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A mage needs no weapon, he is a weapon.

Baron Mage Jacques du Pont


Author’s Note




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




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





Introduction




Some of my fondest memories of my papa are from the times he took me into the forest and taught me how to find my way, find things to eat, and survive if I had to. I don’t have  many memories of my papa because he disappeared when I was 11 years old. I never knew my maman as she died of a fever before I was two.




Most days I didn’t see my papa at all as he hunted in the forest near the inn where I grew up making his livelihood by providing game for the village, mainly for the inn. But on the rare days we went into the forest together, he would explain how to find direction by looking at the moss on trees, which usually grows on the north side. Once you know where north is, the rest is easy, he’d say.




He also taught me how to tell the time of day by the sun’s position, always keeping in mind the season. When we ventured down to the river that runs past the inn and under the nearby bridge, he showed me how to swim and catch fish. On the occasions we stayed overnight in the woods, he taught me how to build and light a fire, and cook whatever we had caught that day, seasoning it with herbs we found in the forest.




One morning, while papa was out hunting, I woke early and decided I would go hunting too even if only for squirrels or birds. I grabbed my sling and a container for water, then hiked into an area I knew well from our earlier trips. I missed more than I hit, and the few I did strike mostly got away. But I managed to bring back two squirrels and a grouse not a bad trip, all things considered.




As evening drew near, I finally had enough sense to start heading home. Not long after, I came across a boar.




Papa always warned me about bears and boars, they were often hungry and quick to anger. Maybe I’d wandered too close to its den or its young. I’ll never know. All I remember is papa’s voice in my head: Never turn your back on a boar or a bear. So I didn’t.




I slowly backed away, trying to put some distance between us.




Then it charged.




All I could think was how badly I wanted the wind to lift me into the tree I stood beneath and somehow, it did. That was the first time I ever used magic.




The boar circled the tree, sniffing and snuffling for several minutes. Eventually, it lost interest and lumbered off. I waited a little longer, then crawled out onto the branch farthest from the ground and swung myself over to the next tree. I inched my way along the branch to its trunk, then climbed down the far side, safely out of the boar’s reach.

Relieved, I made my way home.




Papa had gotten there before me. When he saw the squirrels and the grouse I’d brought back, he smiled and said, “We’ll eat well tonight.”




papa about my encounter with the boar and how the wind had lifted me into the tree. At first, he dismissed it as a child’s wild imagination. But the more I described how it had felt—the strange calm, the surge of energy—his expression changed. He began to realize it hadn’t been fantasy. It had been magic.




Looking back, I suspect he’d encountered such things himself. There was a quiet knowing in his eyes, a familiarity in his warnings. He knew things a simple hunter had no reason to know.




Papa warned me never to speak of my magic—not to anyone. He told me there were three kinds of wind mages. The first worked for the king, serving as spies until the end of their days. The second refused the crown’s service, lived as outlaws, and died young—often in pain. And the third kind? The ones who kept their secret, who lived quietly and grew old.




He said he wanted me to become one of the old men.




So I kept my secret. For a very long time, I didn’t tell another soul.


Chapter 1




I loved my papa with all my heart, but one day, he simply didn’t come back. I knew he loved me and would never just abandon me. I feared he’d been injured somewhere in the forest and was out there, needing my help to find his way home. I tried to search for him, but I didn’t even know where to begin.




I could be willful as a child, but I was careful enough never to wander so far that I might get lost and never return.




The innkeeper and his wife had already been looking after me whenever papa was out hunting, so not much changed—except that, about a week after he was due to return, I began sleeping in a converted storage room at the inn. I was given extra chores and told to help out anyone in the village who came to the innkeeper for assistance, since he also served as the chef de village.




The innkeeper’s daughter, Nicole, was two years older and thought quite a lot of herself. Still, we became good friends—being the only children around our age in the village helped with that. Nicole was the one who taught me to read. And if I didn’t love her for any other reason, I’d always love her for that.




As I grew a little older, the chef began sending me across the road to the herbalist’s shop to help the old woman everyone in the village called grand-mère though none of us were actually related to her. I learned more about the herbs my father had introduced me to in the forest: what they could be used for, and how to prepare them for medicine, rat poison, and other concoctions. Grand-mère also taught me math. She said I couldn’t prepare potions properly if I didn’t understand how to calculate proportions and measurements.




At the time, I didn’t realize the geometry she taught me geometry that seemed to have nothing to do with alchemy was preparing me for life beyond the village. None of the older children had to learn math from grand-mère. Only me.




We also spoke in a secret language whenever we were alone in her shop a language with an entirely different tone and rhythm. It wasn’t until my second year at the academy that I discovered others spoke it as well. Back then, I often wondered why we did things the way we did. It took years before I finally understood the reasons.




Nicole was a devious, conniving, willful child. She hasn’t changed much though she did become even better at the first two. After my papa disappeared, I became withdrawn. It was Nicole who drew me out mostly by pulling me into her schemes to steal sweets, avoid chores, or chase after whatever mischief struck her fancy. I looked up to her for years, and in my own way, I fell in love with her.




Nicole was always determined to escape the village and make her way to the city. She longed to see and do things that simply weren’t possible in a place as small and secluded as ours. For years, she cajoled her father to find her a husband among the sons of traveling merchants who passed through the inn on their way to and from Reims. Her persistence beginning at a remarkably young age eventually paid off.




Well before she was old enough to marry, we had many adventures together. One particularly memorable perhaps even life-altering adventure took place in the spring after I turned fourteen. Nicole was sixteen.




A merchant arrived at the inn one night with a wagon full of goods, loudly proclaiming to anyone who would listen that he had purchased the lot at auction from the estate of some nobleman who had died without heirs. He boasted that he would soon be rich, selling all the luxurious items in Reims, as such finery was usually only available in the capital.

I had no idea what he was talking about, of course. The only place I had ever been besides the village was the forest beyond it.




The next morning, as the merchant's oxen were pulling his wagon onto the road to Reims, the rear axle snapped, causing the back corner of the wagon to crash to the ground. Many of the crates in the overloaded wagon tumbled out, most of them breaking open on impact. One of the crates held books a commodity both expensive to purchase and rare in our village.




Nicole spotted the books scattered across the ground and immediately began browsing through them. The merchant, sensing an opportunity, offered her one of the books if she repacked all the crates before the rain came and ruined his goods. I suspect he thought he could take advantage of her, believing she’d accept any book and that he could give her the least valuable one.




But no one takes advantage of Nicole. Besides, she had no intention of doing any of the work herself.




Naturally, I was “volunteered” to help. She told me I could chop wood later after all, her father's customer needed my assistance. So, while I reassembled the crates with the blacksmith’s hammer, Nicole browsed. While I packed the crates, she kept browsing. And while I sealed them still with the blacksmith’s hammer Nicole continued to browse.

Finally, after what felt like forever, she picked a book. Only then was I allowed to seal the last crate.




The merchant, greedy fool that he was, tried to protest. He claimed the book Nicole had chosen was far too valuable for the menial work she’d done.




I had to bite my tongue not to say, “She didn’t do it I did all the work.”




Nicole simply thanked him for staying at the inn, then flounced away without another word.




Naturally, I went back to chopping wood.




After dinner that evening, Nicole suggested we go out onto the bridge to enjoy the breeze code, of course, for “let’s have a private chat.”




Once we were alone, she revealed what the book she had bought with my labor was actually about.




“We're going to have so much fun,” she said, grinning with anticipation.





Chapter 2




The rest of that spring and throughout the summer, after lunch Nicole would leave with the serving girls telling her mother she was going to swim with them at the deep spot up the upriver. At least three times a week I’d meet her partway there and we would slip away to a meadow of our own.




At first we took turns reading Nicole’s book, “L'Amour de Dame Trudeau”, aloud while sitting on a fallen log, as the story heated up we began to act out certain scenes. We started with massages and on same days we spent more time on that than reading.




In the beginning, Nicole remained fully clothed, only pulling her dress up to her derrière while lying on her stomach so I could work on her legs. I would strip to my shirt and trousers to let her massage my back, chest, and legs. Within a week, she had grown frustrated that I was enjoying all the fun.

Soon, as soon as we reached the meadow and spread out our towels, she would slip off her dress entirely. That was when I could truly set to work on her, kneading her muscles and feeling her stir beneath my hands. When I was done I could smell her arousal.




Nicole always told me what she liked and didn’t like about my touch. After only a few more such afternoons, we were both shedding our undergarments the moment the towels touched the grass. I was always expected to give her a massage first; afterward, we might read another scene from the book, then experiment with what our fingers could discover. I quickly learned to keep my nails trimmed and smoothed.




The first time she took my cock in her hands I shot a load on her face and chest after only almost at once. We were both caught off guard, I was mortified to have soiled her, but she only laughed it off and kissed me hard on the mouth. Relieved, I wrapped my arms around her only to realize we had now smeared the mess over both our chests and faces. That day we truly did go to the river, washing clean before she returned to the inn and I went to gather the herbs I was meant to have been searching for.




From then on our visits to the meadow grew more heated but our sexual awakening couldn’t be completed. Her virginity was precious, essential to her hopes for a marriage into a merchant family, so our explorations turned to other ways of sating our hunger.




The first time I climaxed in her mouth she pulled back in surprise unsure what to do. At last, she swallowed then told me to get to work. Shey lay back, drawing my head between her thighs. I learned to read her body buy the quiver of her belly, the arch of her back while my tongue explored her lower lips and pearl, guided by her moans and murmured instructions. I especially enjoyed she threw her legs over my shoulders, the better to angle herself to me, her soft thighs holding me close.




By then, our reading had nearly vanished, replaced by a growing catalog of experiments. Sometimes we knelt before each other, offering pleasure in turn. Other times she would straddle my face so I could taste her while she took my cock in her mouth, my my hands clutching her derrière as I pressed my tongue deep into her. We found a rhythm that often brought us to our peaks together. When I was above her, I had to check myself to avoid driving my cock too far down her throat.




Nicole’s derrière was so lush that I loved having her sit in my lap, her back to my chest, my length pressed between her soft curves. Her bosom, though small compared to Jehanne’s, was perfectly formed I could cup an entire breast in one hand, her tiny pink nipples stiffening at the lightest touch. I delighted in teasing them with one hand while my other found her labia and pearl, my lips at her neck and shoulder. She basked in my attention.




Autumn arrived too soon. Swimming with the serving girls could no longer serve as her excuse to disappear for hours, and for months we could find little time alone. The frustration gnawed at us both.

By then, I was tall for my age, my frame shaped by chopping wood and the other hard labor I did. My muscles were well defined, enough that travelers often mistook me for a grown man. I had also taken on the duties of a stable hand, caring for the horses and oxen that pulled the merchants’ wagons, so most travelers met me, even if only briefly.





Chapter 3




One evening, several weeks after the winter solstice and not long after I turned fifteen, I was taking my ease in the dining room when I overheard a woman speaking to her maid in a slightly drunken manner.




“My joints ache when we are at home; the traveling only makes it worse. Even three glasses of wine can’t take away the pain of riding in that damn carriage for days on end.”

The maid replied, “What you need is a good massage to relax your muscles and ease your joints.”




I nearly choked when the older woman answered, “I could use a good fuck too. I haven’t had one since Henry died three years ago. I can’t take a lover publicly, and I’ve no interest in marrying any of the buffoons of appropriate station.”

About halfway through reading L'Amour de Dame Trudeau, Nicole had begun talking about me earning more money by doing for traveling women what the serving girls did for the men. After enjoying so much of Nicole’s body, I found the idea tantalizing. Now we might have an opportunity to put the notion to the test.




I sought out Nicole and suggested we find a spot to speak privately. We stepped onto the front porch there was quite a chill in the air, but that only kept others from interrupting us. I quickly told her about the conversation I’d overheard between the lady and her maid.

Nicole, being the bright young woman she was, immediately caught on to the opportunity. “I’ll signal you if I’m successful in selling your services,” she said. “You should be ready to slip into the woman’s room right away so get a contraceptive, just in case.”




“I have no idea which room she’s in,” I reminded her.




“Instead of a signal, I’ll get her key and slip it to you. That way you’ll have the room number and access.”




Letting her return first, I was glad I had cleaned up well after putting all the horses and oxen away for the night. The cold water splashing on me had been worth it if this plan worked. After collecting a contraceptive from grand-mère’s shop, I re-entered the inn and kept my distance from the lady’s table while watching for Nicole.

I found her in a corner with the lady’s maid and managed to catch fragments of their conversation.




“I overheard your conversation with your employer,” Nicole was saying. “I wish to offer her the services of a very skilled masseuse. If she is also interested in… other services to satisfy a woman’s natural urges, the young man is quite adept in those techniques as well. Of course, the masseuse is very discreet. If necessary, he can provide contraceptives. You can see him over there standing by the door.”




The maid’s eyes widened, then she caught herself. “Could anyone else have overheard us? I thought we were far enough away for privacy.”




“Non,” Nicole replied smoothly. “I simply have exceptional hearing and caught just enough to guess at your conversation without the details. That’s why I thought it best to speak to you alone, in case I had mistaken the situation.”




I had to hand it to her Nicole knew how to handle delicate negotiations.




The maid gave me a quick once-over.

“I will speak with my mistress and signal you if she wishes to speak with you.”




She returned to the lady’s table and bent close to whisper Nicole’s offer. The older woman looked momentarily surprised, then glanced my way. After a brief pause, she smiled and nodded. I returned both gestures.




The maid then looked toward Nicole and gave a small jerk of her head, summoning her over. Nicole approached, introduced herself, and took a seat beside the lady. The three of them leaned in to discuss the details.




Since Nicole and I had not yet set a fee, she improvised. “Madame, I can offer you the services of a highly skilled masseuse. He will soothe your aching muscles and relax you in ways you may not have imagined. Such a service is available for a small fee of one sou. Should madame decide she would care to experience the other delights a man can offer, that service is available for two sous.”

The lady arched an eyebrow. “Young woman, the fees you name are so reasonable that they make me question your discretion. Selling the information that a woman of my status engaged such services would be far more profitable.”




Nicole responded without hesitation. “These fees are for you as a first-time client, to encourage you to try the services. Selling compromising information would be foolish whereas a repeat client, and perhaps a discreet recommendation to her friends, offers far greater rewards than a single indiscretion ever could.”




“You make an intriguing offer and one I believe I will take you up on. How do you propose we proceed?”




“You make an intriguing offer,” the woman said at last, “and one I believe I will accept. How do you propose we proceed?”




“Discreetly hand me your room key. I’ll pass it to the masseuse, who will go and wait in your room. Give him a couple of minutes, then join him there. You can pay him when he leaves.”




“Acceptable. I will agree to the massage and decide about other services afterward.”

The maid reached into her pocket and pressed the key into Nicole’s hand.

At Nicole’s nod, I began walking toward the stairs, slowly enough for us to cross paths. We brushed hands as we passed, and I kept the key close to my body as I went up. Seeing no one in the hallway, I paused by an oil lamp to read the room number. After listening that no one was coming up the stairs I proceeded to the woman’s room, then slipped inside.




I decided to add a touch of tension by removing my shirt, showing off my chest and arms. I waited in the darkness by the bed, my nerves on edge from this first encounter with someone other than Nicole.




The maid opened the door for her mistress, stepped in, and shut it behind her. I hadn’t expected an audience, but reminded myself that wealthy women often kept a trusted attendant close.




When the maid lit a lamp, I stepped forward.




“Shall I assist you in undressing, madame?” I asked.




Still tipsy, she agreed. I guided her to a chair and helped her sit, removing her shoes gently, mindful of her sore joints. Then I helped her stand, unbuttoned her dress, and eased it off her shoulders and down over her hips. I steadied her as she stepped out of it.

I removed her undergarments with the same care, then turned down the bed and offered my arm to help her in. I caught a glimpse of her ample breasts before she lay on her stomach.




Her perfume was intoxicating, and the sight of her had already stirred me, but I reminded myself that she had agreed only to a massage. I asked which areas pained her most and assured her she should tell me if anything I did felt uncomfortable or especially good.

Her lower back was worst, followed by her right knee and shoulders. I worked as I had with Nicole, speaking softly, reassuring her as I would a skittish mare. Gradually she relaxed.




When I had finished, even massaging her temples, I asked, “I’m done, madame. Were you satisfied with my work?”




“Indeed,” she said. “The young woman did not lie about your skill. I’ve never had a massage that made me feel this good in all my years.”

I hesitated, unsure whether to prompt her for more. The pause stretched before she smiled. “I believe I will take you up on the second part of the offer. Come show me what else you can do.”




“Oui, madame.”




I bent to kiss her mouth, then gently eased her back onto the bed. I kissed her neck, working from behind her ear to her shoulder, then did the same on the other side while fondling one of her breasts. When I had finished there, I began suckling the other, kneading them both gently, teasing her hardened nipples.




As her breathing quickened, I kissed my way down her belly, paused at her hairline, then moved to the crease of her thigh, trailing kisses down to her knee before switching to the other leg and working my way up again.




“I want you to use your tongue and satisfy me. Do it now!”




I followed her command, and soon enough she was twitching and moaning, her legs over my shoulders, one hand on the back of my head, sometimes adjusting my position. Then she jerked once, her back arching, before she relaxed with a loud sigh. I was now rock-hard and needed release, so I hoped she wanted more or I’d have to go to my room and use my hand to get it.




A moment later, she said, “Mon dieu, it’s been too long. Come, get in the bed with me and show me you know what to do with your cock as well as you do with your hands and tongue.”




Again, I followed her command. As she moved further onto the bed, I untied my pants, dropped them to the floor, then climbed in between her legs. I started with kissing her breasts and sliding my hands up and down her sides. She moaned, wiggled her hips, then wrapped her legs around my waist and pulled me to her.

At this point, I was more than willing. I slid my cock around a little until it found her lower lips, then gently rubbed up and down until I was lubricated. I entered her easily she was quite wet from both my oral ministrations and her own juices so I slid right in. The velvety warmth was welcome. I was already well-stimulated, so I hoped it wouldn’t take long to get her there as well.




I pumped slowly but steadily, soon drawing more moans from her. I felt her legs pushing me deeper on my downstrokes, so I slid my arms under hers, gripped her shoulders, and pulled myself into her. That seemed to drive her further, her breathing becoming quicker and shallower. I couldn’t hold out any longer three quick thrusts and I drove into her with all my strength, setting her off as well. I felt her spasm both inside and out.




Our breathing slowed, and I returned to a slow, steady rhythm for another minute. I rested my head beside hers, my mouth at her neck, teasing her with my tongue. She grabbed my head and pulled me into an impassioned kiss, our tongues swirling and exploring each other.




Then she relaxed, closed her eyes, and moments later was asleep. I got off the bed, pulled the covers over her, and began dressing. That’s when I felt a hand on my back.

I turned to find the maid, a wanton look in her eye. In a hushed voice, she said, “That was so hot. I’m wet. Do you have a contraceptive, as your friend suggested you would? And are you able to do that again so soon?”




I thought for a moment, remembering when Nicole and I had done our experiments in the meadow I could be ready again in no more than ten minutes. I smiled, “Oui, I do, and oui, I will be ready by the time you are.”




Apparently, while I’d been occupied with the older woman, the maid had already prepared for bed. She simply pulled her nightgown over her head and stood bare before me. I wrapped my arms around her, she did the same, and I kissed her on the lips. A moment later, her tongue was exploring my mouth with energy. Her smaller breasts didn’t hang like the older woman’s; her nipples jutted forward, hard against my chest as we kissed passionately.




The maid’s bed was on the other side of the room. As she was small, I slid my hands under her derrière and lifted her, carrying her to her bed. I began kissing her neck and shoulders tenderly, repeating what I’d done with the other woman only minutes before.

The maid wasn’t as assertive, but since she’d asked for it herself, I proceeded until I felt my cock ready again. This time, I pulled her legs over my shoulders before entering her, so that each thrust made our bodies slap together. Her moans spurred me on, her tighter tunnel twitching in time with my movements. Not long after, we both climaxed.

I caught my breath, kept a slow rhythm for a few moments, then let her legs fall back to the bed. I kissed her hard again; she returned it passionately.




“Oh, mon dieu. Thank you for being willing and able. I was so hot and bothered after seeing and hearing you with my mistress, I don’t know if I’d have been able to sleep otherwise.”




I smiled, kissed her again, then rolled to the side and caressed her belly. “I can probably be ready again in another ten minutes, if you’re still awake.”




She snorted. “While that may be true, I think I might not want to leave tomorrow if you do.”




We kissed once more, and I got off the bed to find my clothes. While searching, I came across her nightgown and handed it to her. She wiped her legs and slit with a rag, then pulled the gown back on. As I dressed, she found her mistress’s purse and took out three sous, then fished in her own purse for two more, handing me the coins.

“Thank you. I know I’ve seen your mistress pass through several times before. If you continue traveling this way, I look forward to satisfying her needs and yours again.”

“We’ll be back every couple of months for the foreseeable future, traveling from Reims to the capital and back. I don’t know what my mistress will decide, but I strongly suspect you’ll be earning your coin regularly.”

She gave me a chaste kiss on the cheek, cracked the door to check the hall, and, seeing no one, let me slip out. I padded quietly down the hall, took the stairs, and made my way swiftly to my room.




