligator statue on top of the house, he thought with a wry smile as he opened the door.

“Mom, Dad?”

There was no answer. They didn’t have any maids or butlers like most nobles. They paid some of the locals to help with daily chores, but it wasn’t a full-time job, so the fact that there was no one wasn’t unusual. However, the lack of answer worried him. He expected at least someone there to help his father. With a bad feeling, he went to his parents’ bedroom and knocked on the door.

“Come in,” replied a pained voice.

When Ryley entered, he confirmed his bad feeling. His father was lying on the floor with his face buried in some papers with a huge pile by his side.

“Joey, why did you come back? I told you I don’t need help. Tracy is overreacting. I can—" Terry stopped mid-sentence when he raised his head and saw his son. He beamed. “Ry! It’s been a while.”

“What are you doing, Dad?”

Terry averted his eyes and shrugged. “Nothing much. Just reading.”

“Yeah, right.” Ryley drew his wand and waved it. The papers floated towards him. Terry opened his mouth to protest, but before he could, Ryley added, “Do you want me to tell Mom?”

“I can do this. It’s not like I can’t move,” he complained and pushed himself up. In the same instant, he winced and stopped. Breathing deeply, he rolled onto his back, gritted his teeth, and sat up with effort. “See?”

“No.” With Ryley’s help, he was back on the bed, though he glanced at the papers floating behind his son. “Don’t even think about it. You need to rest.”

“I’ve been resting for days. You have no idea how boring it is. I’m going crazy here,” he said and sighed. “What are you doing here? Did Lord Keith allow you to leave?”

“I’m not his prisoner. And I came to help. Mom wrote to me.”

“Can’t believe she did that. I asked her not to mention this little incident.” Terry clicked his tongue.

“You wanted to keep this a secret from me?”

“Not a secret. Just don’t mention it, that was all. You have other responsibilities now. You shouldn’t worry about what happens here.”

“I haven’t left the family. Nor the company. I’ll have a lab again soon and resume my research,” he said. “Speaking of work, why were you helping load the carriages? Your job is making sure things are going well at the warehouse, not doing it yourself.”

“You know why. We barely made it in time even with my help. You sacrificed yourself for us and the company. Don’t give me an earful for doing the same.”

Those words deflated Ryley’s anger and urge to lecture him. He let it go with a sigh and placed the papers on the table. “Fine, I won’t say anything more about it so stop with that face.”

“Deal.” Despite his age and graying hair, Terry seemed like a kid who had gotten away from a long lecture. His victory was short-lived though. Seconds later, the door opened.

“Are you here, Ry? The villagers said they saw a carriage with Lord Keith’s coat of arms.” She beamed when she looked at Ryley, but then she looked at Terry’s face and narrowed her eyes. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing!” they said together.

Like a detective looking for anything suspicious, she looked around the room. Her eyes landed on the papers. At once, both father and son knew they had made a mistake and prepared themselves. Tracy glared at her husband and seemed to inflate with anger.

“You were working again! I told you to rest!”

“I-I was! It’s paperwork, honey. I can do it from here without—”

“You don’t understand the word rest, do you?!” Tracy cut him off. She turned her anger towards Ryley. “I haven’t seen you in months and you were going to cover for him?”

She went on for a while without taking a break. When she stopped, her face looked better. She smiled and hugged her son. “I missed you, Ry.”

“Me too.” He hugged her back, glad the lecture had ended. “How are you?”

“Exhausted. And someone isn’t helping,” she muttered, narrowing her eyes at Terry, who coughed and looked anywhere but his wife. The doorbell rang. “Ah, it must be lunch.”

“I’ll get it,” Ryley offered, ignoring his father’s silent plea; Terry was afraid of getting another lecture if he was alone.

The Quagmires didn’t have a cook. Instead, they paid an old lady to make lunch and dinner for them. It was her granddaughter who delivered it. Ryley had known her since they were kids, and when he opened the door, he wasn’t surprised when her smile at seeing his childhood friend turned into astonishment.

Yeah, that’s expected. She’s seen me dressed as a girl before, but this is different. He wasn’t in the mood to explain why he was cross-dressing, so he smiled, thanked her, and said he had to help his parents before she asked anything.