That night was many things an enormous relief after weeks of tension with no release from Nicole, very profitable (though I knew I’d split the money with her), and the start of a business venture that would sustain me for a few years. I slept well.




The next morning, I rose later than usual but still in time for breakfast before starting my chores. Finding Nicole alone for a few minutes, I briefly told her about the encounter. When I mentioned the maid, she nearly shouted, “Non!” Then, more quietly, “You did charge her the same rate, didn’t you?”




“Mais oui, I’m not a fool.” Of course, I didn’t tell her I’d have accepted whatever the maid offered, even nothing I’d truly enjoyed myself in a way I never had before, vaginal intercourse being off-limits with Nicole.




She held out her hand. “This time keep three; in the future it’s an even split.” That didn’t seem fair, but with guests beginning to leave, I didn’t argue.




As the older woman and her maid passed through the dining room toward the exit, I saw Nicole briefly engage them, but I didn’t linger I had chores to do.




Later, over lunch on the porch, Nicole told me the woman was more than satisfied and would likely engage my services again. They agreed on twice the original fee going forward. Nicole also told me she’d pulled the maid aside and told her that if she wanted the same service again, her fee would stay at two sous. That drew a smile from the maid and no other acknowledgment. I considered it a bonus.




I didn’t learn their names until their next visit a few months later: Madame Berthier and her maid, Ysebeau. From then on, I earned eight sous every time Madame Berthier passed through even when she didn’t fall asleep. She seemed to enjoy watching me with her maid, who preferred a more energetic approach.




After that first time, Nicole made a point of approaching the maid of every female traveler to see whether their mistress might be interested in my services. Quite a few agreed to massages some even married and in their early thirties. About one in four asked for the “specialized” service. Both kinds invariably became repeat customers if they returned, though not as often as my first. Very few maids chose to take advantage of my services, perhaps because they had lovers of their own or feared their mistress’s reaction to my staying behind.




Nicole and I now had a very profitable business one I looked forward to continuing.

A year later, Nicole got her wish: she married a merchant’s son and moved to Reims. We stayed in touch through the occasional letter. One of the serving girls, Jehanne, became my partner, though I changed the split to one in five.





Chapter 4




When I was seventeen and summer was giving way to fall, a royal mage stopped at the inn late one afternoon. His horse was going lame, and there was dust on his clothes. I was the stable hand, and I knew to be at the gate from late afternoon until nearly sunset, since travelers often arrived during that time.




I went at once to help him. Seeing the horse in distress, I examined the animal and found that one leg had a deep gash, still bleeding. It made me ache inside to see the poor creature in such pain. I hurried to remove the saddle, barely acknowledging the mage, and led the horse into a stall where I could tend to him.




Once he was settled with some grain, I jogged across the road to grand-mère’s shop and let myself in. Having worked with her for years, I knew exactly where she kept what I needed. I grabbed it, stuck my head into her private room, told her what I had come for, and promised she’d be paid.




I quickly returned to the stable, cleaned the wound, and dressed it with an herb poultice I had gathered from grand-mère. The old herbalist isn’t really my grandmother; everyone except the chef and his wife simply call her that likely because she’s by far the oldest person in the village.




Once the bandaging was done, I brushed the horse down and massaged his legs, speaking softly to him. When I had done all I could, I reported to the chef and then turned to the mage, explaining that his horse had been fully cared for, including the poultice, and that he owed the herbalist five deniers. With a smirk, he handed me six saying the extra was for me. I smiled, gave a slight bow, and carried the coins back to grand-mère.




It was a busy evening but no female travelers, so I knew there’d be no special jobs for me. Dinner was served just after sunset, and, with further guests unlikely to arrive, I cleaned up, collected my meal, and went out to the back porch. I ate there, enjoying the rhythmic churn of the waterwheel as it pumped water to the cistern a tower as tall as the inn itself. This system supplied running water to the kitchen, flush toilets in every room, and the two bathing tubs at the back of the inn.




My morning chore was to make sure enough wood was chopped to heat the tubs, fire the kitchen oven, and warm the fireplaces in the dining room and guest rooms.




The next afternoon, I expected to be out in the woods collecting herbs for grand-mère and setting trout lines in the river unless the blacksmith had a large job from one of the merchant wagons. But I’d heard no complaints about gear, so he’d probably go hunting. That’s what he did when there was no work. If he’d been a better smith, he wouldn’t have stayed in our little village he could have earned a better living in a larger town. He always asked me to work his bellows for important jobs, claiming I kept the fire at a steady temperature, improving his results.




With Nicole gone and no clients, I had no one to pass the evening with, so I went to my tiny room, lit a candle, and re-read the book I had borrowed from the herbalist a week earlier. It held wonderful illustrations of plants, flowers, and fruits, with text explaining where each could be found, how to harvest it, and what purposes it served. I paid special attention to those that grew in the forest and along the river.




Grand-mère had taught me from this very book how to identify nearly all the local plants, but there was always more to learn. Many of her lessons had been when I was much younger, before I could remember and understand the way I could now.




As usual, I was up at sunrise, eating breakfast before chopping wood to replace what had been used the day before. I checked the injured horse and massaged his legs again. The wound was healing nicely, so I left to begin my chores.




It was chef’s policy that guests could collect their own horses when ready to leave, so I had no responsibility there. I had been working the woodpile for barely half an hour when the chef came out the back door, his expression stern, and demanded, “What have you done to piss off the royal mage?”




I told him I had no idea I hadn’t seen the man since reporting on his horse the previous night. The chef grabbed my arm and dragged me to the stable. The mage raised one eyebrow as if to ask, What are you thinking? Instead, he simply thanked the chef and motioned for me to follow him to the stall. The chef let me go and returned to his guests.




The mage introduced himself as Magi Arnoult Viart and asked my name. “Jacques,” I told him.




“Well, Jacques, what can you tell me about my horse’s condition this morning?”




“I checked him after breakfast. He’s responding well to the poultice and is no longer limping. But since he hasn’t carried a rider all night, I can’t say for sure whether he’ll limp again today.”

“I see. Any other treatment?”




“I currycombed him, made sure he had food and water… and I massaged his legs again this morning.”




The mage made a face. “Have you treated humans with similar injuries?”




“Yes. Folks usually say they feel better right away.”

Now more interested, he asked me to look at his shoulder. He explained that when the horse was injured the day before, he had fallen, bruising and stiffening the joint. I asked him to remove his coat and shirt so I could see the injury. After appraising the bruises, I gently massaged the area, speaking to him much as I do to injured horses. The mage smirked but let me work. When I finished, I asked him to move his arm. He did so, smiled, and nodded both satisfied and, it seemed, having decided something.




Mage Viart then asked, “Tell me about your family.”




“I’m an orphan. My mother died before I was two, and my father disappeared in the forest several years ago while hunting.”




“How old are you, Jacques?”




“I turned seventeen at the beginning of the year.”




“What else do you do besides chop wood and work in the stable?”




“I do odd jobs for the chef, but most of my spare time is spent with the herbalist chopping wood, collecting herbs, making poultices, and preparing medicinal potions and powders. I sometimes help the blacksmith, chopping wood and working the bellows for important jobs.”




He chuckled. “You chop a lot of wood.”




I shrugged.




He thanked me for tending his shoulder, gave me another denier, and told me, “You can go back to your chores.”




I bowed slightly and returned to the yard to finish chopping firewood.




Unknown to me, Mage Viart walked down the road to speak to the blacksmith. The smith told him I was a conscientious young man with an uncanny touch for the bellows the fire stayed perfectly hot when I worked it, neither cooling nor overheating. For important tasks, like repairing wagon running gear, he always called me away from other duties because the work turned out so much better.




Viart then crossed the road to grand-mère’s shop. Finding no one inside, he eyed the herbs hanging from the rafters and the labeled jars on the shelves. At last, he rapped on the doorway to the back room.




The old woman looked up from grinding something in her mortar and pestle and raised one eyebrow.

The mage, not one to be put off by an old herbalist, said, “Tell me about the boy.”

Instead of answering, she asked, “What makes you interested in him?”

“He seems a hard worker, with many… disparate jobs.”




The old woman snorted but said nothing.




Finally, Viart said, “I sense his talent and I suspect you do too. Have you trained him at all?”

“Some herbal lore, potions, distillations and such some would call it alchemy. Of course, there was also the mathematics needed to adjust batch sizes and plan for seasonal demands, as well as geometry. Since our needs here were simple, he almost ran the business without me, truth be told. Jacques just didn’t realize it.




“So you’re taking advantage of him,” the mage stated, without heat.




“No. I invested quite a lot in training him over the years, and now he’s returning that investment. I can no longer roam the forest or stand on my feet all day,” she responded.

Viart merely shrugged and said, “It was a bad investment. He’s more valuable to the kingdom than that. You’ll need a new apprentice starting tomorrow.”




Before leaving, Viart dropped five silver francs on her table, saying, “Since you provided enough value for me to notice him, I’ll share the bounty.”




The mage returned to the inn and called for the innkeeper, telling him they should speak privately.




The chef immediately asked, “What has he done now? I’ll beat him until he can’t stand.”

Viart resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Instead, he simply shook his head and raised an eyebrow his silent way of insisting they have a private conversation.




The innkeeper led Viart to a small storage room off the kitchen and closed the door. At last, he seemed to realize he should keep his mouth shut, waiting for the mage to speak.

Viart smirked. “Find someone else to chop your wood and tend the stable. I’m taking Jacques with me to the Académie de Magie in Reims. You won’t see him again for years if ever.”




The chef almost asked if this was a joke, but one look at the mage’s face convinced him otherwise. Instead, he asked, “When will you be leaving?”




“Tomorrow morning,” Viart replied, “assuming my horse continues to miraculously heal as he has so far.”




Lunch was served shortly after their conversation. When I entered the dining room, Viart was the only remaining guest, though a few locals and inn staff were still having their meals.




As I approached the counter to collect my plate, Viart called out, “Jacques, bring your plate and join me.”




I tensed, my eyes widening, but complied no one defies a royal mage, and certainly not over something so trivial.




“You should plan to leave for Reims in the morning, assuming my horse has fully recovered,” Viart told me. “Pack and say your goodbyes today so you’ll be ready to depart after breakfast.”




It took me a full minute to absorb what he’d just said. Then I asked, “Why?”




Viart leaned back, smiling. “You’re going to be trained as a mage.”




This time, it took even longer to process his words. Then I shouted, “Oui!” and smacked the table.




The noise drew the attention of everyone still in the dining room. I stood up and announced, “I’m going to be a mage, and I’m leaving in the morning!” My smile stretched wide across my face.




The lunch crowd cheered. Remembering my manners, I turned back to Viart, gave a deep bow, and said, “Thank you.”




After lunch, I crossed the road to visit grand-mère and share my news. I was a little disappointed in her stoic reaction until she told me Viart had already discussed it with her.




I returned the book on herbs I had borrowed, then made sure anything she might need in the near future was within her reach. After that, I left for the last time.




I strolled down the road to the blacksmith to make my announcement. The smith merely frowned and asked who would run the bellows for his next big job. I shook my head and suggested he start looking right away.




Back at the inn, I purchased several sheets of paper and ink. I had my own quills I was the one who gathered them, after all.




At a clean table, I began writing neat but brief letters to my regular female clients, letting them know I would be living in Reims and could be contacted through Nicole if they wished to use my discreet services in the future.




Once the letters were complete and sealed with candle wax, I met with the four servers and left them with Jehanne, who had been my contact with the ladies’ maids since Nicole married the previous year. I asked her to discreetly pass them along to the women as they came through.

All the girls knew about my assignations but kept the secret from the chef and his wife.

With the other three watching, I slipped one arm around Jehanne’s waist and the other to the back of her neck, then planted a passionate kiss on her lips, dipping her low. When I let her up for air, the others cheered and wept openly before each of the three hugged me in turn.




As usual in the late afternoon, the wagons began to arrive. I performed my final stable-hand duties putting the horses in their stalls and making sure they had food and water.




None of the travelers that day were acquaintances of mine.




After the sweaty work, I walked to the shower beneath the cistern to wash away the stink before dinner.




Just before the evening meal, I entered the kitchen to thank the chef’s wife for all the meals and for taking care of me in my younger years. Her pride wouldn’t let her cry, but her eyes watered. She gave me a quick hug before bustling off to plate dinner for the crowd in the dining room.




Before bed, I visited the mage’s horse and treated it once more with gentle massages, hoping the wound would continue to heal overnight so I could truly begin my new life in the morning.




I packed what little I owned: three changes of clothes, work gloves, my winter cloak, my herbalist notes, my razor, and my nail trimmer and file. All but the cloak went into an old oat sack I had stored in the stable for future use. The cloak, too bulky for the sack and too heavy to wear at this time of year, I would have to find another way to carry.





Chapter 5




I was so anxious to leave in the morning that I got up before sunrise and went to the stable to examine Mage Viart’s horse. In the lamplight it was hard to see, so I led him out of the stall and into the yard, where it was growing lighter by the moment. After unwrapping the bandage and removing the poultice, I saw the wound was nearly healed, with just an old scab left. I walked the horse up and down the road for a minute or two, watching for a limp, and saw none. I patted him again, told him how strong he was and that he was a good boy, then led him back to his stall and went to eat breakfast.




Viart came down a moment later and joined me at the table, where Jehanne served him. We said little to each other. When I had finished eating, he told me to collect my things and meet him at the stable. I quickly said my farewells to the girls, getting a chaste kiss from each, and hugged the chef’s wife before shaking the chef’s hand wordlessly. Since I had brought my few things with me to the stable earlier, I went out and saddled the horse while I waited for Viart. When he arrived, I was leading the horse into the yard, so he tied his gear to the saddle along with my bag and cloak.

Once mounted, Viart said, “You’re a young, energetic lad, so you’ll keep pace with me as I prepare you for your new surroundings.” With that, he turned the horse toward the road and kept pace behind the first wagon leaving the inn. For the next hour, the mage asked me questions what I knew of the world, what books I had read, if I played any instruments, could sing, paint, and more. Most of my answers were “Non” or “I don’t know.” Tiring of this, he asked what I did know, so I told him about the plants in the area, their uses, and how to prepare them. I kept talking even after he increased the pace, but eventually I had to stop and focus on my breathing as I was running now. The next hours were miserable, even though we stopped for water every hour. Eventually we reached the next village with an inn and stopped for lunch.




An hour later, we repeated the morning except this time, instead of asking questions, Viart lectured me on protocol, the kinds of lessons at the academy, and social customs in “civilized” society. I wasn’t entirely unfamiliar with the upper strata; the inn received its share of wealthier clients traveling by carriage, and I had serviced a fair number of those women. Though my interactions were limited, I had learned the proper modes of address.




Viart’s lecture continued through the afternoon, even as he sped up again and expected me to keep pace. One surprising thing I learned was that in return for my education, I must serve twenty years as a royal mage, receiving only a small stipend barely enough to live on. I could take side jobs to supplement my earnings, provided they didn’t interfere with my duties to the crown. My excitement dimmed as I realized I’d have to serve for more years than I had lived. It seemed unjust. C’est la vie. I already had another source of income, so that wasn’t what truly bothered me. We reached another inn late in the day, where we spent the night after a bath and a meal.




The next morning, I was stiff from running, but all the sympathy Viart offered was to coach me through stretching exercises before setting off again. The third day was the same, except we reached our destination just as the sun was going down. Viart told me the city was so large there was no point continuing to the academy that evening, as the offices would be closed, so we stayed at an inn on the city’s edge.




On my first morning waking up in a real city, I noticed the differences immediately the press of traffic and the noise of merchants shouting their wares. I still had to walk while Viart rode, but now behind him instead of beside him.




After an hour, Viart stopped the horse and motioned for me to walk up beside him. He pointed proudly to the academy gates. “Your new home for the next three years.”




I smiled. “Mage Viart, please lead on.”




Viart smirked and muttered, “At least he’s trainable.”




After dropping off his horse at the academy stable, Viart led me to the chancelier’s office, where he was greeted like an old friend by a much older man Mage Le Borgne, the chancelier and illusions instructor. I was told to take a seat and fill out the admissions form while Viart told his friend what he knew of me and discussed my future. I completed the form and handed it to the administrator, who frowned after a glance and returned it, saying it was incomplete and that he was already disappointed.




Viart snatched the form from me, looked it over, and handed it back to the administrator. “It’s as complete as it can be. He has no surname, nor does he know his parents’ names. He’s an orphan, living in a village as the ward of the chef de village, who also happens to be the innkeeper.”




“I cannot accept a form without at least a surname. It is not done,” the older man said.




Viart squirmed a bit, then smiled as if struck by inspiration. “Call him du Pont after all, the village is known for its bridge.”




Mage Le Borgne looked affronted but nodded.




Viart turned to me. “Your new surname is du Pont. Be sure to use it when appropriate.”




“There is still the issue of his age. Students are not accepted until they are eighteen this boy is seventeen.”




Viart rolled his eyes. “Do you expect me to throw him back like a fish that’s too small? If he goes back to the village now, we may lose him forever.” He snatched the form back and handed it to me. “In your carelessness, you entered the wrong year of birth. Correct that and don’t let it happen again.”




I almost laughed, but instead said, “Mon dieu, I am such a fool!” I made myself a year older in an instant, then returned the form to the chancelier.




“This is fraud,” Le Borgne said. “As soon as his birth records are confirmed, we’ll both be penalized.”




Viart laughed so hard I thought he’d tip his chair over. “You assume someone will go to the trouble of tracking down his place of birth, then travel there to check the records. He was born in a village with fewer than 150 people. The innkeeper is the chef de village. He’ll do whatever I give him a franc to do. Now can we end this farce?”




The chancelier harrumphed, still looking dissatisfied, and returned to discussing my placement. I would be put in the lowest level of all classes, and instructors would evaluate me to decide if I should stay or move up. Viart then muttered quietly, “And don’t forget to mark me down for the bounty on new mages.” He probably thought I wouldn’t hear him. He should have known better Nicole often had me linger in the inn’s dining room to overhear such things and report back to her.




A messenger arrived soon after a boy of perhaps fourteen, wearing a tabard in the academy colors: dark gray with sky-blue piping. The chancelier glanced at the note, dropped it on his desk, and instructed the boy to take me to the gentlemen’s dorm and show me to my room. Before I left, Mage Le Borgne told me classes would begin in three days and handed me two sheets of paper: a class schedule and a list of items I should get from the campus supply master before then.




As I walked out, I heard Viart say, “The boy is an intuitive healer and possibly a fire mage. There’s more to him than meets the eye. I think he’ll go far and bears watching.” 




The door closed before I could hear the reply. I wondered what he meant, but I knew my wind magic was not to be revealed.

My guide looked at me oddly, then introduced himself as Robin and asked my name. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Robin. I’m Jacques du Pont please, lead on.”




While escorting me to my room, Robin asked where the rest of my belongings were. I told him I had no more, and again he gave me a strange look.




“Monsieur du Pont, I recognize you have traveled far. Please don’t be offended, but surely you have clothing more appropriate for socializing than what you’re wearing now?”




I shook my head. “Actually, I’m wearing my finest. I saved them for today, knowing I should look my best.”




Robin looked as though he’d swallowed a worm. Taking a breath, he said, “If Monsieur has funds and would allow it, perhaps when I am finished with my duties for the day in about two hours I could accompany you to a tailor and a cobbler to see about clothing more fitting for a young gentleman of your elevated status.”




I burst out laughing. “Elevated status? Me? Hah!”




“Of course, Monsieur. Do you not understand that as a student of the Académie de Magie, you are recognized as one step below a mage? That makes you socially equivalent to at least a chevalier. You cannot appear in society in village rags.” Robin seemed to grow bolder. “You will be expected to wear a uniform to class, and it is proper to wear it on campus at all times, though not required after hours. Outside the gates, it is your choice but for social occasions, it is best to be seen in something fashionable.”




“What kind of budget are we talking about, Robin? I have funds, but limited and until I am established here, I have no prospects for earning more. Mage Viart told me my study materials would be provided by the academy, but what other expenses should I expect?”




“Monsieur, your only expenses besides clothing are meals off campus and gifts you might give when attending social events. You will need two modest outfits, one formal outfit, one pair each of daily-wear and formal boots, and several shirts, as the uniform consists only of a jacket and trousers.”




“I’ve never purchased my own clothes before. The chef’s wife replaced them as I grew out of or wore them out. How much do you estimate will this cost?”




“About six francs.”

 “Mon dieu, that was about half my funds, but since I’d have no other expenses, I could manage it. “I’ll take you up on your generous offer to show me to a clothier and a cobbler.”




“Monsieur, please don’t take offense, but as you seem how shall I say unaware of the customs here, I will point out that my services are generally compensated.”




“Ah, I see. Since I am, as you politely pointed out, unaware, what would be appropriate compensation for your valuable services?”




Robin smiled, then replied, “Merely five deniers.”




I knew things might cost more here, but that seemed steep especially since Viart had paid the same amount for the poultice I’d used on his horse. “Robin, five deniers seems overly generous. What does a poultice to treat an infected wound cost here?”




He gave me a puzzled look before answering. “When my older brother cut himself with dirty tools, the poultice cost one sous.”




One sous two hundred forty deniers. I was stunned. Had I known that, I would have bought ten from the old woman and sold them here for a fortune. I shook my head. “I see. Then your suggested compensation is indeed quite reasonable after all.”




By this time, we had arrived at the gentlemen’s dormitory and climbed the stairs to the third floor, where the first-year students were housed. Robin pointed out my room number 335 and courteously opened the door for me, as my hands were full with my cloak and bag of garments.




I asked if this was correct, as it had to be three times the size of my old bedroom. In addition to the bed, it held a desk, two chairs, and a tall cabinet for my clothes. It was far more luxurious than any room I had ever slept in. Robin cocked his head, as if my question were strange, but confirmed that it was indeed mine. Most students, he added, found such rooms small. If I had any doubts, the key Mage Le Borgne had given me fit the lock perfectly, so I decided to accept my good fortune and move on.




I asked where the toilets and bathing facilities were located. He led me to the end of the hall opposite the stairs, where two doors stood one for the toilets, another for the showers. I thanked him and affirmed that I looked forward to seeing him in a few hours. Before leaving, Robin noted that meals were not served on campus during the summer, so I would have to wait until he returned to show me places where I could eat.

I went back to my room to unpack. That didn’t take long, so I headed downstairs and wandered the nearby buildings, creating a mental map of my surroundings in relation to my lodgings and the sun’s position. Not wanting to stray too far, I returned to the dormitory and sat on the porch to await my guide. For the first time in days, I had nothing to do and no one to talk to without being asleep so I simply enjoyed the moment.




Robin arrived just as my stomach began growling, and he suggested we find food immediately. Needless to say, I agreed wholeheartedly. I reminded him my funds were limited; he nodded in understanding. As we left through the gate, Robin introduced me to the guard and explained that my room key, marked with the Académie de Magie logo and my room number, also served as my identifier when entering or leaving.




My guide managed to get me fed for three deniers which I found outrageous but I understood I had to adjust to this new scale of prices. Robin wouldn’t let me take the food to eat as we walked, saying it simply wasn’t done in the area where we’d be shopping. I sighed and ate at the table provided.




We reviewed my needs, and I asked if he would negotiate prices on my behalf, as I had never done so and had no idea what was reasonable. Upon his agreement, I let him choose where to go.




The first shop was the cobbler’s, conveniently close to the food stand. Robin recommended one pair of shoes for every day on campus and another for social events, which I was apparently sure to be invited to mages being in high demand on the social scene. The idea was uncomfortable, but I knew from village life that one should trust experts when lacking personal experience. Robin was the best I had for the time being.




Once the cobbler took my measurements, I told him comfort and durability mattered more than appearance. Robin rolled his eyes but didn’t argue. We then moved on to the clothier. The first one looked me over and sneered, so I walked out without waiting for Robin, who had to catch up and point me toward the second shop.




Several blocks later, we entered a smaller store. The gentleman there smiled warmly, making me want to buy my clothes before even seeing them or knowing the price. I introduced myself as a new student at the Académie de Magie, newly arrived in town.




The man introduced himself as Estienne. Robin explained what I needed, then haggled over fabric, cut, price, and delivery date. When they agreed on an amount near my budget, the deal was sealed.




Estienne led me to a raised platform near the back of the room and began taking my measurements, commenting on my broad chest and narrow waist as signs of a man who took care of himself. I credited that to years of hard work, though my female clientele had appreciated the results. Estienne promised my clothes in four days by close of business. Since my uniforms were acceptable outside the academy, I agreed and paid half, as was customary.




With clothing needs addressed, I asked Robin about buying paper, ink, and quills. He took me to a shop that also handled the posting of letters. I asked about receiving mail, and he advised having letters sent to the academy, gentlemen’s dorm, under my name. I also bought a stick of charcoal for mapping while walking.




Before leaving, I had Robin draw a quick map from the academy gate to the cobbler, clothier, and stationery shop. Errands complete, we returned toward the academy. As the gate came into view, Robin told me he lived with his family some distance away and didn’t need to return. I paid him his five deniers and thanked him. Before parting, I asked where to get dinner and how to contact him again. He told me to leave a message at the administration building’s front desk, where I’d met the chancelier. As for dinner, I’d have to eat in the city until the academy café opened for term. He marked two reasonably priced restaurants on my map. I bid him adieux and headed back to the dorm.




I immediately wrote a long letter to Nicole, telling her of my new status and address, as well as the many events since my last letter. I asked her to find me some clients quickly, as my funds were running low. Too late to post the letter, and with my stomach growling again, I took Robin’s map and set out for dinner.




When I’d left the village, I’d thought myself financially well-off. My first day in the city had shown me how naïve I was.




The next day, I posted my letter to Nicole at her husband’s office address. I spent the day exploring the city, finding lunch and dinner spots, and marking interesting places on my map. On my last day before classes began, I wandered the academy’s surrounding streets, adding even more notes.




Returning to my dorm, I found boys my age moving in, dragging luggage behind them. A basket of uniforms waited for me; I put them away, grabbed towels and clean clothes, and went to shower.




On the way back, I greeted a few boys in the hall. It was strange back in the village, the boys nearest my age were ten or eleven; those slightly older had been conscripted for the war and never returned.




Following Robin’s earlier advice, I put my laundry in the basket by the door so I could drop it off for the staff to wash on my way to breakfast. I then visited the common area, introducing myself to those already finished settling in. Some seemed to know each other already and all knew more about what lay ahead than I did. I learned a great deal just by listening.




It had been a long day. Knowing I had to be at breakfast at seven bells, I bid my classmates adieux and went to my room, where I slept peacefully.





Chapter 6




The dining hall was a very large room; it had to be in order to hold the 240 or so students. We sat on benches at long tables where I chatted with some of the boys I briefly met the night before.




Soon it was time for our first classes so I bid my breakfast companions adieux and found my way to history class. The instructor was not a mage, I could tell by his manner of dress as he was clothed more like a modestly successful merchant. The man seemed a bit pompous and terribly proud of the accomplishments of our great kingdom. We were given our history books and after as brief lecture instructed to read the first two chapters before the next class and then released.




The same occurred in the literature class though instead of a lecture we were each required to read a few paragraphs of verse aloud after introducing ourselves. I stumbled through mine to the tittering of few of the girls. I knew nearly all the words and could figure out the meaning of those I did not from the context but never having spoken them I had some difficulty pronouncing the unfamiliar ones. I also realized that nearly all the students sounded like the more affluent merchants that had patronized the inn rather than the guards or wagon drivers that I sounded like. We were assigned two short stories to read and told to be prepared to discuss them when next we met. The instructor then told us to take one stack of books on our way out the door and dismissed us.




The next class was math where we were given a test that started off easy and got harder as we went. Before we started working on it the instructor, also not a mage, told us to use our time wisely and not get stuck on a problem we couldn’t answer just move on to the next as the goal was only to see what we already knew so that our class assignments could be adjusted to the appropriate level. I managed to answer about three quarters of the questions though I had to skip several. As class ended we were told to drop off the tests on his desk as we left and he would give his assessment on our return.




Lunch was the next stop so I chatted with my new classmates as we made our way to the dining hall once again. As I waited in line to collect my plate of food I noticed some of the upper class boys chatting up first year girls. I thought it interesting since all my life I’d associated with older girls or as my side job called for it, older women. Over the course of the morning the girls in my classes had seemed more flighty than any of the serving girls back at the inn. It just wasn’t very appealing so I wondered why the older boys sought their attention.




After lunch I had my first magic class, healing. It was much smaller than the other classes and the instructor was of course a mage, a tall, gray haired woman with an ample chest whom I sensed would brook no foolishness from us. When the students had all arrived I counted 3 boys and 7 girls. Some of the girls were quite attractive. As soon as the last student arrived the mage snapped her fingers and the door closed. The instructor immediately introduced herself as Mage Lesnier then brusquely asked each student why we were in the class. Most said their families were healers and believed it a noble calling. One said it was a great way to earn extra income while performing their 20 years of service; the instructor frowned at his remark. When it was my turn to answer I said “Mage Viart recognized I had healing talent and recruited me to the academy because of it.” Mage Lesnier asked if that meant I didn’t want to be here. I responded, “Being a healer sounds like a great thing but I don’t know what my other options might be or what will be required of me so I’m here to find out.” The instructor nodded and moved on to the last student.




Mage Lesnier then instructed us to line up about three feet away from a row of caged rabbits so that we were each in line with one cage. She then proceeded to remove a rabbit from the first cage and cut a hind leg with a knife then hand it to the opposite student saying “Heal it.” I was shocked at the callousness and so were a few of the girls. The first student took it in stride and cast a spell which indeed healed the wound. The instructor returned the rabbit to its cage and repeated the procedure with each of the next students most being less successful than the first, some failing entirely. When it was my turn I reached out to touch the rabbit and the mage asked what I was doing. I said “I have no spell, but I can help the poor thing.” She let me take it in hand and I began talking softly to it as I massaged the rabbit, especially the injured leg. I couple of minutes later the wound was closed though not fully healed. I handed the rabbit back to the mage. Upon examination I saw give a brief smile and put it back in its cage. She continued with the remaining students.




Mage Lesnier then released us for the day but not before telling us that some should consider options other than healing. As we began to leave, Mage Lesnier called me over and asked “You’ve never been trained have you?” Of course the only answer was “Non, I have not. I didn’t know I had magical talent until Mage Viart recognized what I did for his horse and then he confirmed as I healed his shoulder.”




“Tell me about the horse.”




“Mage Viart rode up on it limping one evening and after examining the horse I found a nasty bleeding gash as long as my hand on the lower leg. I put the horse in a stall with food and water then went to the herbalist for a poultice which I wrapped over the gash after I cleaned the wound and massaged the horse’s legs like I always do with extra attention to the injured leg. The next day when Mage Viart and I examined the wound it was nearly healed. The following morning we both examined the injury and it was just an old scab.”




“Is that all the healing Mage Viart witnessed?”




“Non, the first morning apparently Mage Viart found the wound’s progress unusual, so he asked me to do the same for his injured shoulder, which was bruised and he had trouble raising his arm above his waist. I did as he asked and when he tried raising his arm full motion had been restored. Later that day he told me to be ready to leave for the academy in the morning as I would be trained as a mage.”




“I see” she said, “You appear to be a very talented healer, simply lacking training to make you truly powerful. Do you have biology classes on your schedule?”




“I do, it is my first class tomorrow morning.”




“Excellent, that would make your instructor Madame Martin. Now tell me about the poultice you used.”




“I worked for the village herbalist and under her direction I made many such poultices as she kept them on hand due to all the merchant wagons and other travelers passing through the village. We saw many injuries to people, horses, and oxen alike.” I continued rather proudly, “The merchants we saw regularly usually bought a few to keep with them as they said our herbalist made the best.” I then explained how I made the poultice, “I process willow bark, grinding it into a thick paste. Myrtle bark works as well but being on the river we have many willow trees so it is readily available. I process lemons into a balm. I grind some mountain arnica leaves into a paste. The herbalist has to order the mountain arnica as none grows nearby. The final ingredient is thyme leaves I also grind into paste. Once the ingredients are prepared I mix them in proportions according to my notes and package several sizes of poultice so that they are ready to apply as needed.”




Mage Lesnier then asked, “Is Botanical Lore on your schedule, if it isn’t I will see to it that it replaces something else?”




I told her I had the class the next afternoon. Her response was brusque, “I will speak with Madame Martin and Mage Dorget soon to coordinate your education. I believe you have a talent that must not be wasted. Madame Martin, Mage Dorget, and I will work you very hard. You may go.”




“I am not afraid of hard work Mage Lesnier; I worked hard every day in the village. I will make the most of this opportunity. Thank you for your interest in me.”




With a little extra spring in my step I found my way to my next magic class, Elementary Spellcraft with Mage Coquin.




Once again I found myself in a small class, this time about 15 students. Mage Coquin introduced himself and asked us to take turns calling out our name then casting our most powerful or complex but non-destructive spell. I saw balls of light hovering our heads, water conjured then turned to ice, a hand surrounded by tiny lightning bolts, someone even conjured enough fog to make it hard to see Mage at the front of the small room. I was quite impressed, then it was my turn and I had to say, “I have no spells”. Mage Coquin just nodded and indicated the next in line should cast. Mage Coquin then said “Don’t cast it, simply answer the question. Does anyone here have a more complex spell that is destructive?” No one answered so the instructor grunted out, “Good then we don’t have to reschedule any of you.” He then looked straight at me and asked, “You can read, yes?” We all answered “Yes, Mage Coquin.”




“Excellent, everyone pick up a book on your way out and read the first 2 chapters before next class.” He then left the room. We took that to mean class was dismissed so everyone walked to the desk and picked up a book then headed to our own destinations.




My last class of the day was Military Science it was a large class with at least 40 students in it. The instructor, Capitaine Paru, told us that this year we would study military organization and small unit tactics. He then had us give our names and where we were from. Once we had finished our introductions he gave us our reading assignment and as usual told us to pick up a book on the way out.




I chose to return to the dorm as I now had plenty of reading to do and it was not something I was terribly good at but it seemed I would be getting plenty of practice.

At dinner that evening the tables were more mixed between girls and boys than they had been at our previous meals. I guessed it was due to mixing in class as until then we’d only met others in our dorms.




After collecting my plate and utensils I started walking down the aisle looking for an open seat and noticed one of the girls in my healing class waving. I looked around to see if she was waving at someone behind me but there was no one so deciding she meant me I joined her finding there were two other members of our healing class already seated.




“Hello again, I’m Marion Compere” she said. “I’m Jacques, eh du Pont.” The other two gave their names; Genevote de Ruit and Thierry de Troyes. Mademoiselle Compere was a short blond haired girl with brilliant blue eyes, a cheerful smile and a bust rivaling Jehanne. I did my best to maintain eye contact, but it was difficult. Marion asked, “You have an interesting healing technique, where did you learn it?”




“I just made it up over time I suppose; I didn’t know I was doing magic until Mage Viart noticed me.”




Marion got excited, “You know Mage Viart? He’s famous all over France.”




“I wouldn’t say I know him we only spent three days together traveling here from my village. We spent most of that time with him lecturing me about the academy and protocol.”




“Still you spent more time in his company than any student here I’m certain. You don’t sound like you even know he’s famous,” the girl continued.




“I do not, should I?”




“Oh oui, he is responsible for ending the war, when he cut through the Prussian guards and put a blade to the Prince’s throat,” Marion explained.




“All I know about the war is that the older village boys were conscripted and never came home when it was over.”




My dinner companions all looked at me like I lived under a rock, which in a way I had. I’m sure the chef knew much more and possibly Nicole, but it was never spoken about in the village when the other boys didn’t return.




“So, you just pet the injured and sweet talk them into healing then?” Genevote asked.




I just shrugged and responded, “It seems to work.”




The conversation continued with each telling a little about themselves, then by unspoken but mutual agreement we got up and turned in our dishes before heading for our respective dorms.




It was nice meeting more of my classmates and I looked forward to getting to know more people my age. The day had been long and intense and I still had reading to do so after my shower I got to it and when I’d finished enough I laid down to sleep.





Chapter 7




The next day, I awoke looking forward to another round of classes.




When I stepped into Biology, the first thing that caught my eye were the life-size illustrations male and female bodies, first shown with flesh, then without, revealing the muscles, and others the organs and blood vessels beneath.




Not long after I arrived, an older woman entered, closed the door, and locked it.




“I am Madame Martin; I will be your instructor for Biology. You will arrive on time, or you will be locked out and marked absent. If you miss a class for any reason, contact a classmate for the assignments and notes you will not get them from me. I have no time for such nonsense. In addition to teaching you young people, I conduct research on the workings of the human body. You’ll find out what that means if you continue into higher-level Biology courses.”




She then asked us to introduce ourselves, mention any training in biology, and say if we’d ever dissected anything. After introductions, she gave the standard chapter assignments and told us to pick up a textbook on the way out.




As I rose from my seat, she fixed her gaze on me. “You will remain.”




I swallowed hard and sat back down. When the last student had left, she said, “Close the door and come here.”




I obeyed.




“I have had a pleasant conversation with your healing instructor, Mage Lesnier. She says you show promise and asked me to ensure you learn the human body in the most intimate way possible. She is asking me to add to my workload. I am only teaching so I may be allowed to continue my research therefore, you will be my research assistant. Show me your schedule.”




I handed it over without a word.




“You will drop the Art Appreciation class and attend me immediately after this one,” she said, without a hint of hesitation.




Her tone carried such authority that my only answer was, “Oui, Madame.”




“Go to the chancelier’s office now, since we ended early, and make the arrangements.”




She swept out of the room, and I followed.




At the chancelier’s office, after a few raised eyebrows and a quick check with Mage Le Borgne, I was given a note to deliver to the Art Appreciation instructor so I could be stricken from the roll. The man accepted it with a grunt and waved me away.




With time to spare before Fitness class, I wandered over to the field. There, an all-male group of students in loose-fitting garments were engaged in strange motions stretching, I assumed. At a sharp cry from an older man, they began running laps around the field while he stood by and watched. By the second lap, he was loudly berating the stragglers; by the third lap those that had not sped up were hounded by the man all the way around the field. On the fourth lap, the last two were struck smartly on the derrière with a stick.




When they stopped, the man barked, “On a battlefield would be dead. My job is to ensure the king’s valuable but oh-so-delicate mages survive. You will run like this every class. The last two will run two extra laps. Is that clear?”




“Oui, Sergent!” they shouted.




The students then paired off for strength tests while the instructor and his assistants took notes. At the end, he announced, “You’re all pathetic. But I will endure, and so will you. Now get off my field and clean up so you smell nice for your next class.”




I thought Viart had been tough, making me run during our travels. But if I could take that, I could take this too. At least now I understood his reasoning.




When my group took the field, again all male, the instructor introduced himself as Sergent Augier, formerly of the Royal Army.




“I protected delicate mages like you so they could fire their spells. You will not always have troops like me at your side. You must not be so delicate that anyone can kill you. That is why you are here, and that is why you will have this class every semester for all three years.”




We went through the same routine I’d witnessed earlier. I stayed near the front but avoided taking the lead. By the end, I was tired but oddly refreshed.




At lunch, some classmates from Fitness, including the lead runner, waved me over. We introduced ourselves, and the lead runner asked why I hadn’t taken the lead since I wasn’t breathing hard. I told him I didn’t want to set a pace that made it harder for the others. One man chuckled and shook his head. We chatted pleasantly until it was time for the next class.




Music class was different no seats, and three instructors waiting as we entered. When all had arrived, the male instructor stepped forward and announced, “If you have experience playing an instrument, or wish to learn one, move to the windows. If you sing and want to join the choir, move to the wall by the door. If you wish to dance, remain in the center.”




Having rarely seen a musical instrument, and having an idea the cost, I knew that path was not for me. I had tried singing a few times at the inn, but Nicole teased me mercilessly, claiming I brayed like a mule so I wasn’t interested in the choir. As for dancing well, whenever an inn guest had brought an instrument and played for the patrons, I had danced with Nicole and enjoyed it. So, I stayed in the center.




The man joined the musicians by the windows to discuss their instruments and arrangements; I tuned him out.




The dance instructor, Madame Beson, introduced herself. She said that unlike the other groups, we would remain in this room it was the dance studio. She was woman of average height, with black hair (probably dyed), and reminded me of an older Jehanne bountiful bust, wide hips, and a round derrière.




Because our class had an odd number of students, she said she would dance with a different student each day. Sometimes two young ladies would pair up, one playing the male role. We would also rotate partners each class to avoid bad habits.




When she asked who had taken lessons before, all but one other student and I raised their hands. She nodded, saying that from now on, a musician would attend and play tunes she selected this semester, all waltzes.




I had been especially looking forward to Botanical Lore, having learned a little herb lore from grand-mère. When class began, Mage Dorget introduced himself.

“This is Introduction to Botanical Lore. Since some of you may have different levels of knowledge, I want you to study the twenty numbered but unnamed illustrations on the board and write down everything you know about each one. Use this format: number, name, uses, and preparation.”




I had scanned the board when I entered and recognized all but one. Another was nothing more than a decorative flower, as far as I knew, with no uses beyond looking pretty in a garden. I think half the class turned in papers almost immediately, though I was busy writing out my answers and wasn’t paying attention. When the class ended, I was still writing, so Mage Dorget told me to stay and finish while he instructed the rest of the students to take a book and review the first three chapters for discussion next class.




I continued writing for another few minutes while he reviewed the other students’ work. When I was done, he told me to wait and began reviewing my answers. Then he looked up at me and said, “You’ve obviously had extensive training. I rarely see a second-year student display this depth of knowledge even at the end of the year. I want to evaluate you further. After your last class today, meet me back in this classroom. Now run along.”

I answered, “Oui, Mage Dorget,” and truly had to run for my next class.




The last class on my schedule was Elemental Assessment. I had no idea what that meant, but instead of a classroom, I was directed to a field at the far end of campus. There, several tables were set up with assorted items: pots, piles of wood, sand, and a host of other materials. Only three other students were present when the instructor a man I would guess was nearing fifty arrived.




He introduced himself as Mage Anceau and said, “You’re all here, so let’s get started. First question do any of you think you can magically manipulate any of the materials you see here? I don’t mean the pots themselves; I mean what’s in them.”