The whole town must know by now. I doubt Dad kept it quiet. He likes to talk way too much, Ryley thought as he got utensils and plates from the kitchen. He didn’t care if people knew he was dressing as a woman. It wasn’t wrong or anything to be ashamed of. He wouldn’t shout out what Keith did to him every night, but if he was married to a woman, he wouldn’t do that either.

They ate in the bedroom and caught up on everything that had happened since Ryley left. He found out the whole story of his dad’s injury, and it made it harder to blame him. Albert, the number two guy in the warehouse, who helped Terry with the logistics, was expecting his firstborn. His wife gave birth to a surprise; she had triplets. Al had to take time off to help, so Terry had to take his work until he returned. Emily was abroad trying to expand the company brand. Huxley was picking up a few jobs at the guild in the closest town to earn a bit more money and get new equipment.

After the late lunch and ensuring Terry couldn’t do anything other than rest, Ryley and Tracy left. Unlike the mansion, they had built the factory and the warehouse already considering expansion in mind with the help of the villagers. The Quagmire company was the biggest industry in the region, and most of the village worked on it. Those who didn’t, worked in essential roles that kept the rest of the town running.

As he suspected, the warehouse staff were talking about him and his new appearance when he arrived. Ryley explained as briefly as possible. To his annoyance, everyone accepted his situation, saying that it suited him better. Before they reminisced about Ryley’s past as a harvest girl, something he wasn’t in the mood to relive, he went to his father’s office.

Ah, crap. Dad hasn’t changed at all, Ryley thought the moment he laid eyes on the huge mess. The papers he confiscated from Terry were nothing compared to the piles of papers and books on the desk and sheets spread out on the floor.

While Terry knew his mess and figured it out, Ryley couldn’t. Careful not to make everything worse, he navigated through the mess, sat on the chair, and began to look for the piles with immediate orders.

It was past dinner when Ryley finished organizing the orders and optimizing production and shipping. For now, we’ll be okay for the next week or two. Hopefully Dad is better by then. Emily will be back too. I don’t know how long I can stay. I doubt Keith would allow me to stay for that long.

As he thought of his husband, Ryley entertained by himself imagining annoyed Keith would be if he took too long to get back. Then he pictured how their reunion would be and how much pent-up lust Keith would unleash on him. His dick reacted and he shook his head. What’s wrong with me? I may not dislike sex with him, but it’s not like I’m becoming a dick-crazy dude.

After he bidding farewell to the workers and returned home, his jaw dropped. Keith’s carriage was parked in the front of the mansion. Still in a daze, he opened the door and confirmed; his husband was there, talking to his mother.

“Hey, Ry. Welcome back,” Tracy said, smiling at him.

Keith smiled too, though it was different from his mother-in-law’s. But it wasn’t a sly one. He was amused at Ryley’s reaction. “Hello, honey. Are you that surprised to see me?”

“What are you doing here?” Ryley asked, blinking, still trying to process what he was seeing.

“Didn’t I tell you I’d find a healer for my father-in-law?” As if on cue, a man carrying a heavy-looking brown bag and dressed in a black overcoat came through one of the doors.

“Thanks so much, doctor!” Terry came after him with a huge grin. “It doesn’t hurt at all!”

The man laughed. “You’re welcome. But please don’t overdo it. The healing patch will cool your muscles and make the pain minimal, but that’s all. You’ve not recovered yet. Channel Celeste on it every couple of hours. With any luck, you should be back to full health in a couple of days.” He bowed to Keith. “It’s done, Lord Keith, but I must return. My wife could deliver any time and I need to be by her side.”

“Thanks, Igor. You helped me a lot. Gary will drive you back. Tell Janine I’ll visit her and the baby soon.”

Tracy checked on her husband and Igor left the house. Keith chuckled and leaned closer to whisper in Ryley’s ear, who was still baffled.

“I’m here because it’s my job to fulfill your needs. I couldn’t leave you alone for even a day.”

Ryley blushed and coughed at the same time. His parents looked at him with curiosity, but he prayed they hadn’t heard.

“Don’t say that here!” he whispered in a hushed voice.

“Did I lie?”

“Shut up,” Ryley muttered, averting his gaze.

“Is something wrong?” Terry asked.