I didn’t even need to look. I felt no ability to manipulate anything, and neither did my classmates.




“Well then, each of you will try them all. We’ll start at one end, and each of you will take turns until you’ve tried every sample.”




We began with the pile of sand and worked through the materials as he coached us to feel some sort of connection. One boy managed to make the water in a pot leap out and splash onto the grass then nearly fainted. I wasn’t sure if it was from excitement or exhaustion. I later learned it was the shock.




After several more samples, we came to a small pile of charcoal, about the size of two fists together.




“I want you to light these coals with magic,” the mage instructed.

Each of the others tried, with Mage Anceau encouraging them:

“Think about how hot it is in summer… how hot it is when you stand too close to a fire… how hot it is when water boils.”

But nothing happened. Then it was my turn.




“I’m told you did some work for a blacksmith, keeping his fire hot and consistent. Is that true?”




“Oui, Mage Anceau.”




“Good. I want you to think about the hottest temperature the blacksmith ever asked for, and imagine you’re at the forge, pumping the bellows. Focus on the coals. Don’t stop until I tell you.”

“Oui, Mage Anceau.”




“Begin.”




I closed my eyes and did as instructed. At first, nothing happened then one of the students gasped. A moment later, I felt the coals radiating heat and smiled. Remembering the mage’s words, I kept picturing the bellows and gradually raising the temperature.




After a couple of minutes, I heard shuffling feet likely the others backing away as I too began to feel uncomfortably hot. It was approaching the blacksmith’s requested maximum when the mage shouted, “Hotter! Make it hotter.”




So I did.




“Not hot enough! You can do it make it hotter!”




I felt no strain, so I sped up, pushing the heat higher without easing off.




“Stop! You’ll burn the whole field!”

I opened my eyes to see the charcoal reduced to fine ash, the air above it glowing like the sun. We were all dripping with sweat, and I realized I had backed away even farther without noticing.




The mage laughed. “Mon dieu, we have quite the fire mage here. Congratulations you will most certainly be sought after.”




We finished the assessments, but no one else discovered an element, and I didn’t connect with another. Before dismissing us, Mage Anceau said schedule revisions would be coming in the next day or two, and if we didn’t receive one before the next class in this slot, we could treat it as free study time.




As previously instructed, I returned to the Botanical Lore classroom and found Mage Dorget reviewing documents. I cleared my throat, and when he finished writing, he looked up and smiled.




“You are an interesting young man appearing from a tiny village in the hinterland with a great deal of botanical and alchemical knowledge. Who was your instructor?”




“Eh, the village herbalist. Everyone calls her grand-mère.”




He raised an eyebrow.




“Well then, since the nameless woman seems to have inspired you to such heights at your age, let’s see how far you can climb. Did you study from books, or was it all oral teaching? If books, do you recall the titles?”




“There were two. Encyclopédie de Botanique, illustrated, and grand-mère told me she had colored many of the plates herself. The other was Alchimie Botanique Internationale, a very thick book detailing the preservation and preparation of various materials, followed by procedures for making potions, philters, and powders. She also had many of her own notes some critiquing portions of both books, others expanding on them.”




“My, how the mystery deepens. Do you have anywhere to be for the next couple of hours?”




“Non, Mage Dorget, only dinner.”




“Excellent. I want you to take the second-year end-of-course exam. We’ll do it orally to spare me reading your atrocious handwriting, and you won’t have to wait for grading.”




Nearly two hours later, he said: “Congratulations, you are now a third-year student in Botanical Lore. Let me see your schedule; I’ll move you into the third-year class immediately.”




I explained that Madame Martin had already replaced my Art Appreciation class with work as her research assistant.




“I’ll work something out with the chancelier’s office. Assume you’ll meet here for the third-year class tomorrow morning instead of history. Third year is largely practical we’ll be performing alchemy experiments and creating potions and powders. If you prove as capable as you claim, you’ll be my classroom assistant, helping the others along. Now, be on your way and work on that handwriting. I don’t want eye strain at the end of the year.”




It was dinner time, so I headed to the dining hall and scanned the tables for Marion Compere. I finally spotted her as I was about to collect my plate. I made note of her table so I could join her after the line.




Fortunately, there was still an empty seat when I arrived.




“Mind if I join you?”




She gave me a dazzling smile and waved to the space beside her.




It was a shame our uniforms fit as they did, I’d love to have seen Marion in an outfit like Jehanne and the other girls at the inn wear in the evenings. Then again, I might be far too distracted if she wore such things to class.




Our classmates from Healing, Genevote and Thierry, were also at the table. We each spoke about our classes and anything of interest that had happened. I told them Madame Martin had pulled me from Art Appreciation to be her research assistant. They found it quite amusing. Then I added that I had also learned I was a fire mage. Their eyes went wide; mouths hung open.




I asked why they were so surprised, and they explained that Healing and Fire were an unusual, and highly sought-after combination. I shrugged. Finally, I told them I had been placed in third-year Botanical Lore. Thierry and Genevote looked annoyed, but Marion seemed delighted.




After dinner, it was time to hit the books. I had plenty of reading ahead likely my life for the next three years. I showered and went to bed on time, knowing morning would come too soon.





Chapter 8




When I woke, I found a note from Mage Le Borgne instructing me to arrange for an etiquette tutor. The note stated that tutors would be available to meet after dinner at the back of the dining hall that evening.




After breakfast, I walked into the third-year Botanical Lore class. Only a few faces were familiar, and those only from the dining hall. I found a seat in the middle of the room as others filed in. A few students gave me curious looks likely wondering who I was. They had been together for two years already and probably knew everyone in their year quite well.




Mage Dorget walked in, his eyes pausing briefly on me before sweeping the room.




“Good, you’re all here,” he said. “As I mentioned at our first meeting, this year is largely practical. Therefore, we’ll meet in the lab next door more often from now on. Today, we will discuss laboratory safety procedures, the equipment we will use, and the rules of behavior in the lab.”




He launched into the steps for entering a lab, preparing a workspace, handling accidents, and more. My hand cramped from taking notes. As he wrapped up, he reminded us that the next class would be in the lab, and he would begin evaluating our work immediately.




Literature consisted of a discussion of the two short stories assigned previously, followed by a new reading for next time. As I left the classroom, the instructor handed me a note. Once outside, I stepped out of the way to read it.




It contained instructions to arrange diction tutoring with one of the students listed four names in total, two women and two men, split between second- and third-years. They would be in the back of the dining hall after dinner, and I could negotiate their fee then.




Another unplanned expense. I really hoped Nicole would reply to my letter soon.




Math bored me. I already knew how to perform these calculations, and a glance through the book confirmed there was very little grand-mère hadn’t already taught me. I’d reviewed the unfamiliar sections last night and again that morning and guessed I could master the rest in two weeks. After class, I approached the instructor, asked about my evaluation, and mentioned I was already studying ahead.




He gave me a flat stare, so I pressed on and asked if I could take the final exam in two weeks to test out. Another flat stare.




“Fine,” he said, and walked out.




A strange man indeed.




I joined Marion, Thierry, and Genovote for lunch. Marion’s smile was as entrancing as ever. The other two scowled at me. Never one to let such things rest, I looked Thierry in the eye and said, “Out with it.”




He glanced at Genovote, then back at me. “You’re from nowhere, nothing special, yet you’re getting ahead in Botanical Lore, chosen as Madame Martin’s research assistant… and who knows what else. It’s not right.”




“Excuse me if I spent five years working for an herbalist gathering materials in the woods, making alchemical potions and powders. I didn’t choose it; the chef de village took me to her shop when I was twelve, said, ‘Here’s the new apprentice you asked for,’ and left me there. As for being Madame Martin’s research assistant, that’s punishment for making her life harder once Mage Lesnier told her to make the most of my healing talent. I don’t know what that means or why. I just do what I’m told.”




Genovote narrowed her eyes. “So you’re not sticking your nose up their derrière to curry favor?”




“What? Non. I might stick something else in Madame Martin’s derrière it is nicely plump, after all but certainly not my nose.”




Thierry burst out laughing, Genovote looked scandalized, and Marion smirked.




“She’s a little old for you, don’t you think?” she asked.




“My experience with older women has been quite rewarding for both me and them.”




That scandalized even Thierry. Marion, however, just gave me a doubtful look, as if trying to decide whether I was teasing. Either way, the air cleared, and we ate our lunches in companionable conversation.




We walked to Healing class together. The class was smaller now.




Mage Lesnier began with a review of the healing methods demonstrated last time. Without pointing me out, she explained that while the other methods were quick and effective, they had drawbacks: heavier scarring, more pain, and strain on the patient, since much of the healing energy came from them.




She said we should weigh each method’s advantages and disadvantages, and perhaps add others to our repertoire for flexibility as the situation may demand. My method’s main drawback was that complete healing required follow-up treatments but only if it needed to happen quickly. My approach accelerated the patient’s own body’s efforts, making it less painful and easier on them. In many cases, she suggested, the slower method served the patient better.




She ended the lecture with a reading assignment.




I was eager for Elementary Spellcraft finally, the magic I’d heard mages perform so easily: a floating ball of light, water conjured from thin air, a lightning bolt for enemies. Mage Coquin did not disappoint, at least at first. We would begin with a ball of light.

I had not expected it to be so involved. The quickest learners, he said, might take weeks to produce one the size of a candle flame. Still, once mastered, increasing the size would be far easier. Before we began, he reminded us not to attempt spells outside his classroom or the designated labs until we had his approval. Some mistakes, he warned, could be dangerous.




Weeks of failure ahead. Wonderful.




Before dinner, I went to my dorm for money and headed to the tailor’s. Estienne was finishing with an older gentleman, so I browsed fabrics. I had decided on a disguise for my “masseuse” side job best not to be recognized at social events if a client happened to be present.




I found a soft dark burgundy fabric. When Estienne finished, I greeted him, placed three francs on the counter, and waited as he went to fetch my purchase. He insisted I try them on, and I was pleased with the fit though he thought otherwise. He kept one jacket for minor adjustments, promising it would be ready tomorrow.




I asked about the burgundy fabric and explained, discreetly, that I wanted a mask to cover my upper face, ears, and hair, leaving my nostrils and below exposed. It should also wrap my neck to stay in place. He eyed me, then said it would be sixty sous a quarter franc since I’d be paying for more fabric than I needed.




“That’s fine,” I said. “I need two.”




“Well then, seventy-five sous for both,” he replied. “Ready when you come for the jacket.”




I paid, shook his hand, and left with my packages.




Next stop: the cobbler. No wait this time. He retrieved my boots, and I paid before trying them on. Both pairs fit perfectly, and I began breaking in the daily-wear pair immediately.




Back at the academy. I showed my key to the guard on duty and returned to my dorm room to put away my new clothes. Now that I had them I looked forward to wearing them.

By the time I arrived at the dining hall most students had finished eating, so Marion’s absence was no surprise. I ate quickly; I still needed to arrange tutoring.




Signs marked each table by subject. I spotted “Diction” first and asked which was Jamet Catif, first on my list.




“I am,” he sneered, “but you can’t afford me.”




“I don’t care,” I said. “I just wanted to know which of you not to bother with.”




The young man next to him nearly laughed. One woman looked offended, but the petite brunette smiled. I stepped over.




“Why should I choose you, and what’s your fee?” I asked.




Her answers suited me. Her name was Marie Chambault, a second-year student. We agreed to meet in the library once a week before breakfast.




The etiquette tutors were at the far end. Only three women sat there, no students approaching.




Mon Dieu. I have the pleasure of choosing between three lovely maidens,” I said.




One blushed perhaps because she was plain. The striking blonde rolled her eyes, and the redhead looked disgusted. I introduced myself to the plain girl, Denise Feret, and asked why I should choose her and what she charged.

She pitched herself well, suggested twice-weekly sessions so I could catch up quickly, and agreed to meet before breakfast in the library. I liked her straightforward style.




I thanked her, nodded at the others, and returned to the dorm to study.





Chapter 9




At my etiquette tutoring session in the library, Denise suggested I check out a particular book on the subject so that we could discuss it, rather than have her simply lecture me. We had a general discussion of goals and covered some basic points, though none of it was a surprise; I had either learned it at the inn or figured it out quickly during the few days since I’d arrived at the academy.




I was a little later than usual for breakfast and didn’t see Marion or the others, so I ate alone and hurried to Biology class. Madame Martin was just closing the door when I slipped in. She gave me the stink eye but didn’t say a word. Her lecture that day was on something she called genetics. She explained that farmers and herdsmen had been using its principles for centuries without having a name for it or even knowing why it worked.




When class was over and the next chapters assigned, everyone left but me. Madame Martin told me to follow her and led me to her personal laboratory. The moment she opened the door, two things hit me: it was much colder inside, and it smelled like a week-old bear corpse. The reason for the smell quickly became apparent, it was the week-old human corpse on the table.




I’d seen dead bodies before. I had even discovered one myself, years earlier, when I went to deliver one of Grand-mère’s preparations to old man Richard who, as it turned out, wouldn’t be needing it anymore. What I hadn’t seen, and hadn’t been prepared for, was the chest cavity sliced open, with organs lying in neat rows on the table.

The first thing Madame Martin did was look at me, apparently waiting for a reaction. I have a powerful sense of smell and can detect animals and their waste from great distances, but I can also, in a way, turn it off. I don’t know how it works; I just acknowledge the scent and decide to ignore it. When I didn’t react, she nodded and handed me an open notebook that contained a list of organs and their weights.




“Your job today,” she said, “is to transcribe everything I say, in the same format you see here. Can you do that?”




I asked, “How will I know how to spell everything? I doubt all the organ names are part of everyday speech.”




“Clever lad. You will look at previous pages and figure it out,” she replied.




At that, she put on a rear-opening gown, gloves, and a face shield held to her head by an oval ring of stiff leather. Once it was in place, she picked up a sharp knife-like instrument which I later learned was called a scalpel and began cutting out and weighing organs, both large and small.




I can’t say it was a good way to spend an hour, but it wasn’t awful either. Before I left for my next class, she told me I’d be doing many things: collating notes about other bodies, comparing measurements to find upper and lower limits, charting variation by gender, age, and health, and other tasks as well. “Most important,” she said, “you will be learning the scientific method.”




Fitness was the same as before and, according to Sergent Augier, would remain so for the entire semester. At the end, we would be measured against our first-class performance. I made sure never to place better than third or worse than sixth or seventh in any exercise.




As we were heading to the locker room, I heard my name. The sergent stood watching me, then curled a finger twice. I walked back to him.




“I know you’re sandbagging in most if not all exercises,” he said. “I can tell from your breathing, your sweat, and whether or not your skin is flushed. If I catch you at it again, I’ll make you carry an extra forty pounds on your back for the entire class for a week. Are we clear?”




I did my best to snap a salute, just as I’d seen troops passing the inn do when receiving orders, and said, “Oui, Sergent.”




He smirked. “Mages don’t salute mere sergents.”




“Non, but I’m not officially a mage yet,” I replied.




“Good lad. Now get off my field and no sandbagging.”




By then, I was more than ready for lunch. Once I had my plate, I joined Marion and our Healing classmates. We found plenty to talk about and continued getting to know one another. I especially enjoyed hearing about their lives, many had experiences I’d never had. Thierry seemed fascinated by my adventures in the forest, while Genevote shivered at the mere thought of being alone in the wild. Marion took it all in stride, listening quietly as Thierry pressed for more details.




Dance class was dull but, I suppose, necessary. We had to learn the steps first, which required endless repetition. Finally, near the end of class, Madame Beson had her musician play as we tried to put it all together. Some students had clearly danced it many times before, so she rearranged partners so that the experienced dancers were paired with the inexperienced. I managed to step on my partner’s toes only once. Clearly, I had work to do.




In History, we discussed the assigned chapters and received the next set. Nothing remarkable.





Chapter 10




As I had not received a note from Mage Anceau, my last period was free, so I returned to my dorm room early to begin my reading. When I arrived, I found a letter slipped under the door. Even upside down, I recognized Nicole’s handwriting at once. I hurried to the window, seeking the best light, and tore it open.




Mon chéri Jacques,




Mon dieu a mage! I’m so excited to know you’re here in the city with me. We must get together soon. I imagine you have Sundays off, so please plan to meet Andry and me for lunch at Le Condorcet, 231 Rue Clovis. I’m sure you’re broke by now everything costs so much here so don’t worry, we’ll pay for the meal.

Know that when I speak of you to Andry, I call you my cousin, play along. When you tell us about the academy, be sure to look at Andry as though he’s the one you’re telling the story to, so he doesn’t get jealous.

I’ve already got a lead for you. Much like at the inn, she has accepted offer one and will decide on offer two immediately after. We’ll work out the details once Andry leaves me alone with you, as he’s likely to want to play cards with his friends after lunch.

I can’t wait to hear about your new adventure in great detail. I have missed you more than you know.




Amour,

Nicole Remon




The next two days passed much the same, except I skipped Math class to study for the exam, and I received a note from Mage Anceau informing me that History would now be my last class of the day. During fifth period, I would be receiving instruction in fire magic from him. That class was held in a field bordered by high stone walls in a far corner of the academy grounds.




On Sunday, I took a carriage to Le Condorcet and arrived in plenty of time. While waiting for Nicole and Andry, I ordered a glass of wine. I’d only tasted it once before on winter solstice so it was something new to savor. I had drunk only half the glass when I saw Nicole step down from a carriage, assisted by a man I recognized as the merchant’s son. I made sure to greet him first, giving him a hug, before clasping hands with Nicole and kissing her cheeks chastely. I couldn’t have been happier.




Once seated at our table, I asked Andry, “How is life with my troublesome cousin agreeing with you?”




He smirked. “She’s a nag.”




Nicole playfully smacked his arm, while I said, “I already knew that.”




A sharp kick landed on my shin beneath the table. Nicole lifted her chin and said, “I don’t nag. I simply repeat myself until things are done as I expect.”




“Andry,” I said, “isn’t that the definition of nagging?”




He laughed. “Indeed it is cousin.”




Having now established he was the more important of the two, the conversation flowed on. I spoke of my final days at the inn, the thrill of being told I was a mage, the trip to Reims, and the new acquaintances I’d made. I made sure to ask about Andry’s business and congratulated him on his latest deal. Whether or not it was truly deserving of congratulations, I had no idea, but he seemed proud, so I thought it a safe response.




After a fine meal and another glass of wine, Andry bid us adieux, explaining he had a long-standing card game every Sunday afternoon and would see Nicole at the usual time. Once he was gone, Nicole asked me to switch chairs so we could speak more privately.

“He’s not nearly the lover he thinks he is. I’ll get pregnant eventually, but not because I’m enjoying it. C’est la vie.”




I took her hand and kissed it. She went on, “He’s a good man, he works hard and tries his best. He’s respectful, but he won’t listen when I ask him to adjust what he’s doing. You were so much more accommodating.”




“Nicole, you know I would do anything for you. Just tell me what you need you’ll have it.”




“That’s so sweet of you, and I know you don’t exaggerate. I’ll be fine, just not as entertained.”




“I got a letter from Madame Berthier yesterday. She must have been on her way here and stopped at the inn right after you left. Clever of you to have Jehanne hand her your letter you might have lost her as a client forever otherwise.”




“I left letters for a few other regulars I thought might be interested in continuing the arrangement. We need new pricing; the city is far more expensive than I ever imagined. Also, we should renegotiate your cut. I think one in five is a fair commission out of the new, higher prices. Don’t you?”




Nicole just winked.




“I’ve already ordered a mask. I don’t want new clients to see my face since, as a mage, I might meet them at social events, which could prove awkward. As before, just refer to me as the Masseuse and I think it will be fine.”




“That’s smart. Now tell me about the women at the academy. Are you servicing any of them yet?”




We chatted for another hour or so, then left the restaurant in separate carriages.


Chapter 11




Classes were classes. I met with my tutors as scheduled and worked on my pronunciation whenever I had the chance. Marie said I had a long road ahead after all, I’d spoken the same way for eighteen years, and changing those habits in early adulthood was far harder than in childhood. I would simply have to grind it out.




On Thursday, I received a note from Nicole: Your original client wishes to see you Saturday evening at the back door after dark. She included the address. What a relief funds were getting low. I wouldn’t need a mask for this client, since she knew my face well, but I went to Estienne’s shop to pick up my order anyway.




Saturday night, I took a carriage and had it drop me off a block from my destination. I found the house and noticed an alley in the back that led to the rear entrance. The door stood slightly ajar. I coughed, and Ysebeau appeared, greeting me quietly. She led me upstairs into a tastefully decorated bedroom.




Madame Berthier stepped toward me and embraced me warmly. “I missed you, Jacques. Thank you for leaving me a note so I could contact you.”




I returned the hug and kissed her lips. I could already see the heat in her eyes. After a few words, I asked, “Since Ysebeau indicated I should be quiet coming into the house, I assume someone else is here is that correct?”




“Oui. The butler lives downstairs, but at the other end of the house. At this hour, the old fellow will be sound asleep, so we need not concern ourselves in this room.”




“Then shall we begin with a massage?”




“Indeed. And when we’re in the bedroom, we need not be formal you should call me Loyse.”




I helped her undress, as I always did, and made it my mission to satisfy her repeatedly not that I didn’t on other occasions, but this felt like a fresh start, and I wanted her to feel special.




Ysebeau joined us, adding a new twist. She slid into bed, kissing and fondling her mistress’s breasts while I used my tongue to tease her pearl. Later, as I moved within Loyse, Ysebeau pressed herself to my back, kissing my neck and stroking my chest and belly in rhythm with us. When Loyse climaxed, I shot rope after rope into Loyse’s love canal.




Ysebeau then claimed the other side of the bed, so I slipped between them, kissing Loyse passionately. When we broke apart, I turned to Ysebeau, who seized my neck and demanded a kiss of her own. I used my tongue to excite her, then took her with more force than I had before. She responded with breathless cries that drew Loyse over; Loyse kissed her while running skillful fingers over my lover’s body. When Ysebeau shuddered in release, I filled her just as thoroughly soon after.




It felt as though I hadn’t been with a woman in a year, though it had only been a few weeks. When both women were spent, we lay together in warm contentment. I had no classes the next day, so there was no rush to leave. We drifted into the most peaceful sleep I’d had in months.




Before sunrise, we woke and discussed Loyse’s preferred arrangement for future visits. We settled on every second Wednesday. If she were out of town, Ysebeau would send word at least a day or two in advance; I would resume visits after receiving another note confirming her return.




I collected my fee, kissed them both goodbye, and followed Ysebeau down the stairs and out the back door.




Everything was coming together. I felt like a conqueror.




In Botanical Lore, there was a raven-haired beauty named Isabel Varenne who had caught my eye. I often had the chance to guide her in the alchemy lab as we worked on potions and other concoctions. Her thick glasses narrowed her peripheral vision to almost nothing, so I learned to approach her carefully to avoid startling her.

Isabel smiled whenever she caught me looking at her, so I began seeking her out at mealtimes and occasionally sat with her. Some of the other third-year students didn’t appreciate a male first-year intruding on their unofficial section, but since Isabel ignored their sour looks, so did I.





Chapter 12




Nicole’s most recent letter had my classmates’ tongues wagging. I’d received several in an obviously feminine hand, and since they already knew I was an orphan, they assumed the letters were from a girlfriend. I didn’t particularly want to discuss my side job, so I let them believe whatever they liked. Unlike all my previous assignments, this one required me to ensure pregnancy rather than prevent it. That gave me pause, and I resolved to confirm the client’s wishes before doing the deed.




This arrangement also meant that, unlike earlier engagements, I would be performing my duties every night for a week possibly for several months. I admired how Nicole had negotiated our fee: a small payment for each attempt and a generous bonus upon confirmation of pregnancy. Apparently, the client was desperate; her husband had threatened to divorce her just as he had his two previous wives if she failed to conceive.




Since she came from a modest family, she would be left destitute, with little chance of another marriage, as she had no dowry to offer.




I couldn’t start immediately. It would take at least a week for the cottonseed infusion taught to me by the old woman to wear off, and besides, she wasn’t fertile just then. There was no point risking discovery when I couldn’t yet complete the task. In the meantime, I took a carriage one evening after classes to the address in Nicole’s letter. I wanted to get the lay of the land; after all, it’s best to know the terrain when walking about in the dark.




It was a long ride, but worth it. I discovered that the windows most likely leading to bedrooms were shielded from street view by trees in the yard surrounding the property. To see the client’s signal, I would have to climb over a high wall and hide beneath the trees until she was ready.




A week later, I left my small room at the academy late in the evening and took another carriage ride to her home. We had never met, but I had her first name Collette and a brief description. Nicole had explained our usual signal: a red scarf over the lampshade of a lit lamp in the window I was to enter through once the coast was clear. I had to assume Collette knew her husband’s habits and the rest of the household’s routine.




By the time I arrived in the area and dismissed the carriage, it was well after sunset. I walked a few blocks to avoid being seen exiting at her front gate, then slipped into the alley beside the house. When I was certain there were no nosy neighbors watching, I called on my wind magic just enough of a breeze to lift me over the fence and set me down quietly on the other side.




I paused to make sure there were no dogs, even though Nicole’s letter claimed there wouldn’t be. After all, she wasn’t the one who’d be bitten if she was wrong.

Satisfied the garden was safe, I pulled on my mask and crept past the trees until I could see the windows.




A red glow in a second-story window caught my eye. Unfortunately, the wall beneath it was sheer, with no balcony. Explaining how I managed to get up there without revealing my magic would be tricky, c’est la vie.




Once certain no guards were patrolling, I summoned a stronger breeze and lifted myself to the windowsill. The moment my feet touched it, I heard snoring deep and grunting, like a pig rooting for truffles. My stomach tightened.




Scanning the room, I spotted a woman sitting in a chair, head drooping. She wasn’t the source of the snoring, which meant someone else most likely a man was in the bed. I nearly retreated, but instead took a deep breath, stepped quietly inside, and covered her mouth with my hand before speaking.




She jolted under my touch, and I whispered, “Are you Collette?”




She nodded, eyes wide.




“I’m the masseuse,” I murmured, removing my hand. “How do you expect this to work with someone snoring in the bed?”




“That’s my husband,” she whispered back, to my astonishment. “We’re to do it right here. There’s a guard in the hall who can see all the bedroom doors, the stairs, and the main entrance.”




I stared at her. “And if he wakes?”




“He won’t,” she assured me. “He drinks so much wine at dinner that he sleeps until nearly noon. Besides, I don’t expect it to take long. I’m already prepared.”

With that, she turned, hiked up her nightgown, and bent over the chair.




Her derrière was a pleasing sight, and I felt my cock begin to harden but I touched her arm and said, “That’s not going to work. Collette, you’re paying me to make sure you’re pregnant, and you’re a beautiful young woman. You deserve to enjoy this moment. Turn to me and let me do my job.”




I gently pulled her to face me, cupped her chin, and kissed her softly. Looking into her eyes, I deepened the kiss, sliding my tongue against hers. She began to respond, placing her arms around me. I moved one hand to the small of her back, pulling her close, her soft breasts pressing against my chest. She could no doubt feel my arousal against her.

Breaking the kiss, I trailed my lips along her jaw, down her neck to her shoulder until a particularly loud snore made me jolt. Collette snickered, then whispered, “You should have a glass of wine to relax as I have.”




That explained the taste of her mouth and why she’d been dozing in the chair. I smiled. “Alcohol may relax you, but it dulls a man’s performance. I believe in giving my clients their money’s worth.”




Collette gave me a skeptical look before smirking. “I don’t expect much. My husband bends me over the mattress, thrusts against my derrière for three minutes, spills in my belly, then collapses on the other side of the bed to snore for twelve hours. In winter, I cover him with blankets so he doesn’t die of cold before I give him a child since I inherit nothing unless I bear him one.”




“Mon Dieu. No wonder you’ve had no child and expect so little. Let me show you what you’ve been missing. But first have you anything we can lay on the floor for comfort?”




She opened a chest and produced several heavy blankets, which I stacked for padding. Then I kissed her again, tracing her throat to the neckline of her gown. It slid off one shoulder, revealing the swell of a breast. I kissed it lightly before moving back up to her neck and jaw. This time she clung to me without prompting, one arm around my back, the other looped over my shoulder. My hands held her hips before sliding down to knead her derrière as I pressed my fully erect cock against her pelvis.




Collette’s breathing quickened as I crushed her chest to mine. Finally getting into the mood, she began to move her hips in rhythm with mine. Now that her interest had awakened, I slid one hand beneath her nightgown, slowly drawing the fabric upward from her waist. When it was high enough to bare her derrière, I released the back of her neck and grasped the hem with both hands, lifting the gown over her head and easing her arms free.




Now fully bare before me, she was a vision in the soft candlelight. Aside from Nicole, she was the youngest woman I had ever been intimate with; my other clients were easily a decade or two older. That’s not to say some of them weren’t better endowed or more striking, but knowing she was close to my age brought its own thrill though truth be told, I hardly needed more excitement than cuckolding a wealthy, intemperate man in his own bedroom while he was present.




It was my turn to disrobe. As I did for all my clients, I made a performance of it to heighten their desire. I peeled off my shirt slowly, aware of her gaze on my chest proof that my years chopping wood and working the blacksmith’s bellows had left some worthwhile result. I swayed my hips as I pulled off my boots, then loosened my trousers. Taking one of Collette’s hands, I guided it to my waistband; with my free hand I cupped one of her breasts. A faint flush colored her face as her fingers derrière slid downward inside my trousers and brushed against me.

“Collette, can you help me with these?” I asked.

She smiled faintly, took the waistband in both hands, and tugged them down only to find herself staring directly at my fully engorged cock. Her breath caught, and with her hair fallen to one side, I could see the deepening color in her neck. I lifted one leg in silent invitation for her to continue.

Once I was free of my trousers, I drew her up so we could embrace again this time, skin to skin. Her hands roamed my back, shoulders, and sides. I took hold of her ample yet firm moon and pressed our hips together.

Though a pleasant breeze drifted through the window, Collette’s body had grown warm against mine. Sensing the moment was right, I eased her back, took one nipple in my mouth, and suckled while my other hand explored her belly and thighs.




“Oh… oh,” she murmured, parting her legs willingly as my fingers slid lower. Switching to her other breast, I found the nipple already hard. I teased her until I felt the warmth of moisture, then lowered myself, kissing her flat stomach before burying my face in her soft curls. My tongue traced her slit, drawing a gasp from her lips. With both hands gripping her derrière, I pulled her toward me, circling her pearl with my tongue and earning a low moan.




She wavered on her feet, so I decided to guide her down to the bed rather than risk an unceremonious fall. Taking her hands, I lowered her onto her back, then kissed from her knees up the insides of her thighs until I returned to her center. Holding her legs open, I resumed my work with renewed precision. Soon, Collette clutched my hair, hips bucking as pleasure overtook her.




When at last she stilled, her breathing deep and slow, I knew it was time to fulfill my contract. She was more than ready, and so was I. Without a word, I shifted my position and slowly entered her just enough for her to bite her lower lip. I pushed deeper in stages, giving her time to adjust, until I was fully inside. Then, with a harder thrust, I closed the space between us, drawing another gasp as she wrapped her arms around me.




I nuzzled her neck, withdrew almost to the tip, then drove in again. This time she locked her legs around me. When she relaxed them, I began a gentle rhythm, savoring the press of her breasts and the warmth of her breath. My own climax began to build, but I held back, waiting for her to reach the brink. When she did, I matched her urgency, thrusting faster until we both came my release deep within her.




As my body softened, I kissed her neck, chest, and belly, then lay beside her. She turned to me, eyes crinkled in a smile, and drew me into a deep kiss. Pressing her head to my shoulder, she sighed.




“Nicole told me I was missing out,” she said. “But all I could think about was getting with child. I never imagined the act itself could be so… enjoyable. If I’d known then what I know now, I’d have hired you a year ago—though I wasn’t worried yet about the old man failing me.”




“I’m overjoyed I could bring you pleasure,” I replied. “You deserve it. I hope we reach your goal soon but perhaps not too soon, for I enjoyed myself immensely.”




It was late, and I wondered whether I could still find a carriage to the academy. The alternative was a long walk through neighborhoods best avoided at night.




We dressed, and I helped fold the blankets before returning them to the chest. “When shall I return?” I asked.




“Every night for the next six days while I’m fertile,” she answered without hesitation.




“He’s like this every night unless business takes him away, and he won’t travel for weeks.”




“Wouldn’t it be safer if he were gone?” I asked.




“Oh no then the guard takes station outside the door. I’d be afraid he’d hear us.”




Before climbing onto the sill, I kissed her deeply, then stepped out and summoned the wind to lower me to the lawn. Crossing quickly to the wall by the alley, I removed my mask and tucked it into my sleeve, then called the wind again to carry me over.




Now it was simply a matter of finding a tavern where I might hire a carriage.




As agreed, I visited Collette every night for the next six days. A month later, I spent another seven evenings with her. She had become more vocal about her desires, and I always adapted to her requests. Each night she was louder, keeping me longer than before, eager to experience climax after climax. This was no longer solely about conceiving it was about indulging her body’s newfound hunger.




We agreed she would summon me again the next month. When the time came, I learned she was carrying my child, yet she wished to see me regardless. I was hardly inclined to refuse, and we enjoyed several more nights together. From then on, Collette became a regular client only once a month, but each visit was one I eagerly anticipated.





Chapter 13




The week after my first visit with Collette was the Trinox Samoni festival, celebrated for three nights. It came from ancient mythology, when people believed that the spirits of the dead moved to another world, and on those nights the veil between the living and the spirit world was at its thinnest.




In our village, we only celebrated for a single night, and even then it was just the young children wearing masks, making noise, and banging on doors so the residents would give them some kind of sweets. The mask was usually nothing more than an old rag painted with the face of an animal or demon. Since there weren’t any real artists in the village, the renderings were done in very broad strokes.




In the city, it was quite different. The masks of the wealthier residents were elaborate, and even the average laborer would make a painted papier-mâché mask for their child. On the second night of the festival, children were chaperoned through their neighborhoods after dark to bang on doors and scream for sweets, much as we did in the village. The first and third nights were reserved for parties one for older children, the other for adults.

All the first-year students were invited to a party at one of the wealthier merchants’ homes on the first night. This was an opportunity for the sons and daughters of the merchant and his associates to meet potential mates; after all, they all wanted mages in their families. Marion received her invitation before I did and asked me to be her date with the understanding that we’d be going with Genevote and Thierry. I thought it would be a fun way to spend an evening with friends and to get to know some of our classmates outside of lessons.




When I met Denise for my etiquette lesson that week, she seemed uncomfortable, so I asked how I could help her.




“It’s not your help I need,” she said. “I want a date for a party.” Then, quickly, “I know you don’t have feelings for me, but you’re so sweet, and I really want to have a date to this particular party.”




“Oh, well first of all, I do have feelings for you. You’ve been nothing but kind to me since we first met, and I think of you as a true friend. As to being your date, I just need to know when the party is. I already have one commitment I won’t back out of, but if it’s not that night, I’d be honored.”




Her smile lit up the room. She seemed to skip through space without taking a step and gave me a hug, which I returned immediately.




“The party is the third night of Trinox Samoni. Will there be a conflict?”




“Non, I have no invitations for that night. So, how shall we do this? Do I meet you there, do we take a carriage together from here to the party, or something else?”




“My parents live in the city, so I’ll be going home after class today. Let’s do this: I’ll send a carriage to pick you up at the academy front gate and take you to my home. I’ll introduce you to my parents, and then we’ll take the carriage to the party. Afterward, we’ll reverse the process to get you back to the academy. Does that work for you?”




“Of course. What time should I expect the carriage?”




“About nine bells.”




“I’ll look forward to being your date. Since you apparently know the hosts, is there something in particular that would make a good gift?”




“A box of fine chocolates or a bottle of good German white wine would do.”




“I’ll pick up something tomorrow.”




“I can’t thank you enough, Jacques.”




“It is my pleasure, my friend.”




The first night of Trinox Samoni, Thierry and I met at the exit to our dorm and walked together to the women’s dorm to collect Marion and Genevote. We then escorted them to the academy gate, where a number of carriages were waiting for students who needed transportation to parties. The carriage drivers knew this was a night when academy students typically had parties to attend, and it was a good place to find customers.

After we arrived and politely greeted our host, we found a table. Then Thierry and I went to get drinks for the ladies.




Having seen and sometimes been required to forcefully deal with drunken merchants and guards at the inn, I had no real desire to get drunk myself. Prim and proper Genevote didn’t have to try hard to become tipsy; by the time she’d finished her second glass of wine, she was getting quite affectionate with Thierry, which he didn’t mind at all. Marion remarked that if Genevote remembered her behavior later, her face would be scarlet for a week. I didn’t understand why it wasn’t as if she removed her clothes or put her hands in Thierry’s trousers. They were simply kissing and hugging with enthusiasm.




Unfortunately, not all the male students had my restraint or could hold their liquor. A couple of fights broke out. The idiots were stopped before things got too out of hand, though there would be some dark bruises in the morning. Far worse were the incidents in which a drunken male student became physically aggressive with a female, not all of whom were students.




Twice, I felt the need to intervene. Once, simply restraining the fool and dragging him outside for his friends to deal with was enough. The other time, required knocking him down, binding his wrists with a belt, and at the request of our host tossing him into a carriage for his friends to escort him home. I made a few enemies among the male students, though most seemed indifferent. The females, whether students or not, smiled at me or thanked me. I considered the balance in my favor.





Chapter 14




The third morning of Trinox Samoni, after breakfast, I studied for a few hours. Then, finding myself in need of physical activity, I went to the exercise field, where I ran laps and performed the routines Sergent Augier had taught us. I wasn’t alone, but the few who were there were unfamiliar likely second- or third-year students. After a shower, I returned to my studies and prepared for my date with Denise.




The carriage arrived on time, and it took nearly half an hour to reach my destination. Upon arrival, a butler admitted me and led me to a parlor, where Denise introduced me to her parents. I put into practice the etiquette lessons she had taught me, greeting them politely and engaging in small talk. After a brief time, Denise suggested it was time to leave for the party. I offered her my arm and escorted her to the carriage, helping her in. She leaned against me and murmured, “Thank you for being my date.”




“I take care of my friends,” I told her, “so that means I take care of you.”




She nestled in closer, excusing herself on the grounds that she was cold and wanted to share the warmth. I didn’t mind in the least.




When the carriage stopped at our destination, we made sure to appear entirely proper as the driver opened the door. We presented our invitation at the entrance and were led into a grand ballroom. If I’d harbored any doubt that this was a large estate, it vanished on the spot. We mingled, greeted our hosts, and when the music began again another waltz I asked Denise to dance. She smiled and took my hand.




Between dances, I fetched us glasses of punch to quench the thirst we’d worked up. After the last waltz, we wandered out to the garden, which was lit and warmed by several braziers. Most of the younger guests seemed to have gravitated there.




I left Denise talking with a group of women she knew and went to relieve myself, intending to return with more punch. As I came back into the garden, a loud, slightly drunken voice rang out: “You little cunt! I had you once, and I’ll have you again!”




I pushed through the crowd and saw a young man dressed like a peacock, flanked by a few hangers-on who were egging him on. Another step forward and I realized he was speaking to Denise, who was now crying. No one stood with her. I felt a surge of anger, wrapped one arm around her, and with the other, flung my drink into the peacock’s face.

Denise clung to me and whispered, “Don’t let him touch me please.”




When the peacock caught his breath, he roared, “I challenge you to a duel of honor, dog!”




I turned to Denise, my sweet etiquette tutor, and asked how such a challenge worked. She sniffed and explained, “Since you and he are both students of the academy, the rule is no magic and first blood wins. You could decline, and perhaps you should, so as not to make an enemy of the Count’s son.”




“Oh non,” I said. “That is not going to happen. I just need to know what to say and what to expect.”




“Say, ‘I agree.’ Then I’ll explain further,” she urged.




I straightened and declared, “Of course I accept your challenge, Peacock.” A few of the braver souls laughed at that.




Denise whispered that, as the challenged party, I could choose both the weapons and the time and place of the duel.

“For weapons,” I said, “I choose a woodman’s axe.” I knew he wouldn’t accept it, but denying it would make it harder for him to refuse my real preference.




Predictably, he screeched, “What kind of gentleman uses a woodman’s axe in battle? Pick another weapon!”




I raised an eyebrow. “Gentlemen don’t offend ladies. As for an alternative, I choose a cudgel. Gendarmes use them to keep order it should be satisfactory.”




He clearly disliked the choice, but his supporters must have convinced him that refusing again would tarnish his reputation.




“Fine. When and where?” he growled.




“Why, here and now, of course. I won’t drag this out. I’d rather enjoy the rest of my evening dancing with my lovely date.”




“Oui, oui!” the crowd chanted.




Someone likely a member of the host family produced two cudgels. One of Peacock’s friends inspected them both, then handed one to him and offered the other to me. The crowd stepped back, and a lady pulled Denise safely away.




Our impromptu referee stepped into the center, raised an arm, and shouted, “Fight!” before retreating quickly.




Peacock and I rushed forward. My intent wasn’t to land a blow but to block his strike I had another plan for a quick finish. Once I deflected his swing, I stepped in close, grabbed his collar, and drove my forehead into his nose. The crunch was satisfying. Blood poured down his face as he dropped to the ground with a groan.




I took out my kerchief, dabbed at a trickle of blood on my own brow, and turned to find Denise staring at me, wide-eyed. I pulled her into my arms and kissed her passionately. Somewhere behind us, a chorus of women let out a collective “Oooh.”




Releasing her, I faced Peacock’s supporters. “Take that pile of horse droppings back to the waste bin he calls home.” This time, the young men joined the “ooohs” and “aahs.”




I turned back to Denise, offered my arm, and said, “I believe a dance is just starting.” Together, we returned to the ballroom floor.




We danced twice more, but the evening’s fun was gone. We decided to call it a night. In the carriage, Denise nestled close and whispered, “You were so brave. You just bashed him like he was nothing.”




“I’ve been chased by mother bears,” I told her. “I don’t fear peacocks.”




Her smile faded. “You need to understand what can happen.” She sighed. “After he raped me, my family protested and tried to bring charges. His henchmen lied and denied it. Then his father the Count threatened our business. He could ruin us, make us beg in the streets. He can do it to almost anyone.”