“Father, I’m glad to see you’re better but remember what Igor said. Please, don’t overdo it. Best if you lay down now.”

“Thank you for your concern, Lord Keith. I’ll make sure he listens to the doctor. I won’t let him work until he’s one hundred percent,” Tracy said, narrowing her eyes at her husband.

“T-Thank you for bringing Lord Igor. We could never afford such an amazing doctor.” Unlike his wife, Terry looked nervous and couldn’t hide it. Ryley couldn’t blame him. Even if they were family by marriage, Keith was still a Windsor.

“There’s no reason to be nervous, Father. Since I married your son, we are a family. It’s a shame we haven’t had time to get to know each other more.” Ryley’s jaw dropped for the third time that day. Keith hadn’t lied. “What’s for dinner?”

“Apologies, Lord Keith. We weren’t expecting you, so we don’t have anything fancy prepared,” Tracy said, her smile faltering. Even if she was more relaxed with her son-in-law’s presence than Terry, that seemed to have caught her off guard.

“Please, there’s no need for anything special. I’d like to have the same food Ryley had growing up.”

Tracy froze for a moment. A couple of seconds later, she excused herself, saying she had to tell the old lady to prepare more food. There was a long silence as the three men remained in the room. Terry touched his back and scowled.

“M-my back is throbbing a little, so I’ll lie down until dinner.”

Ryley felt a ringing in the back of his head, but he couldn’t blame his father; the presence of a noble would make most people nervous. A Windsor was worse. When they were alone, Keith smiled at his wife.

“Your cute face will freeze in that expression,” he joked. “Are you that surprised I’m here?”

“Yes!” Ryley said in a hushed voice. “I know you said you’d sent a doctor but wasn’t expecting you’d come too. And why are you staying?”

“You belong to me, so it’s natural I want to know more about you.”

Once again, Ryley felt no lies in his words and gritted his teeth to hide his embarrassment. “I know you’re not romantic, but why do you have to say it like that?”

Keith chuckled, brought him closer, and kissed him. Ryley kissed back without thinking. “Give me a house tour.”

“It’s nothing like yours. It’ll be boring,” Ryley muttered.

With the lingering sensation of Keith’s lips on his, he showed his husband the house. Like the meals, Tracy and Terry paid someone to clean the place, though they had to cut it back to once a week to save money after the incident. Most rooms were used as storage, and the two biggest in the house were the living room and the shelter used during emergencies.

“Hmm,” Keith hummed when Ryley told him that.

“What?”

“Most nobles don’t think about such things. You saw how my uncle reacted when I talked about the smallfolk.”

“We’re a recent noble house. Before that, my family had been chief for a couple of centuries, since the village was founded. This place is built on the hill so we could oversee the area and warn people in case of trouble coming from the swamps. When my great-grandfather became noble, he had the idea of also using the shelter for celebration, like the harvest festivals.”

“That explains the stage at the back. I was wondering why a shelter had that.” At those words, Ryley’s expression tensed when he realized his mistake. Keith noticed and smiled. “What are you hiding from me?”

He thought of playing dumb for a split second but gave up. He knew his husband wouldn’t drop the matter so easily. With his cheeks red, he averted his eyes. “I played one of the harvest girls for a few years.”

Harvest festivals varied from place to place. Most used young girls who danced and prayed to the Gods for a bountiful harvest and protection for the next year. The Quagmire village wasn’t different.

Keith flashed a wide grin. “You have been wearing a dress since you were young. Interesting to know. People noticed your cuteness before me.”

“It’s not like I enjoyed it! One of the girls got sick one year and there was no one else to play her part, so Dad suggested me. We had one of the greatest crops in recent history and people decided on their own it was thanks to me, so they forced me to do it until I was too old!” Ryley blurted out.

Even though he was cross-dressing full-time now, he didn’t like remembering those days. The boys made fun of him, and the girls became jealous because he looked cuter than them and took the spotlight.

“Are there photos or video crystals?” Keith asked.

“No.”

Ryley knew he wasn’t doing a good job lying; even without his talent, anyone with two brain cells could notice. And yet, he didn’t care. He preferred that Keith got mad at the refusal and took it back in the bedroom or something like that than showing him those embarrassing pictures.