“I have no family to threaten, no business to ruin. He’ll have to face me directly, and he’ll suffer like his son if he does. I am a mage. I will not tolerate men who prey on women especially those close to me.”




Tears glimmered in her eyes. “Kiss me.”




Who was I to deny such a command? I kissed her deeply, and without hesitation.




When we reached her home, Denise asked me to wait in the parlor while she fetched her parents. I complied, watching the fire until they joined us. Denise recounted what had happened before I returned with our drinks, giving enough detail for her parents to grasp the situation. When she finished what she needed to say she reached out to me and pulled me close. 




Her parents exchanged a long, silent look before her father spoke. “We thank you for defending Denise’s honor. It is more than I have been able to do. If you ever need a favor that our house can grant, you need only ask.” He shook my hand and led his wife out, leaving us alone.




I kissed Denise again gently this time and said, “I will always be your friend, and I will defend you when you cannot defend yourself. Remember, you are now a mage in your own right. There are many ways to defend oneself. Some include striking from the shadows when your enemy least expects it.”




After a brief embrace and a kiss on the crown of her head, I bid her adieux. It was late, and I would not be allowed to remain alone with her much longer.




The next morning, I rose later than usual, arriving at breakfast behind schedule. Conversation hushed when I entered. At first, I wondered why then I realized it was me. Shrugging, I joined the line, and chatter resumed, though I still caught furtive glances.




Scanning the room, I spotted Marie Chambault, a petite brunette, waving me over. I sat beside her and quietly asked, “What’s with all the looks?”




Marie rolled her eyes. “As if you don’t know. Did you really think breaking the nose of the Count’s precious son wouldn’t be the biggest news at the academy this morning?”




I smirked and said loudly enough for others to hear, “The Peacock tried to dishonor my friend Denise Feret. I did him the courtesy of adjusting his ugly face.”




Marie laughed, and I heard more snickers nearby. “You certainly don’t use half measures,” she said.




We let the matter drop, and I asked about her holiday. She told me she’d attended parties both nights at the bidding of her parents, who were intent on finding her a husband from another merchant family. We agreed to dine later in the week at a restaurant near the academy.




Classes for the rest of the week were uneventful. In Fire Magic, I consistently produced the hottest flame with the most control. I’d learned to keep a flame intact when throwing it, and Mage Anceau said my next step was to conjure it directly at a target rather than hurl it. I’d already been doing this over short distances since my days at the forge without even realizing it so I only needed to increase the range.




My dinner with Marie was glorious. She was witty, well-informed. I could have talked to her for days and never run out of things to discuss, and if I’m honest delightfully easy on the eyes.




After a couple of glasses of wine, she was quite affectionate on the walk back. We paused several times in shadowed spots for passionate kisses and a bit of caressing.

Unfortunately, the cold and the long walk back to the gate sobered her. By the time we reached her dorm, she gave me only a chaste kiss on the cheek though she added a saucy wink before prancing up the stairs and disappearing from view. C’est la vie.




In Fire Magic class, I began keeping detailed measurements and notes on each casting. My efficiency soon improved to the point where I could reduce a target to cinders at thirty feet simply by focusing my mind and saying, “Burn.” Speaking the word seemed to sharpen my intent, but Mage Anceau warned me not to grow too reliant on verbal casting it could limit me and endanger my companions in the field. That warning spurred me on. I worked to match my verbal range silently, then push it beyond. Anceau promised that once I could reliably cast over fifty feet without words, I could begin practicing on moving targets.




Surreptitiously, I also experimented with wind magic. The season’s blustery weather made it easy to hide my work, though harder to judge its success. If I had the slightest doubt that I’d caused the shift in wind, I marked it as random chance. Still, I learned to scatter the ash from my fire targets with a stiff breeze without drawing notice. Within a week, I was striking stationary targets at nearly a hundred feet and moving targets at fifty.





Chapter 15




As our next day off approached, we entered a warm spell, and I thought it a fine opportunity to get out into the countryside for a picnic before the chill returned. I suggested to Marion, Thierry, and Genevote that we rent an open carriage and ride out to enjoy the day. The ladies thought it a splendid idea provided one of them brought a chaperone. Marion brought her non-mage older brother, Alain, a charming fellow soon to be married.




The ride was peaceful, the road quiet. We found a meadow just a few steps off the lane and set out our picnic. It felt good to be in the woods again. After lunch, I led the group on a walk beneath the trees while our carriage driver took a nap. I pointed out interesting plants when they caught my eye, drawing on my botanical knowledge.




When we returned, I went to wake the driver only to find him with a knife buried in his heart. His neck was still warm; it hadn’t been long. By the time I looked up, a handful of sword-wielding thugs were charging us.




Alain already had his blade drawn. Thierry was urging the girls toward the far side of the carriage to at least protect their backs, though he had no weapon and, as far as I knew, no offensive magic. We were badly outnumbered.




Alain was a competent swordsman and managed to hold off two of the attackers. I snatched the dead driver’s cudgel from the floor of the carriage and used it to block a rusty sword. This, I thought grimly, is why I’ve been learning fire magic. The next time my block halted him, I fixed my gaze on his eyes. “Burn,” I shouted and his head exploded.




Two others were closing on Thierry and the girls. I glared at the nearest, shouted “Burn!” again, and his head burst as well. Some of the gore splattered into the face of one of Alain’s opponents, giving Alain the opening to slit his throat though he took another cut in return, leaving him bleeding from both an arm and a thigh. The surviving attackers turned to run, one shouting, “Marc! Shoot the fire mage!”




I spotted a man in the shadow of a tree over a hundred feet away, raising a crossbow. I dropped flat, making myself the smallest target possible. A good thing too, the bolt hissed over my head.




Then came a woman’s scream.




I turned. Marion was slumped in Genevote’s arms, a bolt lodged in her chest, blood seeping from her mouth. Rage surged through me. I stood and fixed my eyes on the crossbowman as he reloaded. He was far beyond any range I had reached before, but I clenched my jaw and poured everything I had into a single thought: Burn.




The man barely screamed before crumbling to ash. The last two attackers fled, but I burned them as well.




Certain there would be no further attack, I directed Thierry and Genevote to tend Alain, who was pale from blood loss. Marion was already on the ground, so I knelt beside her and began using all my recently gained knowledge of human anatomy and magical healing. I eased the bolt out inch by inch, sealing vessels and clearing her lungs as I worked, drawing out bits of fabric to prevent infection. When the wound closed, her breathing was calm again.




Genevote stared at me, wide-eyed. Thierry only leaned against the carriage, winded.

“How did you do that?” Genevote whispered. “Marion stopped breathing and now she breathes peacefully.”




“I’ve learned a bit about anatomy and healing magic since I came here,” I said. What else could I say?




“But you did that after killing five men. How did you have the strength?”




“I could probably do it again right now.”




Mon dieu, she breathed. “Just who are you?”




I shrugged.




Thierry perked up after a few more minutes then he and I lifted Marion onto the carriage’s floorboard. I assisted Alain to the back seat opposite Genevote, and we laid the driver’s body where his own feet would have rested. We boarded carefully, not wanting to further desecrate the unfortunate man’s remains, and I drove us back to the city.




At the gate, Thierry explained the attack to the guard, and again to the guard captain. The gendarme took our names and addresses for later questioning, and the captain handed me a note for the carriage agency.




At Marion’s home Thierry helped Alain down though he could have probably managed on his own. Alain entered the house and moments later their parents rushed out of the house. Thierry, Marion’s father, and I carefully carried Marion to her bed. Her mother shooed us from the room, calling for a maid to bring hot water and rags to clean her and check for wounds. She didn’t want to hear from me, though I could have told her there were none.




Marion’s father questioned us all. I praised Alain’s skill in defending his sister, but he only shook his head. “I killed one. You killed five with magic alone. She’d be dead if not for you.” Thierry and Genevote agreed.




I left at dusk, returning the carriage and the body to the agency. The agent was distraught the driver had been both a friend and a father. I walked back to the academy alone. The day had started beautifully, and ended in tragedy.




The next day at lunch, my favorite messenger found me and said Mage Le Borgne, the chancelier, wanted to see me. I finished eating and went at once.




When I arrived and gave my name, I was ushered into the Mage’s office immediately. Marion’s father and Alain were already in his office. I greeted them and waited.




“Monsieur Compere has told me a tale of villainy, bravery, and skill,” said Mage Le Borgne. “Tell me your version.”




I recounted the attack much as I had the night before, only adding that I suspected it was no random event.




“We will stick to the facts,” he said, finishing his notes. “At Monsieur Compere’s request, you are not to associate with Mademoiselle Compere outside academy grounds for the foreseeable future.”




I knew where that was going and I understood his fatherly concern for his daughter’s safety I answered “Of course.” He probably had the same suspicions that I did and Alain certainly did.




Mage Le Borgne asked Monsieur Compere if that was satisfactory, the response was just a stiff nod. Father and son then left the office. I asked Mage Le Borgne if there was anything else. He said “Oui, take a seat.” The administrator then asked more questions about the wound Marion suffered and how I treated it, then asked about my suspicions.




I told him it might be connected to the duel at the Trinox Samoni party months ago. He sighed, then asked, “Unofficially what are you thinking?”




“My father taught me never to leave a wounded animal behind me in the forest. I think I did just that in the city months ago, and my friend paid the price. I mean to finish the matter before it turns worse.”




“Your father was a wise man,” he said. “Unofficially I agree.”




From then on, whenever I wasn’t working for clients, I shadowed Toury and his cronies on their drunken tavern rounds.




In Mage Lesnier’s Healing class, the four of us were asked to stay after. She questioned us about the attack and our treatment of the wounded. After dismissal, she pulled me aside. “Come back after your last class today.”




I did as I was bid. She asked in detail how I had healed Marion, praised my quick thinking, and told me, “Many more experienced healers might not have saved that girl. I’m proud to have you in my class.”




In my next class, Mage Anceau naturally focused on my fire magic its range and destructiveness. He seemed delighted, saying it was siege-caliber magic, if at the low end. He expected great things and advised me to keep working on my range and speed.





Chapter 16




For many nights after the attack, I lingered in the shadows, waiting for Albert Toury to leave the academy grounds with his cronies. I followed them as they stopped at various taverns, drinking heavily and abusing the serving girls. Controlling my rage took every ounce of discipline I had.




Late one night, just as I was about to give up and get some sleep before class, I finally saw my chance. Count Toury’s precious son staggered out of a tavern alone and stepped into an alley, where he dropped his trousers to his knees and began urinating against the wall.




I had been practicing Burn diligently and could now cast fire silently, without gesture, to a range of nearly 150 feet in just two seconds. Perched on a balcony across the street, having climbed up with a little help from my friend the wind, I was well within range. I focused, counted down in my head, and when the two seconds expired, there was nothing left but a pile of ash. Using the wind again, I scattered it for hundreds of feet around.




I didn’t wait to see Albert’s cronies stagger out looking for him. Nor did I enter through the academy gate I hadn’t left that way either. I wanted no record placing me in the city at the same time as Toury. Quiet as a ghost, I returned to my room, the wind muffling the few sounds I made, and slept more soundly than I had in weeks.




Morning came as usual. At lunch, there was quite a bit of conversation about a supposedly missing count’s son. I listened with half an ear, amused by the wild speculations. I sat with Marion and our healing classmates; our talk was sparse and tense.




When we left the dining hall, Thierry looked at me and asked, “Did you do it?”




I met his gaze and replied, “I followed my father’s sage advice and didn’t leave a wounded animal at my back in the forest.”




Thierry simply said, “Good.”




I thought I saw fear in Genevote’s eyes. Marion looked conflicted. Nothing more was said.




The next day, my favorite messenger arrived at lunchtime with a note from Denise, inviting me to meet her in the library after classes. I sent back a quick reply: I would be there.




When I arrived, Denise spotted me before I saw her and made a beeline in my direction. She seized my hand and half-dragged me into the stacks, walking so quickly that her short stride and my long legs created an awkward rhythm. Out of sight at last, she turned and said, “You did it, didn’t you?”




I gave her the same answer I had given Thierry. Without another word, she pulled me down into what may have been the most passionate kiss of my life. When our lips finally parted, both of us were panting.




I was tempted to suggest finding a room at an inn right then and there, but she seemed to read my mind. “I want you to take me to bed,” she said. “I want it today. I want it many more times. I’m not asking you to marry me. We just have to be discreet and we’ll need contraceptives. Can you do that?”




I was surprised at the boldness of my usually shy friend, but perhaps I should have expected it, given how she had asked me to that fateful party. Smiling ear to ear, I said, “You don’t have to ask me twice. You know the city better than I do, any suggestions for an inn?”




Her smile lit up like the sun. “I do,” she said, “and I know a restaurant where we can have dinner privately and romantically. It’s aptly named Decadence. Very discreet.”




We kissed again and worked out the details of how to meet there without attracting notice.




That evening, cloaks were necessary against the cold, so I had no idea what Denise was wearing or not wearing until I removed hers at the table. Beneath it, she wore a strapless gown that clung to her body, with an impromptu slit up one side and no binding across her breasts. Her nipples pressed against the silky fabric.




I shed my cloak and jacket, sliding onto the bench beside her. Wrapping an arm around her back, I caressed her neck and shoulder with one hand while the other slid onto her thigh through the slit. We turned toward each other and began another deep, lingering kiss.




A knock on the wall beside our curtained alcove broke the moment. Composing myself, I called, “Enter.” We placed our order, the server promising wine in five minutes and dinner in about forty-five. We agreed to wait for the wine before starting another make-out session and instead chatted about the events since our last meal together. Count Toury’s son was not mentioned.




Once the wine arrived, our restraint dissolved. We couldn’t keep our hands off each other and didn’t try. For most of the time before our meal, Denise kept at least one hand wrapped around my cock, her dress pulled down to her waist. If there had been enough room between the table and the bench, I might have lifted her gown to bare her derrière and settled her onto my lap. But that would have to wait until we reached our room. Instead, we contented ourselves with hands, lips, and tongues, leaving us both breathless by the time the second knock came.




I helped Denise pull her gown up, covering most but not all of her breasts, and grunted, “Enter.” Now that the food had arrived and our hands were otherwise occupied, the touching eased, though we still fed each other bites from the various dishes. I couldn’t tell if the exquisite taste came more from the food or from the company. The nice thing about the location Denise had chosen was that the restaurant was part of the inn where we were staying. When we arrived, we checked in to both the restaurant and the inn at the same time. Our small bags were delivered to our room while we went to dinner. Now that we had eaten our fill, we adjourned upstairs.




The most important feature of the room greeted us the moment the door swung open. I bent, lifted Denise into a princess carry, and kicked the door shut with my foot as I made my way to the very large bed. I spent a few moments suckling her breasts while tugging her dress down to her hips. Then I kissed her belly, sliding the fabric off entirely and leaving her nether region bare for my tongue to explore. I kissed my way down the inside of one leg until I reached her shoes, unfastened the straps, and slipped her feet free.




I stood, letting her remove my jacket and shirt. She returned the favor, teasing my nipples with her lips while loosening the waist of my trousers. Her mouth soon found my erect cock, taking me in until she touched the back of her throat. A few strokes of her tongue had me close to release, but she stopped to help me with my shoes and trousers off.




When she stood again, both of us bare, we wrapped each other in a warm, tender embrace. It didn’t last long pelvis-to-pelvis contact rekindled our urgency. With her arms around my neck, I placed my hands beneath her plump derrière and lifted her onto the bed. Leaving her legs hanging over the side, I eased her back and knelt, draping her thighs over my shoulders so I could pleasure her with my tongue.




Denise groaned loudly, gripping my head with both hands, her fingernails raking my scalp almost hard enough to break the skin.




“There oui there. Ohhh, oui. I should never have waited,” she breathed.




After she climaxed, I helped her fully onto the bed and climbed in beside her.




“You don’t seem concerned about how loud we’re getting,” I said.




“This inn is known for its sound-deadening between rooms.”




“You seem to know a lot about this place for somewhere you supposedly found on short notice.”




“Oh, but you’re wrong,” she said. “I’ve been fantasizing about us in a place like this since the day after you defended my honor against that vile pig you call Peacock. The one good thing about having been raped is that everyone assumes I’m damaged goods, so as long as I don’t get caught, I can fuck who I want. And all I’ve wanted since a month after I met you is to have you inside me. Speaking of which that still hasn’t happened, and I’m starting to think you don’t want me.” She finished with a playful grin.




I accepted the challenge. We made passionate love right then and there, her cries echoing in the room as we climaxed together. It was glorious.




I had been experimenting with healing magic on myself during visits to my clients and discovered I could be ready for a second round in about five minutes. No, I hadn’t timed it with a clock like I did with spells, but I could sense it. I’d also learned I could maintain that pace for at least an hour which was as long as Loyse and Ysebeau could last when I alternated between them before they were exhausted.




I had no intention of giving Denise anything less. Once we’d caught our breath, I sat cross-legged and suggested she sit in my lap with her legs wrapped around me. We embraced, pelvis to pelvis, grinding slowly until the heat built again. Then I gripped her derrière with both hands, lifted her just enough to guide my cock into her soaking wet opening, and let her sink down onto it. I controlled the pace with my arms, aided by my legs. When I could hold back no longer, I pulled her tight and thrust deep, releasing inside her before bouncing her a few more times to draw out the pleasure.




We tried several different positions, sometimes returning to favorites. Even with breaks, Denise eventually had enough. She curled up beside me, an arm around my neck, smiling contentedly.




We woke late the next morning. After freshening up, we enjoyed two more rounds before heading downstairs for an early lunch. We’d already agreed to skip classes that day though I knew my instructors would complain. It was worth it.




We checked out of the hotel and lingered in the tavern until dusk, then returned to the academy by carriage. I got out several blocks before the gate and walked the rest of the way so our arrivals wouldn’t appear suspicious.




From then on, about once a month after the last class on Saturday, we met at the restaurant and stayed at the inn overnight. It was expensive but worth every denier.





Chapter 17




The semester rolled on, and I managed to be the second in Mage Coquin’s Elementary Spellcraft class to create a floating ball of light. Once I had mastered making a glowing sphere, expanding it to the size of a melon and bright enough to light a room twenty feet by twenty feet took only two more classes.




Next came conjuring water from the moisture in the air. That, too, took weeks of work before I produced the first drop though this time, I could fill a glass within days.




One afternoon, after class was dismissed, I approached Mage Coquin with a question that had been on my mind for some time.




“We’re at the academy to study magic learning to cast spells, heal, and much more,” I began. “I understand we’re taught history, literature, and music to help us fit into society, but I don’t understand the emphasis on mathematics. Could you explain that to me?”




“Ah,” he said, “there’s so much we assume our students have already learned from family and tutors that we simply skip over it. Unfortunately, we sometimes forget that a few, such as yourself, haven’t had the benefit of that education from an early age.




Scientists who study such things have found that the most powerful mages are well-learned, especially in one or more of mathematics, music, and foreign languages. It seems these subjects stimulate parts of the brain that both grant access to magic and serve as a well from which to draw the energy used to control it. The more you study, the stronger your magic becomes not only in absolute power but also in the stamina to sustain it over time.”




I now suspected that grand-mère had known about my magic and had been preparing me for years through all that mathematics a subject a village boy would otherwise never use not to mention the secret language we always used when working together. I wondered where she had learned it, and whether I’d ever hear it again.




“That explains much. Thank you for taking the time to tell me,” I said.




As I learned more about the human body from Madame Martin, I also mastered healing more types of injuries and some diseases. I became the top student in Healing, benefitting from the synergy between that and my other studies. I was also the star pupil in Botanical Lore, and as promised when I was added to the class often served as a teaching assistant.




Several of the true third-years resented me, but most accepted that I simply had far more experience. I passed the math exam and advanced to second-year Trigonometry, which I found much more interesting.




In History and Literature, I was a little above average and that’s all I’ll say about it.




Dance class was almost as much fun as Fire Magic. I enjoyed dancing with my classmates, but dancing with Madame Beson was a delight. Were she not associated with the academy, I’d have asked her on a date so I could dance with her all night. I looked forward to the Solstice parties I had heard about.




Over the next few days, I received several invitations, including one from Nicole for Solstice night at her home. I invited Marie Chambault, a delightful, petite brunette, to join me.




We took a carriage to Nicole’s, and Marie asked, “How did you make such a well-to-do friend who isn’t from the academy in only a few months?”




“I didn’t make a new friend,” I replied. “We’re visiting my dearest cousin, whom I grew up with in the village. She married a merchant from Reims over a year ago.”




Nicole’s butler accepted my invitation and led us into the parlor. Nicole spotted me immediately, even though the room was already crowded. She crossed the room in a rush and embraced me.




“Dearest cousin, it has been too long. Oh, and introduce me to your lovely date.”




“Nicole, this is my friend Marie Chambault. She’s my diction tutor, tasked with grinding the village out of my speech. As she works me hard and I still sound like a country boy, I must be a poor student indeed.”




Marie was charming, and after Nicole introduced us to her husband, we mingled with the other guests many of whom were impressed to see two mages in attendance. While Nicole clearly wanted to see me, she also used my presence to burnish her husband’s reputation. I could hardly begrudge her that it cost me nothing.




Marie seemed to enjoy herself both at my side and mingling alone. Near the end of the evening, Nicole asked her, “Has Jacques ever given you a massage?”




“Non. Is that a skill he learned in the village?”




“Oui. You’re missing out on a delightful experience. He practiced quite a bit working at the inn my father owns.”




On the carriage ride back, I asked Marie if we might find another evening together perhaps so she could enjoy that massage. Her brilliant smile was all the answer I needed, though the kiss on the cheek was nice too.




As a member of a merchant family, Marie was expected to marry someone who could elevate her family’s prospects, so she was not inclined to be alone with a man in private the carriage ride being the limit. Not that I thought I couldn’t manage quite a bit in a carriage, but she remained a proper lady, and I did not pursue anything more amorous than some kissing.




I paid the driver at the gate and walked her to her dorm.


Chapter 18




In the morning, after a few hours of studying, I felt the need to move. I went to the exercise field to stretch, run laps, and work out. After a shower back at my dorm, it was time for lunch. I collected my plate and looked for a place to sit. Finding Thierry alone, I asked if he’d mind the company. When he looked up, he laughed and waved his hand to indicate I was welcome.




“Where’s Genevote?” I asked.




“I have no idea. She isn’t speaking to me,” he replied morosely.




I laughed. “Since I can’t imagine you did something offensive, what didn’t you do?”




“I didn’t visit her parents, who are in the city for the holiday last night, because I went out drinking with friends. She didn’t see that as a valid reason.”




“Mon dieu,” I said, “you just told her without saying it that the opinion of her parents isn’t important to you, and by extension, neither is she.”




“I guess when you put it that way, I can see how she might be disappointed,” he admitted.




“Are you still taking her to Marion’s party tonight?”




“Genevote hasn’t told me she’s not coming, so I believe so,” the dejected young man said.




“You need to fix this right now. If you know where she is, go get some nice chocolates and have a messenger deliver them, along with a note of apology. Invite her and her parents out to lunch at a nice restaurant tomorrow or the next day whichever works for them. Go now. I’ll return your plate when I finish eating.”




Now that he had a plan, he perked up and hurried out the door. I could only shake my head.




As I was no longer able to be seen in public with Marion and had several other invitations, I asked Isabel Varenne the raven-haired beauty from my third-year Botanical Lore class to accompany me. That evening, I met her at the women’s dorm and walked with her to the gate to find a carriage.




Upon arriving at the address on the invitation, I presented it, and we were directed to the small ballroom the source of the music I’d heard as soon as the door opened. Inside, it took only a moment to find our host, a merchant, of course. A few other students were already present. I presented our host gift, and he introduced us to his associates and family.




Fortunately, he had engaged a skilled quartet, so Isabel and I had the chance to dance often. There were no duels only plenty of dancing and drinking.




Isabel had the most enchanting green eyes, pillow-like lips, and café au lait skin. In class, she wore thick glasses, but tonight she kept them in her purse after making me promise not to step away without warning, and never for long, as without her glasses she was nearly blind. I told her she looked lovely with or without them, but she said she didn’t want her makeup smeared. I accepted it as her prerogative.




I certainly enjoyed the sight of her quite buxom for such a small woman, with a tiny waist and a generous derrière.




When we took a break from dancing, I warned her I was going to get us drinks. Upon returning, I walked her out to the garden for some fresh air.




“You’re an interesting young man,” Isabel said. “A first-year who could probably have taught the third-year Botanical Lore class if you had the syllabus. According to the girls who were with you when you were attacked, you wiped out the attackers single-handedly then healed one of them as well as the most experienced healers. I’d like to get to know you better.”




“I can’t say I’m disappointed to hear that,” I replied. “I decided a while back that I wanted to get to know you as well. You’re rather interesting yourself. Not many women I’ve met at the academy are as academically driven as you. I hear you’re at or near the top of all your classes. I’d wager there are a dozen merchant sons trying to woo you.”




“Ha! What little you know. There are at least two dozen who’ve tried—but they’ve all gotten the same answer. I’m not going to be their broodmare. I’d rather accept the twenty years of service to the kingdom, at least for now, so I can see the world—as I told you earlier.”




“So there’s an exception to the twenty-year requirement?” I asked. “Of course you wouldn’t know you’re not a woman so it isn’t immediately relevant to you. When a female mage has her first child, her service to the kingdom is reduced to nine years, and she gets those years deferred for three. For each additional child, the service is reduced another three years, with another three-year deferral. So if a woman bears children at least every three years and has four of them, she need not serve a single day. You may have noticed a number of third-year women coming to classes pregnant.”




“I had no idea.”




“For men, it’s different. The first child reduces your commitment to ten years, but there’s no reduction for additional children.”




I chuckled, thinking to myself that I already qualified for that though I could never use it. Isabel gave me a quizzical look, but I just waved it off.




“In the women’s dorm, there’s an informal scoring system for the men. Most first years aren’t even discussed they have nothing more than family connections. You, unlike your peers, are definitely discussed. You have quite a few admirers, but most consider you too dangerous. Your altercation with the Toury boy, and the fact that you were attacked by a large group, says you’re incautious and you have enemies. Few would risk becoming a target by marrying you.”




“I’m in no hurry to marry. Like you, I want to see the world. At least for now, I have no complaint about serving the kingdom. I just want to help. I truly enjoy healing it’s the second most rewarding thing I’ve ever done.”




“Oh? And what might be the most rewarding thing?”




“Something requiring more privacy than we have here, and more time than we spent in the carriage.”




Isabel smirked. “Would you have defended my honor like you did the other girl?”




“In a heartbeat. No one treats my friends like that and gets away with it. No one.”




Isabel smiled, cozied up to me, and we kissed for a while. Then we simply watched the stars in companionable silence until the cold drove us back into the ballroom.




We stayed at the party as late as was socially acceptable, then thanked our host and took a carriage back to the academy. We kept warm by sharing passionate kisses and wandering hands.




I invited Denise to be my date to the last party I had an invitation for. She accepted with the caveat that she’d have to dance with some of the merchant sons, as her parents were shopping for a husband for her. She couldn’t be seen as too attached to me. I agreed without a second thought, knowing I would still be the center of her attention.




Since classes began the next day, she returned to the women’s dorm in the afternoon. We took a carriage straight from the academy gate to the manor hosting the party. That gave us over an hour alone. I always enjoy Denise’s company she’s well versed in current events, and well read in history and economics.




The party was a large affair, with many young men and women from merchant families as well as my classmates. As Denise had to make a show of dancing with potential suitors, I did my part and danced with several young ladies. Most were polite but distant; we had little in common. I’m not terribly shy, but I find it difficult to start conversations with strangers when there’s no shared interest.




One girl nearly threw herself at me once we started dancing. It took me a moment to realize she was rather drunk likely fortifying herself with wine before “shopping” for a mage to marry.




I preferred the women at the academy they liked me for myself, not simply because I was a mage. These young women seemed interested in any mage, regardless of the man, which made them seem terribly shallow. I don’t know how Marie and Denise could tolerate such behavior from the men wooing them. Perhaps they could afford to be choosier, as mage women were in limited supply.




The carriage ride back was vigorous and eventful. At first, Denise sat in my lap while I kissed her neck and caressed her through her dress. As our affections grew more heated, I undid the buttons at the back of her dress, slipping the top down until her arms slid free and her breasts were bare. I caressed her chest, teased her nipples, and kissed her neck and back.




My hand slipped under her dress and around her waist so I could stroke her legs; her panties were already damp. At my urging, she leaned forward onto the rear-facing seat so I could remove them. I pressed my mouth to her, inhaling her earthy scent as my tongue explored her folds. My fingers moved between her clitoris and her depths until she cried out in pleasure.




Then it was my turn. After stroking me a few times, Denise took me into her mouth, swirling her tongue over the tip before sliding down my length. I caressed her neck and shoulders, resisting the urge to guide her more forcefully. A bump in the road made me brush the back of her throat; she gagged briefly but didn’t stop.




Not long after, I warned her I was close. She only increased her pace until I came, and she swallowed it all before slowing, milking the last of it with deliberate strokes.




Insatiable woman. I hoped she would one day find a husband who could keep up with her.




All good things must end. As we neared the academy, I helped her straighten her dress. She wiped herself with her underwear and tucked it into her purse. She didn’t bother to rebind her breasts her cloak would cover her until her return to the dorm.





Chapter 19




After the solstice parties, classes carried on through the winter, and, true to her word, Madame Martin had given me many tasks beyond simply transcribing measurements as she called them out to me. I learned how to use the mean, median, and mode of her collected figures to present the frequency and range of results. From the lectures, I also learned how the circulatory system worked the four chambers of the heart, and how the lungs and respiratory system provided the essential driver of energy conversion known as oxygen.




All of this helped me understand my healing potential to a greater degree, allowing me to have better control and offer my patients exactly what they needed for the best results in their recovery. I still had a long way to go, but the improvements I had already seen were exciting.




I was now working on improving my understanding of the brain, and in the class lab we were experimenting with stimulating nerves using sparks of mage lightning stored in special containers for our use. We could make a monkey’s hand grip a wooden rod, even though the hand wasn’t attached to a whole arm let alone a brain. As Madame Martin’s research assistant, I was exposed to the various parts of the brain and what she and the other research biologists believed they did. I began to see what the scientific method something I had previously only heard about actually meant in practice, and how it advanced our understanding of the body.




Capitaine Paru’s Military Science class became both interesting and fun. Once a week we played war games on maps laid out across large tables. We were divided into four groups of ten, then paired off to compete against one another. The maps represented terrain, and each student played the role of a soldier with skills typical of regular troops. We rotated the role of the mage officer in command of the unit, and the units rotated opponents from week to week.




Sometimes we were attacking or defending a town against enemy troops. Sometimes we fought off and captured bandits raiding a caravan or we played the part of opposing troops disguised as bandits attacking supply wagons. Other times we were part of a larger army, following orders from commanders above us; in those cases, we each acted as a lieutenant in charge of a ten-person unit.




We used dice to inject randomness into the outcome of our maneuvers, simulating the unexpected events that can derail even the best-laid plans. The capitaine was less concerned with who won and more interested in how we responded to our opponent’s moves or to the chaos caused by the dice and why we made our decisions.




Our homework after game day was to write a report explaining our decisions, analyzing our success or failure, and reflecting on what we might have done better. I consistently earned high marks in the class and enjoyed the war games tremendously. They were so different from our other academic work and entirely non-magical.




In Fire Magic class, once the other students had begun to practice, Mage Anceau pulled me aside.




“You have conjuring fire down pat,” he told me. “You can work on expanding the spell and its intensity so that you can take down stone walls but that’s something you can do later, on your own, out in the mountains. You don’t need more lecture or coaching to accomplish that. Besides, we can’t have you practicing it here.




“It’s time for you to understand that what any fire mage actually does is draw the heat from the surroundings to a point of your choosing. The corollary to that,” he continued, “is that when you draw the heat from your surroundings, you cool them. I want you to take a bowl of water and draw the heat from it to make a flame and I want you to keep drawing until the water turns to ice. Once you can freeze the water, work on drawing heat from a flame to put it out. That’s your assignment until you figure it out or until the year ends, whichever comes first.”




I’d never truly thought about what I was doing when conjuring fire it had always been instinctual. His explanation was a revelation. The whole concept that we were simply moving heat around made me wonder whether other magics had similar corollaries most people didn’t realize. I supposed many of the students here already knew such things; after all, they had grown up in mage families and arrived with some training. For me, the idea opened a whole new way of thinking about magic. I couldn’t wait to get started on my assignment.




A few weeks after the solstice, on a Sunday, I had dinner with Nicole and Andry at their home. Afterward, Nicole led me out to their small garden ostensibly to discuss the herbs, a specialty of mine.




Her first question was, of course, “Did you have anything to do with the sudden disappearance of a certain known rapist?”




I said, “Not to put too fine a point on it, I can say without a shadow of a doubt that his body will never be found because there is no body to find.”




“You’ve always been thorough when you take on a task whether it’s satisfying a woman’s needs or handling a drunken guard. I’m glad to see nothing has changed. A little ruthlessness is a good thing in a mage just not too much.”




“You know I’m always measured in my response.”




“On to other things, then. I recently visited Madame Berthier when Andry took me to a gathering of merchants. Her business interests align with ours, and it made a good excuse for a private chat. Have you noticed that both she and her maid are looking younger?”




“I haven’t noticed much change though perhaps Madame is dyeing her hair, as I no longer see any gray in it.”




“Oh non, she specifically said she isn’t dyeing it, and Ysebeau shook her head when I looked her way for confirmation. It’s true they both agree they feel younger as well as look it.”




“I had noticed Ysebeau in particular has grown more… aggressive, and flaunts her womanly charms more openly of late. I’d assumed it was simply increased familiarity. I admit I enjoy the view when she greets me at the door wearing nothing but an untied robe and a hungry look. Following her up the stairs rather than taking her right there requires all my self-control. Lately, she’s taken to shrugging off the robe entirely at the last few steps and sashaying into the bedroom.”




“I think Madame Berthier is up to something. She didn’t come right out and say it, but there was something about the questions she asked… I can’t put my finger on it.”




“I’ll see them again Wednesday night perhaps I’ll find out then. On another topic, I’ve recently become acquainted with a very discreet establishment where lovers can enjoy a wonderful meal and then spend the night in a luxurious, thoroughly soundproofed room. The one I’ve visited is called Décadence. Would you happen to know of such places?”




“Oooh, that sounds intriguing. I do not but I’ll ask around and get back to you.”




“Please do. It’s good to have options.”




After we parted, I thought about Nicole’s observation on the carriage ride back to the academy and realized both Loyse and Ysebeau did indeed look younger than when I’d first serviced them two years ago. I hadn’t noticed before for two reasons: the change had been gradual, and my focus during our encounters had been entirely on pleasuring them. Very interesting, indeed.


Chapter 20




About six weeks after the solstice, my messenger friend Robin came to find me. Oddly, he didn’t have a message to deliver, and he seemed very uncomfortable. He asked for a meeting after my classes were done for the day, so I told him to meet me in my dorm room, where I would be studying until dinner.




Robin arrived not long after I did and said, “I know you’ve developed a reputation for being a defender of women. I don’t know how far you extend such protection, but I’ve come to ask for your help for my mother and sister. They’re in trouble with a man who runs the neighborhood. He’s demanding more money every week, and she can’t pay him.”




I was confused. “Hold on there, please explain this notion that someone ‘runs’ a neighborhood. If he owns all the buildings, wouldn’t that just be rent? I don’t understand.”




“No, it isn’t about owning anything. He charges all the businesses and people living there for protection from criminals.”




“Don’t the gendarmes do that?”




Robin shook his head. “He’s one of the criminals.”




“Again I ask isn’t protecting the people the work of the gendarmes?”




“It is, but they can’t do anything until a crime has been committed. By then it’s too late your business or home has been burned to the ground, or you’re beaten so badly it takes months to recover. And since you can’t work, you lose the business anyway.”




“So he charges a fee not to rob or beat them, and to make sure no one else does?”




“Yes.”




“Does it work?”




“Mostly until he raises the fee. In my mother’s case, he says he’s willing to forget the fee if she gives him my sister.”




“Why is he raising the fee?”




“Because he can.”




“It sounds like he wants your sister.”




“Perhaps.”




I asked, “What is it you want me to do?”




“You’re a powerful mage already everyone says so. Maybe you could tell him my family is under your protection, and he’d leave them alone.”




“I’ll only be here a little over two more years. Even if the threat works for a while, the problem will return. I need to know more about this man.”




“Then you’ll help my mother and sister?”




“Oh, oui. I want to meet this man and find out more about him. What is his name, and how can I find him?”




“His name is Monsieur Niquart. He said he’ll be at my mother’s laundry business two days from now, in the evening, to collect.”




“Meet me here after classes in two days, and take me to your mother’s shop.”




“Thank you. I’ll do anything to repay you.”




“Don’t thank me yet. I haven’t done anything, and you don’t owe me a thing. I protect my friends, and you’re my friend.”




Two days later, after classes, Robin met me at my dorm room as agreed. I changed into civilian clothes for now, I didn’t want to be recognized as a mage. I’d walked much of the city within twenty minutes of the academy and taken carriages to many other areas, but I’d never been to the neighborhood where his family lived and ran the laundry. We walked nearly forty minutes to get there.




Robin introduced me to his mother, Madame Erard.




“Thank you for coming,” she said. “I’m not sure what someone as young as you can do, but Robin speaks highly of you. I hope you can help us. I just can’t imagine how.”




“I’ll admit I don’t have a plan yet. I want to learn about this Monsieur Niquart, and perhaps I’ll find the leverage necessary to deal with the problem. Do you know where he spends his time when he’s not harassing you and the others in the neighborhood?”




“Rumor has it he spends his evenings at a tavern just outside the neighborhood called Le Cochon Engraissé.”




“Ha! The Fattened Pig seems appropriate. Madame, where is your daughter now? I don’t want to surprise her and give away my presence while Monsieur Niquart is here.”




“Margot hasn’t come back yet from returning the laundry we did today to our customers. Robin, please wait outside and keep her from entering until Monsieur Niquart has left.”




“Of course, maman.” Robin left us, and I watched him through the window as he crossed the street.




“Is there a place for me to hide but still see and hear you with this thug?”




“If I speak to him over there,” Madame Erard said, “you could stand behind the curtain to the back room and hear everything. Seeing will be more difficult, but you should be able to glimpse his face from time to time. Will that do?”




“Indeed, it will. When you speak to him, carry on as if I weren’t here and hadn’t agreed to intervene. I need to understand him, and he must think nothing has changed. Don’t approach my hiding spot or raise your voice; I promise I’ll hear every word in the room, even a whisper.”




“Monsieur Niquart should be here soon, so you should get behind the curtain. I won’t speak to you again until he’s gone.”




I moved into my hiding spot and cast my wind magic to ensure I’d hear every word.




I didn’t have to wait long. Niquart arrived arrogant, as you might imagine. He moved like a man who might once have been a guard or soldier, but whose belly now testified to too many evenings without training.




He demanded his money. Madame Erard said she didn’t have the full amount but could give him the original fee.




“I’ll take what you have,” Niquart said, “but you still owe me the difference, so you’ll pay fifty percent interest on that when you settle next week or I’m taking your daughter, whether you like it or not.”




He grabbed the money and stormed out.




Now I had a deadline. I waited a moment to be sure he wouldn’t return, then spoke to Madame Erard. “I’m going to follow him for a while and see who he speaks with. I don’t know what I’ll do yet it depends on what I learn.”




As it was getting dark, it was easy to shadow Niquart as he barged into other businesses, making his demands. I watched and listened until he was done, then followed him to Le Cochon Engraissé. The tavern wasn’t terribly crowded, and I saw him reporting to a man I assumed was his boss.




With my wind magic still active, I listened to their conversation. Interestingly, Niquart didn’t mention a problem with Madame Erard paying only the old fee. In fact, he acted as if nothing had changed so I wondered whether he was planning to pocket any extra he might extract, or whether he simply wanted an excuse to take Robin’s sister. Before he stepped away, I heard his boss remind him of the area he was to work the next day.




I took my time over a beer, then left several minutes after Niquart. It was an hour’s walk back to the academy, and I’d already missed dinner, so I grabbed something quick on the way. Back in my room, I managed to prepare for the next day’s classes before falling asleep.




I followed Niquart for several more days sometimes going into Le Cochon Engraissé after him, sometimes slipping down the alley beside the tavern to listen at a window. I learned that his boss was named Monsieur Quignon and that Niquart had worked the same neighborhoods for several years. He wanted to move up to managing others in his line of work, but Quignon ignored him.




On the fifth evening, Niquart didn’t head to Le Cochon Engraissé after finishing his route. Instead, he went to another tavern, La Poule Rousse. Upon entering, I understood the name nearly half the patrons were scantily clad women in red, making “The Red Hen” entirely appropriate.




This tavern was far noisier than the other, so I sat closer to where Niquart met with a man I didn’t recognize. It was hard work catching their conversation not only because of the noise, but because a prostitute kept trying to entice me into buying her a drink and then taking her to a room down the hall.




I bought her a drink and fondled her a bit to keep her quiet so I could focus on Niquart’s discussion. It was enlightening, to say the least. The other man was apparently the head of a rival criminal gang that focused on prostitution but wanted to expand into protection. Niquart had negotiated a deal to help this man take over Monsieur Quignon’s business either by killing him or beating him badly enough that he would run away. The man had promised to provide additional thugs to the ones Niquart had already recruited; without them, he wouldn’t be able to overwhelm Quignon. In return for his efforts, Niquart would become the man’s subordinate in charge of the protection racket. He had also promised three young girls to be added to the prostitutes already working at La Poule Rousse.




Somehow, I doubted Niquart would ever see the reward he’d been promised, even if he did everything he said he would.




I made sure to study the other man several times over the shoulder of my drinking companion. When it seemed Niquart was preparing to leave, I told the woman that I had spent my last sous on her drink and slipped out the door before Niquart reached it. This time, I walked ahead of him and entered Le Cochon Engraissé before he arrived.