“Yes, there are, Lord Keith,” someone said. They both turned to the door. It was Tracy. “Ry looked so cute back then. I’ll get it for you, my lord.”

Ryley watched in disbelief as his mother left. Keith turned to him with a pleased, and annoying, grin.

“There will be consequences for the lies.” He slapped and squeezed his wife’s ass playfully. Ryley pressed his lips. The “consequences” crossed his mind and his member reacted to it. Keith noticed and flashed a sly smile. “You’re imagining, aren’t you? You became my slut.”

Keith raised him by the hips and pressed him against the wall. He lifted his wife’s dress and freed his cock from his panties.

Despite his face being an alarming shade of red, and the fact that his mother could be back at any moment and see that, Ryley said nothing. He wanted that too. He couldn’t deny his desires, his lust.

With his usual cocky expression, Keith put his wife’s dick in his mouth. As the highborn sucked Ryley, lust overtook him. A moan escaped his pink lips, and he wrapped his legs around Keith’s body.

Keith was too good with his mouth. He bobbed his head back and forth, his tongue touching the shaft. Ryley tried to hold it in and prolong the moment, but there was nothing he could do. As the semen filled his mouth, Keith drank everything without hesitation. With the expression of someone who had a delightful meal, he let Ryley down and cleaned the semen on the corner of his lips with a finger. He brought the smeared thumb to his wife.

Ryley’s mind was still a haze of pleasure, and he licked his thumb without thinking. His breathing was hard, and he wanted nothing more than to continue and have Keith’s dick plowing his ass.

But when he heard footsteps coming, his sanity returned, and his face lost its color. Panicking, he adjusted his panties and dress and looked for any that signs he had done something shameful. The next second, the door opened, and Tracy returned.

“I found them, Lord Keith,” she said, offering him a few rectangular image crystals.

“Thank you, Mother.” Keith’s tone was calm and friendly. He showed no signs he had just sucked her son’s dick and she didn’t seem to notice anything strange.

He examined the pictures with a smile on his face. Ryley wore the harvest dress, which had decorations of what they planted and hoped to have good crop. His hair had meadow thistle flowers and he wore light makeup. He had a broad smile as he danced in the center of the girls, taking the lead.

“You have been cute since you were young,” he remarked, and he wasn’t lying.

“Shut up,” Ryley muttered, blushing again for another reason.

“I agree, Lord Keith. And he brought us amazing luck. We haven’t had a harvest like those since he stopped being a harvest girl.”

“It was just a coincidence.”

“Say whatever you want, Ry. People still want you back as a harvest girl.”

“Adults can’t be harvest girls. Thank the Hero.”

“In my domain, the harvest girls dance with the harvest mother, and the role goes to a noble.”

“No,” Ryley cut off his husband voiced what was on his mind. Keith smiled and Ryley knew he had to change the subject. “Is dinner ready?”

“What? Ah, yes, it is.” Tracy blushed and stopped smiling. “As I said, Lord Keith, it’s not anything fancy, but I hope it pleases you.”

They headed to the dining room discussing the idea of Ryley being the harvest goddess despite his protests. Terry was waiting for them, but instead of an ally, he expressed his wish to see his son involved with the festival again. He even reminded his son it was their duty as the swamp lords to do whatever they could to help their people.

Ryley had no energy to discuss that topic and decided to ignore his parents and husband. With some effort, he focused on the food, which tasted more delicious than he remembered. But he couldn’t fully enjoy it. Part of him kept glancing at Keith, wondering if his husband was enjoying the taste. It was much different from the high-quality, expensive meals he had every day. He wasn’t the only one concerned about that. Both Terry and Tracy asked about the taste, saying they knew it wasn’t suitable for someone of his status but that hoped it pleased him.

Keith played the perfect son-in-law. He smiled and reassured them the food was good and that he had never enjoyed a meal with such a homely feel like before. His parents couldn’t help but glance at Ryley for confirmation whenever they asked. It was a habit they hadn’t lost until today. To their surprised, and Ryley’s, Keith was being honest.

After dinner, Tracy and Terry excused themselves. Terry’s patch already needed a refill, which Keith volunteered to assist. When they found themselves alone, something occurred to Ryley. If Keith was spending the night there, they would share the room.

“Don’t look too much,” he muttered as he showed his room to his husband.

After graduating from the Institute, he spent most of his time in the lab. Because of that, his room was almost the same as it was in his teenage days. Tapestries from acting troupes and bands hung on the walls and the bookshelf was filled with horror books, though there were a couple of romance novels here and there. The rug, made of alligator leather, was clean and well-kept, but as Ryley looked at it, he cringed.

Hunting alligators was essential to keep their population in control but almost no one used leather like that, since it was a waste. He had one because he decided to distance himself as far possible from anything cute after he stopped being a harvest girl.

Keith looked around with a curious expression, taking in every inch of the room while humming. He glanced at the tapestries and then moved to the bookshelf, picking up a few books at random and examining them. After what felt like hours, even though it had barely been two minutes, he turned to his wife. “Interesting.”

“W-what?”

“I never pictured you so rebellious growing up. It’s surprising, to say the least.”

“I wanted to get away as far as possible from anything cute…”

Keith chuckled. “When did you grow out of that phase?”

“Before going to the Institute. It’s not like I stopped liking edgy stuff, but I figured there was no reason avoid other stuff.” Keith hummed again, but there was something different from usual. “What?”

“You’re my wife and cross-dressing all the time. If I said you could stop if you wanted, would you?”

Ryley wasn’t expecting the sudden question. “I don’t know,” he said after a while. “I steeled my resolve when you proposed the deal and accepted this as part of it, so no, I never thought about it.”

“Think about it.” Keith didn’t use his usual bossy tone, but rather a softer one.

“Why? The deal was for me to be your wife even though I’m a guy. There’s no reason to think about it.”

“I like seeing you dressed like this. It’s much sexier. However, I wouldn’t mind seeing you in male clothes once in a while. The gap between your cuteness and your manly side can be hot. Either way, you belong to me no matter how you dress.”

Ryley felt the room growing hotter as his cheeks reddened. Keith wasn’t lying.

“I don’t mind dressing like this for you,” he muttered, averting his eyes. It was too embarrassing to admit those words.

Keith gently put his hand on Ryley’s chin and forced his wife to look him in the eyes. There was no need for words between them. They didn’t know who initiated the kiss, but they both wanted to. It was a normal kiss at first. But as their lust grew, they were making out and ended up on the single bed with Ryley on top.

“Did you bring—” he began, but Keith pulled a small transparent vial with a white pasty liquid before he asked.

Keith smeared his fingers with the lotion and massaged Ryley’s ass. Despite their lust, neither rushed that part, enjoying the process. But soon Ryley was begging for the dick. His body craved it and couldn’t wait for another second.

“Fuck me,” he whispered, but it wasn’t enough to convey his lust. “Fuck me hard! Fuck me so much I won’t walk tomorrow.”

Keith kissed and embraced him, switching places on the narrow bed. He flipped Ryley around and grabbed his wife by the hips as he got on all fours. Keith gave one powerful thrust. He wasn’t gentle at all. He was overtaken by lust as well. He was a beast with only one thought; fuck his wife. Fuck Ryley until his legs had no strength left.

Ryley bit the pillow and let out a muffled moan. Even so, it was loud. He had no idea why, but the cock fucking his ass felt better than ever. He wanted to move his hips, but he couldn’t. His mind was blanking as if the dick was sending waves of pleasure each time it hit the spot in his ass and took away his sanity.

Soon a gush of hot semen poured inside him, impregnating, and filling him. He ejaculated too, dirtying his sheets. But that wasn’t the end.

Keith was still moving his hips, was still plowing his wife. And that made Ryley hard again.

In the end, the bed, and their bodies, were a mess of semen and sweat, the smell permeating the room.


[image: ]

Chapter 13

“I CAN’T BELIEVE YOU CAME,” Ryley whispered and sighed. It wasn’t the first time he had said that.

Everyone in the Quagmire mansion woke when one of the villagers came to warn them they had seen an alligator had appeared within the town’s limit. The animal hadn’t caused any harm and left when the villagers scared it away. But if it left the swamps, it meant it was having trouble finding food in its territory and had to leave.

It was earlier than usual, but the villagers had to hunt and lower the alligator population. No one expected it so soon, so they took longer than usual to get everything and everyone ready. They began after lunch.

“I’ve been to many hunts in my life, but never to a crocodile one. Seems interesting.”

“Two things. First, it’s not crocodiles, but alligators. Secondly, we don’t do this for sport or entertainment. Alligators don’t have many predators in the swamps, so their population grows fast. Once every four or five months we need to hunt them. If we don’t, they’ll come to town looking for food.”

Once during the rainy season, the swamp had flooded. While his family was helping take care of the aftermath, alligators showed up. They caught people off guard and many suffered. Ryley was only a kid and stayed inside as the adults tried to stop the animals from eating everything within their sight. He lost his uncle that day.

“Alligators, not crocodiles. Okay, noted,” Keith joked.

“L-Lord Windsor, Lord Ryley, p-please be quiet,” whispered Allen, who was leading the hunt. Even so, his voice echoed through the swamps as if he had shouted. “They’ll hear us.”

Ryley nodded and kept quiet. He couldn’t shake his worry, but his job was more important than thinking about why Keith joined them. He focused on the water. If there was any strange movement, even a ripple that wasn’t caused by their boats, he would signal the others. Keith also became quiet and looked around, though he didn’t seem as nervous as everyone else.

I know he’s strong, but he’s taking this too lightly. I warned him about how vicious gators can be, Ryley thought, annoyed by his husband’s demeanor.

The hunting group consisted of thirty people on ten small metal boats. Apart from Keith, everyone had experience hunting alligators. That wasn’t enough to calm Ryley. One person who didn’t know what to do was dangerous to the whole group.

The boats traveled in a two-column formation with little space between them. That prevented alligators from appearing between them and separating the group. It had happened in the past, and they had lost people. The formation moved silently thanks to speed crystals, so there was no need for oars. The only sound, apart from the occasional whispers, was when the coxswains were steering.

Swamp noises crept around them; air bubbles popped when they escaped the surface, bugs flew, some attacking them, animals hissed, screeched, croaked, and crawled on the land and entered the water, watching them. Leaves rustled as the wind passed by them. The swamp was alive, and if they underestimated it, even if a little, they would suffer the consequences. That was the first lesson the people from the Quagmire village learned.

Though it was still day, it was cloudy, and the top of the trees blocked the sunrays, making it dark, hot, and stuffy. To make matters worse, it was hard to breathe and move because they had to wear heavy clothes that offered protection from an alligator bite, which could tear a limb with ease.

One of the hunters raised his hand with his palm open. All the boats stopped, and everyone tensed up and looked in his direction. After a couple of seconds in complete silence, he lowered his hand again. What caused the ripples wasn’t an alligator but a brown water snake, over ten meters long. It was a dangerous predator but without venom, even the animal knew it couldn’t take a group of humans by itself.

Or so Ryley thought, but when the snake passed by them, he noticed it didn’t look at the group, swimming away fast. He had been participating in alligator hunts ever since he was old enough and had never seen a snake that big ignore a possible prey like that.

“Strange,” Allen whispered, barely moving his lips. The others agreed, and everyone became tenser. Even Keith, as if he was finally taking it seriously.

Ryley realized instead of paying attention to the water like the others, his husband was looking at the trees. “What’s wrong?”

“Someone’s following us,” Keith answered, so low only his wife heard. “I’m not sure.”

“Hominidae?”

“Yes.”

“You think it’s dangerous?”

“Probably.”

Ryley had a bad feeling. If there was someone following them, it could only be because of Keith. It was the only explanation.

“Did you find something, Lord Ryley?” Allen asked.

Before Ryley said anything, he noticed movement in the dark and muddy water and raised his hand with an open fist. Everyone tensed up as they looked in his direction. Everything around them grew quiet. Even the swamp. No bugs buzzed, no leaves rustled, no animals crawled. There was only silence. Seconds stretched and felt like hours. No one moved, no one blinked, no one breathed.

Ripples appeared on the water. Then hard, pointy scales came up on the surface, followed by a pair of yellow eyes.

No one shouted, no one panicked. There was no need for words. Everyone there, apart from Keith, had experience. The instant the hunters saw it was an alligator, they knew what to do. The boats barely made waves as the hunters either got their nets or spears tied with ropes. Ryley and Keith also drew their weapons.

The alligator looked at them. Then it let out a low growl. The closest hunters threw their spears, hitting the animal. A few missed, but most hit and punctured the scales. They pulled the ropes before the animal dove. The alligator struggled and hissed but when one of the hunters threw the nets charged with electricity magic, it let out a loud sound before dying.

The hunters pulled the cadaver from the water and loaded it on one of the boats. They went to the margin, put it on the ground, and then got back to formation. Everyone watched the waters, waiting.

Several ripples disturbed the water ahead of them. Seconds later, three pairs of yellow eyes with vertical pupils became visible. Then more ripples appeared behind them. Their escape routes were closed.

“Too many. Let’s go to the margin and climb the trees!” Allen said.

Before they activated the speed crystals, more alligators showed up on both sides. However, they didn’t move. They watched, hissing and growling at them.

“What’s going on?” one of them asked, but no one answered.

Then another alligator showed up, but this one was much larger than the others. The boss of the swamp.

“Attack!” Allen shouted.

Everyone charged their spears or nets with Celeste, activating the magic on them. The electricity coursed through them and burned their meat. But the alligators didn’t stop. In mere seconds, the animals closed in, and there was nowhere to escape.

“Shit,” Keith muttered. Ryley noticed too. Even in the darkness, they both saw the person hidden among the trees shooting a small dart at the boss of the swamp.

The alligator stopped and growled as the ridges in its scales pulsed red. The others looked at it. The confusion from moments ago vanished as even the hunters stood still, watching. The swamp became quiet as if something was about to happen.

The boss hissed as its body grew larger, its eyes became black, and its scales became sharper. It swung its head and tail as if in pain, hitting its companions. One of the alligators growled at it, but the boss bit it and tore the animal’s head off in one bite.

“What the…” Allen was so stunned he lowered his weapon. He wasn’t the only one. It was clear on the hunters’ faces; no one had seen anything like that.

The closest alligators bit their boss, but it was the same as nothing. With its tail, the monster broke the bones of two and devoured their heads in seconds. The others swam away before they suffered the same fate. Blood, guts, and organs spread on the water, tainting the dark and muddy surface with red.

When the boss finished eating, it looked around. Its yellow eyes focused on the hunters. It swam towards them almost like a stampeding mammoth.

“Get out of the way!” Keith shouted when he realized Allen and everyone else was too shocked to give the order.

The coxswains woke from their paralysis. They grabbed their oars with both hands and moved them. Some managed to do it on time, but some weren’t fast enough. The monster alligator crashed against them, destroying three boats with ease. The hunters jumped to the closest boats but four of them fell in the water. Panic and confused shouts filled the swamps as everyone tried to help.

The monster alligator opened its mouth, ready to eat two hunters in one bite.

Ryley was about to use his weapon when he fell on his butt as the boat rocked with the new passengers. Keith managed to keep his balance, raised his spear, and threw it at the boss, using wind magic to boost it.

The weapon crashed against its side. The impact was strong enough to push it a couple of meters away, but not enough to pierce through its scales.

“Help!” the hunters on the water shouted as they swam away in panic.

Ryley fondled around and found the net. Without thinking twice, he threw it to the hunters before the monster ate them. They clung to the net as if their lives depended on it. Ryley tried pulling, but he wasn’t strong enough to pull three people by himself.

“Don’t just stand there, pull!” he shouted to the hunters on his boat, but they were too terrified to move. Damn it!

The alligator was coming for them. The spears the hunters who could still move threw at it made no difference.

Ryley grabbed the spear from a terrified hunter, charged it with electricity magic, and threw it at the monster. The tip struck against the scales but, like the others, it didn’t seem to hurt the boss at all. When the electricity crossed its body, however, the monster screeched in pain and stopped. The other hunters managed to save their companions in the water.

When the monster alligator recovered, it turned its head towards Ryley and Keith’s boat. With a thundering screech, it charged against them with its mouth open. It was so big it could eat half the boat in one bite.

Even though he had come to many hunts before, Ryley had never seen anything like that. He had no idea what to do or how to react. His mind became blank as he stared at the innumerous sharp teeth.

Keith reacted though. He fixed his stance, put out his hands with his wrists together, and let out a gust of wind. It was the same as a pleasant breeze for the monster, but the magic was strong enough to push the boat away. Seconds later, the boss snapped its jaw where they were.

They crashed against the margin. The impact sent all the occupants flying backward.

The monster came after them, ignoring all the others. It walked on land with the same speed as on water, growling like a mad beast.

Keith drew his sword and swung at it. Even with its sharp edge, it didn’t break the scales. He struggled to fight the monster alone, but he was losing and retreating little by little.

I need to do something, Ryley thought. He desperately looked around, but there was no weapon or anything he could use. Shit!

Knowing he didn’t have enough Celeste to take it down with magic, Ryley stood next to Keith and extended his hands toward the monster’s open mouth. He recited the strongest ice magic he remembered in his mind, shouting, “COLD WIND!”

The monster took the blast in full. As the gelid sensation went down its throat, the alligator trembled and grew slower. Even if transformed, its weakness remained the same.

“Attack!” Allen shouted. The other hunters threw their spears and nets at the alligator.

Keith didn’t miss the opportunity and did the same. When the tip of the blade crashed against the scales, sparks flew as if metal collided against metal. He brought his arms back and thrust with all his strength. The tip pierced through its scales, but he didn’t stop. Using his entire body, he pushed it until half the blade was inside the animal. Then he used all his Celeste and turned it into electricity magic.

The monster screeched in pain and struggled, but the nets trapped it. Blood spilled from all the wounds, covering both Keith and Ryley in red.

After what seemed like hours, the monster finally stopped making noise, the light of its dark eyes vanishing.
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Epilogue

“THAT WAS AN ALLIGATOR hunt, huh?” Keith said.

It was late at night, and they were exhausted. After taking down the monster alligator, they had to transport its body back to town. Though neither Keith nor Ryley said anything, Allen could tell something was different in the boss and couldn’t leave it there. More alligators came after them on the way back. They were still hungry and growing in numbers and wouldn’t let prey that came into their territory go back without a fight.

Because they had lost a few boats, getting back was hard and they had to fight all the way. And that took its toll. Three hunters had lost a limb, and one had died. It was thanks to Keith and Ryley’s magic that they managed to keep the casualties to a minimum.

“A special one,” Ryley replied, letting out a weak chuckle.

“All for me? Thanks, but I said I wanted a normal experience, like the one you had growing up,” Keith joked.

Despite being a hero, Ryley knew that was on the surface; his husband was thinking about what caused the alligator’s transformation. Though the dart and the person who threw it were long gone, neither of them had any doubts their target was Keith.

“I know my life was in danger, but I didn’t expect them to come all the way here. I think helping my uncle made someone mad.”

“You think they’ll try again.”

“Yes. We can’t stay like this. I need information.”

“I need to study the alligator. We can’t let your uncle get it like the poison gas the assassins tried using on me.”

“In these matters, he has authority, since it could affect the kingdom. I can’t defy him so openly.”

“We can keep this incident quiet. I trust the villagers. If we tell them to keep it a secret, I know they will.”

“Hope so. I’ll arrange for them to finish your lab as soon as possible.”

Ryley watched. There was something else bothering his husband. “You’re thinking of something else.”

Keith was quiet for a moment. Then his face was full of determination. “These people won’t hesitate to hurt me. I need to make sure nothing like that happens again. I’ll set up security here for your parents and the villagers.”

Ryley moved closer and hugged his husband from behind. He was frustrated. He wanted to help his husband, but he was powerless. A hug was the best and only thing he could do at that moment. He laid his head on Keith’s back, listening to Keith’s heartbeat.

“I’ll get stronger too,” he promised.

Keith turned around, hugged him back, and kissed the top of his head. Despite everything that had happened, Ryley felt safe with his husband.


Afterword

Thanks for reading Femboy’s Marriage 1 – Ryley’s Sacrifice too.

Hope you had fun reading it. If you did, please consider leaving a short review. Even a simple “I liked” helps me and makes me want to work harder.

What do you think of Ryley? Is he a cool and cute femboy? I tried making him like that. I feel like I improved from my previous work. Hope I’m right.

If you don’t want to miss my next work, sign up for my newsletter. I always send an email when I release a chapter of my web novels or any work with cute cross-dressing young men. You can check out my other free stories on my site.

Check out my story Boys can be Girlfriends Too

And also The Swimmer and the Manager
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