I quickly found Monsieur Quignon and asked to speak with him privately, explaining that I had important news he needed to hear immediately. Quignon’s men searched me thoroughly for weapons, but being a mage, I had no need to carry any and so I had no fear they’d find anything.




“You have five minutes,” Quignon said, “and if it isn’t worth my time, they will be your last five minutes as a free man.”




I smiled and told him everything I had overheard between Niquart and the man at the Red Hen, describing the man’s appearance. Quignon said he must be Monsieur Dor. I then explained Niquart’s recent activities at various businesses how he had demanded higher fees and threatened to take daughters in lieu of payment. Quignon’s expression was that of a man who had just seen the pieces of a long-unsolved puzzle click into place.




“I’d heard rumors of some of this,” he admitted, “but others claimed they weren’t true. I knew Dor wanted to move into my line of work and was looking for inside help. I didn’t know he’d found it. Go have a drink at the bar on the house.” He waved to the man at the counter.




I did as I was told and waited to see how Quignon’s conversation with Niquart would unfold.




Niquart’s first words were, “Why’d you let some kid make me wait to give you my report?”




Quignon’s reply was cool. “I have other business to attend to from time to time, and none of it is your concern. Now, what do you have to say about tonight’s route?”




“Everyone paid the full amount and on time. Here’s everything I collected.”




“What about the extra five sous you collected at three of the stops?”




“I didn’t collect any extra.”




“I know you did and that you threatened another that if they didn’t pay within two days, you’d take their young daughter. I’ve told you before we don’t shit in our own bed. We don’t sell our customers’ children into slavery or prostitution. It’s bad for business.”




“I would never You’ve explained it before.”




“Apparently you still don’t understand. I know you’ve been doing it not only tonight, but for weeks. I might have overlooked a little skimming if you hadn’t gone too far. But threatening to take their daughters? I can’t accept that. If that was all, I’d just punish you and send you back to collecting. But you’ve allied with Dor to take over my business. That means I can never trust you again. Your punishment will be… more permanent. You’ll never work for me or anyone else again.”




With a thrust of his chin, Quignon signaled to his guards. They grabbed Niquart and gagged him.




At that point, I stepped in. “I believe I forgot to mention that he told Monsieur Dor he had at least six men to help him. You might want to ask him the names of the others he recruited from your own organization.”




Quignon’s face turned to stone. He ordered the bar closed and the staff sent home.




I took no pleasure in what followed. Quignon crushed Niquart’s fingers one at a time until the man named all six collaborators, repeating the names and adding details of their agreements what they’d been promised, when they’d agreed, and where they had been at the time. The repetition seemed designed to catch any lies.




When the interrogation ended, Quignon told two of his men to dump Niquart “in the usual spot.” It was clear he wouldn’t be alive when they left. His muffled moans and grunts were ignored.




After they dragged him away, Quignon called me back. “So, what do you want out of this? Niquart’s job?”




“Mon dieu, non. I want nothing to do with your business. I’m here to help a friend—someone Niquart threatened. I just want to make sure the girl is safe and won’t be asked for the higher rate he demanded. They can’t pay that much.”




“Who is this friend?”




“Her mother is Madame Erard, the laundress.”




“I know her. I made our arrangement with her years ago. I owe her an apology. I’ll see to it in a day or two. From now on, they’ll pay only a token fee and no one will know they aren’t paying full rate.”




He studied me for a long moment. “I don’t know who you are, but I like how you handled this. Most young men your age try to bully their way into getting what they want, not realizing they can’t win without bringing something to the table. You didn’t even ask for payment. Well played. Tell Madame Erard I’ll stop by soon, and that her children will always be safe in my neighborhood.”




“Thank you. I’m sure her whole family will appreciate it.”




“I like you, kid. If you ever need a favor, I’ll see what I can do.”




“Well, you could answer a couple of questions not about you or your business.”

“Let’s hear them.”

“Does Monsieur Dor use force to keep the women in his establishment? Does he pay people to bring him girls?”

“Oui. He uses force and probably drugs. I believe he does pay for women and girls. It’s the only way he can profit from prostitution; the work is legal, so coercion is the only way to take a cut of the earnings. As I have my standards, I don’t touch slavery, so I can’t say from firsthand knowledge.”




“Am I correct that you intend to teach Dor not to move against you again?”




“Oh, indeed. But I’ll need a few days to get my house in order.”




“Do you plan to take over his business?”




“Non. I wouldn’t lower myself to his methods.”




“What if I could make Dor leave town with all his men? If new management took over, would you offer the same protection to La Poule Rousse that you give your other clients? I’m not proposing to be the owner I’d let the women own it collectively if they wished.”




“Hah! Oui. I’d treat them like my other clients. I’m not out to ruin anyone, it’s bad for business.”




“I’m not promising anything yet. I’ll investigate and give you an answer in three days.”




Quignon shook my hand. I thanked him and returned to Robin’s home.




It was late, but I thought they’d sleep better knowing Niquart wouldn’t trouble them again.




Robin answered the door, already in his nightclothes. I apologized for the hour and said his mother and sister would want to hear the news. He ran to fetch them. Soon they were all gathered, and I told them what Quignon had promised. Madame Erard wept and hugged me fiercely. Robin looked full of questions. Margot’s eyes held the look of a girl who had just met her dream man.




After thanking me, Madame Erard excused herself she had to rise early for work. Robin asked me to stay and explain how I’d turned the situation around. Margot just wanted to listen.




I gave a shortened version, leaving out how I had overheard Niquart’s dealings. Robin had the sense not to ask; Margot was too enthralled to notice.




Robin promised he’d always help me in any way he could.




Margot offered to “repay” me by taking me to bed. From the way she said it, I suspected it was less repayment and more desire. She was cute, but only sixteen. I wouldn’t take advantage of her especially knowing it would make finding a good husband harder after I left for my service to the kingdom.




“I didn’t protect you and your mother for compensation,” I told her. “I did it for my friend. Besides, Robin might be my friend, but he wouldn’t appreciate me deflowering his sister.”




“What could he do? You’re a powerful mage. How could he stop you when he couldn’t stop Niquart?”




“You only ask because you don’t understand true power. I didn’t stop Niquart with magic. I stopped him by telling his boss about his deal with a rival. Of course I wouldn’t mention that I used magic to overhear his deal since it would undermine my argument. Robin is one of the most powerful people at the academy. He knows secrets, can spread rumors or truth and can delay passing a message or block messages. You have no idea the trouble someone with that kind of power can cause for a man’s love life or academic career.” That was entirely true and I always tipped Robin well for running errands for me.




I bid the siblings au revoir and returned to my dorm. I had postponed two clients to follow Niquart for nearly a week, so the next week would be busy but I didn’t mind.





Chapter 21




I still had a few nights left open, as I had been prepared to spend a week on Robin’s problem. So, the next evening, I made my way to La Poule Rousse. After purchasing a drink, I looked for the oldest woman there at a guess, she was about thirty. After signaling my interest, she met me at my table, and after confirming she was not overly inebriated, I asked her to take me to a more private place. She put on the sort of smile you might imagine you know the one the polite fiction that she’s happy you asked.




Once we were in the room, I quietly told her I would pay her fee, but that I had no interest in her usual services. I wanted to ask her some questions. While she looked at me suspiciously, she agreed to listen, though reserved the right not to answer. I told her that was more than acceptable and paid her right away so she’d be confident I was playing it straight.




“My name is Jacques. What’s yours?”




“Call me Juliote.”

“Is Monsieur Dor the person in charge here?”




“Oui.”




“Is there anyone above him someone he reports to or pays?”




“Non. He’s quite proud that this is all his.”




“Are you, or any of the other women here, under duress or addicted to drugs he supplies to keep you compliant?”




“Who are you?”




“Perhaps someone who is unhappy with the circumstances of the women here if what I just asked you is the case. Perhaps someone who will take measures to see to it that you and all the women here have control of your lives and keep what you earn.”




“You don’t look like someone who can make that kind of promise.”




“Looks can be deceiving. And I didn’t say I would be the only one involved in taking those measures.”




“Oui. Dor beats any of us who even try to leave. At least half the women here are drugged nearly all the time. The pig buys women usually girls from other pigs from time to time, to replace those who either can’t take it anymore and die, or who are too old or frail to make men interested. I don’t know for sure what becomes of them, but I doubt they get their freedom alive.”




“Are you willing to continue answering my questions if I promise to see to it you are all freed, and that anyone addicted is treated to help them recover?”




“Oui. What do you want to know?” she said with a predatory smile.




“Are any of Dor’s men worth saving, or should they all disappear with him?”




“Hah! Every last one of them deserves the worst fate imaginable.”




“Do the men who work for him all come every night? Where do they live or sleep? Where are the guards once the customers go home? Where does Dor live and sleep?”




“I see where this is going, and I like it. Oui, all the same enforcers are here every night. They all have their own homes; only Dor sleeps here, on the third floor. There are three guards after closing one at the stairs on the second floor, and one each at the front and back doors. The guards don’t check the windows they’re covered in bars, like a cage.”




“What else is on the third floor?”




“Dor has an office, though I don’t know what he does with it other than keep some papers.”




“Does Dor ever take one of you into his bed when the customers leave?”




“Not often. If he wants one of us, it’s usually after he wakes up, around mid-morning, which is when the overnight guards go home.”




“Do you know if Dor keeps his window open at night and is it big enough for a person to climb through?”




“Oui. At this time of year, his window is always open if it isn’t raining, and it’s almost as big as a door, so you’d have no problem getting in if you can find a way up that high.”




I nodded and continued, “Alright. If you will commit to what I’m about to ask, then Monsieur Dor and his henchmen will never trouble you again after tomorrow. I’ll tell you what I need from you, and then you can tell me if you agree. I need you to tell the other women that if Dor decides to take one of you to bed tonight, you will take care of it. You also need to tell them that, no matter what they hear after going to bed, they are not to open their doors or even make a sound until you come to get them. If Dor does take you to bed and you can leave the room afterward, then do so. If you can’t, then when you see another man enter the room, leave without making a sound just go to your room quietly.




Are you willing to do that?”




“Oui, that is nothing.”




“Good. In the morning, before the new group of guards arrives, I will knock on your door and announce myself. Then we’ll tell the other women that when the day guards arrive, they are to be sent to Dor’s office one at a time. Don’t worry if they come close together just try to keep them at least three minutes apart.”




I soon left the room and loudly said, “You were wonderful, honey.” Then I left the building, walked around the neighborhood for a bit, and went looking for a way into Dor’s room.




There was no alley in the back, so I’d have to walk between the buildings to access the rear. It was too dark to see if there were obstructions, so I’d just have to be careful and use my magic to avoid trouble. I found a dark spot across the street and a couple of buildings over, where I could watch the front of La Poule Rousse and know when they locked up for the night.




Several hours later, I saw the lights go out. I gave it another half hour before venturing between the buildings. I immediately created a small sphere of light, shielding it from my eyes with one hand, and made my way to the back of the building without much trouble.




I wasn’t surprised to find little to climb on to reach the third-floor window. That wasn’t a problem there was no one to see me, as the building behind had no rear-facing windows. I used my wind magic to lift me up to the window, but off to the side, so I could peek in and make sure Dor wasn’t looking straight at me. Since he was not, I moved over, centered myself in the window, and stepped onto the sill. I immediately conjured just enough fire in his head to burn out his brain, so that even if I tripped over furniture in the dark, I wouldn’t have to worry about waking him.




I managed not to trip and confirmed that no one else was in the bed with him. Then I lit a lamp and checked the room more thoroughly. Assured I was alone, I stepped into the hall and over to the other door which, Juliote had told me, was Dor’s office. Inside, I found a desk and cabinets with various documents tax receipts and other bills, all marked paid. Apparently, Dor owned the building, which I supposed was good, as there’d be no need to negotiate rent with anyone else.




Then it was time to deal with the guards. I stepped out of the office and onto the stairs not rushing, but not slow so as not to make the guard at the second-floor landing suspicious before I could see him. As soon as my eyes cleared the floor above me, I looked for the guard’s head and conjured another small flame in it. He dropped like a rock and rolled down the stairs, making quite a racket. That got the attention of the other two guards, so I rushed down to the first floor before they could get together and realize what was happening. Then I conjured a tiny flame in the second guard’s head.




I had to react quickly, as the third guard arrived before the second guard hit the floor. For the fourth time that night, I conjured a tiny flame, and the last guard dropped a second later.




I dragged the three bodies to the kitchen and searched them for money and valuables. When done, I went back to the third floor to drag Dor’s body down the stairs. Rather than incinerate the bodies in the kitchen, I dragged them all out the back door and conjured fire in all of them at once. When they were nothing but ash, I called my friend the wind and blew it all away.




Then I only had to wait until morning to wake Juliote which wasn’t long so I returned to Dor’s bedroom and searched it thoroughly, finding only miscellaneous jewelry. That done, I examined Dor’s office more carefully and discovered his stash of francs. He had quite a bit, so I set aside enough to pay the taxes for a year, along with all the necessary documents. The rest I counted and kept with me until it was time to wake Juliote.




As soon as my knuckles struck her door, Juliote opened it.




“You did it?” she asked.




“Oui. Would I be speaking to you now if I had not?” I smirked. “You’ll learn not to doubt me.”




“We’ll see.”




“Why don’t you wake everyone, and we’ll all meet in the parlor downstairs.”




“Right away,” she replied.




When all the women had gathered in the parlor, I introduced myself.




“I’m Jacques, and when I spoke to Juliote last night, she told me that all of you are held here against your will. So the first thing I will tell you is this you are free to go as soon as this meeting ends, because Monsieur Dor and his henchmen will never trouble you again.

“Now, having said that, regardless of whether you choose to go or stay, you will each receive an equal share of the money I found in Dor’s office. If you are injured, or have been drugged to keep you compliant, I will arrange for a healer to treat you until you are well. You can choose to leave at any time, even after receiving as much treatment as you need. It will not cost you silver or your freedom. Is that clear?”




I looked each woman in the eye as I counted fourteen in all.




“So who wants to leave?”




No one stepped forward.




“Come now, I don’t believe all of you wish to continue this life. At least a few of you must yearn to return to your families or start anew. I stand by every word I have spoken. Juliote didn’t believe I could free you, yet here we are. If you still doubt me, look in all the rooms you weren’t sleeping in like the kitchen. Check Monsieur Dor’s bedroom and his office. Go at least two or three of you. Juliote, why don’t you start, hmm?”




Juliote did as I asked, dragging another woman with her. When they returned, Juliote smiled at me while the other woman looked stunned.




“Now, Juliote, tell your friends what you just saw or rather, didn’t see and perhaps convince them I mean what I say.”




Juliote did, and finally three of the women announced they wished to go home. Each named a different village, likely a few days’ travel from the city. I told them we would soon divide the money, and they could use it to pay for transportation or whatever they needed. I advised them to avoid showing how much they carried and to choose the least expensive travel so they could use the rest to improve their lives once home.




“Juliote, how long until the next group of guards arrives?”




“An hour, maybe a little less.”




“Then the ladies who are leaving may either get dressed and go now before they arrive or wait until the guards are dealt with and I’ve finished making arrangements with those staying. Then I’ll escort you to the city gates, where you can find transport to your hometowns.”




No one moved. I wasn’t sure if they still doubted their safety or simply wanted an escort.

“Now, for those staying this is your business from now on. That includes paying all expenses: taxes, liquor for the bar, firewood, groceries everything. Figure out the costs and divide them among yourselves, keeping the remainder as profit. I will own the building, but I won’t charge rent. You’ll handle upkeep: roof repairs, taxes, and so forth.

“You can run the place as it is, or turn it into a dress shop, a bakery whatever you wish so long as you pay your share. You may want to choose someone among you to manage the money and expenses. Also consider your security. I’ve arranged for Monsieur Quignon to make you part of his neighborhood watch. He will visit in the next few days to tell you his fee. I advise paying it will prevent anyone from trying to take over your business. He has no interest in owning this place, so you’re safe with him. Any questions?”




“When can I get help to stop craving the drugs Dor forced on me?”




“The healer will be here this evening, and every evening until you are well. He doesn’t wish to be identified, so he will wear a mask and come through the kitchen door. Those needing treatment should meet him there and leave the door unlocked.”




“What else?”




“What are you going to do?”




“Nothing. Once Dor’s thugs are no longer a problem, I will be gone. If you ever need me which I doubt send a note to my friend Nicole. I’ll give you her address later. Will this be the last group of guards?”




“The three coming shortly will be the last,” Juliote said. “They usually arrive within minutes of each other.”




“Send them to the kitchen as they arrive. I’ll send them out the back door, never to return. Now I’m going to divide the money into equal shares.”

When everyone had their money, I said, “Those leaving should change clothes and pack what you own. Stay in your rooms until a friend comes for you. I’ll wait in the kitchen just tell the guards Dor is having breakfast and wants to see them there.”




I left for the kitchen and set about making coffee. I hadn’t slept since the day before and was tired, but I had to finish this. I had just poured a cup when I heard heavy footsteps in the hall. I positioned myself so the guard would have to step fully inside to see me. As soon as he looked in, I conjured a spark in his head. He dropped instantly.




I dragged his body aside, closed the door, and resumed my post. Soon, two more approached. This time, I let the first man see me so his companion would follow him in before I struck. The first fell instantly, but fatigue slowed me, and the second landed a punch square on my jaw. I staggered back over the first body, landing flat on my back. Above me, the guard raised a cudgel.




I curled into a ball, focused, and lit the spark in his head just as the cudgel struck.




Fortunately, he fell before delivering a second blow.




I kicked his limp body off me, stood, and searched all three for money or valuables. Then, slipping outside, I ensured no one was watching before reducing the bodies to ash.

After a second cup of coffee, I found Juliote. “They’re gone and won’t return. Gather the ladies who are leaving, and I’ll see them to transportation.”




In Dor’s office, I wrote Nicole’s address and handed it to Juliote, telling her to use it only if they couldn’t solve a problem themselves. I warned I might not be able to respond quickly in the future.




The women bound for their villages followed me out. I wished them well, then found fabric for a hood and mask for my role as the healer. I took a room at an inn near the women’s business and slept the rest of the day.




After the first healing session I visited Monsieur Quignon to inform him of Dor’s hasty departure. Needing a method to transfer the ownership of the building to myself without having Dor available to sign the papers, I asked Quignon if he knew someone who could assist me. He arranged for me to meet the man and I paid his fee using the money I had obtained from the thugs and all was done.

Over the next week, I spent two hours each evening treating the addicted women. I also caught up on classes and other appointments. When the treatments ended, I returned one Sunday morning. I learned that three of the treated women had left, leaving eight to run the tavern and brothel. Juliote had become finance manager.




I told her I had set aside enough to pay the next city tax bill, and suggested she check Dor’s papers for anything useful. I asked if they needed anything else, as I wouldn’t return unless requested.




They all thanked me. Juliote gave me a chaste kiss on the cheek. I returned it. She smiled and winked as we stepped back from each other.


Chapter 22




I continued to see my diction tutor, Marie Chambault, both for lessons and as a dinner companion. A few weeks after helping Robin, when we had finished a tutoring session, I took a moment to invite her to dinner on Saturday night. She instantly agreed and asked where I was taking her.




I took a chance.




“Decadence,” I said, not knowing whether she’d recognize the name of the establishment or whether her reaction would be favorable.




As it turned out, it was the perfect choice.




“Oh, I’ve wanted to go there since I first heard of it. You are such a devil. I know just what to wear, and this date will give me the opportunity I missed during the solstice holiday. Be well prepared for me.” She punctuated that last line by briefly squeezing the inside of my thigh.




I smiled so hard my cheeks hurt.




We worked out the details of how we would arrive discreetly. I would leave the academy on foot and stop at a café a few blocks from the gate, where I’d hire a carriage to take me to Decadence. She would take a separate carriage, wearing a light cloak avoiding the inevitable questions that might arise if she were seen leaving the academy in the particular dress she had in mind for the evening. I would wait for her near the front door of the restaurant and assist her out of the carriage.




I left a message with my friend Robin to make a reservation for me under the code name Masseuse, as I had been doing since my first visit there with Denise.




Saturday evening, I left the academy on foot, then found a carriage to take me to the restaurant as planned. My brief wait was rewarded when Marie called from her carriage. I opened the door to find her in a brilliant red satin dress with a halter top, its straps so narrow they covered only the central portion of each breast.




The petite brunette was stunning her figure displayed to maximum effect. Once she was safely on the sidewalk, I collected her bag and paid the driver. Seeing that she had my full attention, she twirled, giving me an even more tantalizing view.




The back of the dress dipped so low it seemed in danger of revealing the cleft between her luscious moons. A slit up one side reached almost to her hip. The view from the front had already caused my cock to stir; the view from the back made my trousers tent noticeably. She giggled.




“Happy to see me?”




“Indeed, my brunette temptress.”

I walked her up to the maître d’ and told him I had a reservation under Masseuse at which point I heard Marie gasp. I let it go for now; her reaction suggested this might get complicated, and better handled in private.




After I handed over our bags to be brought to our room, we were led to our seats, where we placed our drink order. Marie leaned in close, her body pressing against mine, and whispered, “I know a secret.” Then she licked behind my ear.




A strange mix of fear and desire settled over me as we reviewed the menu. When the waitress returned with our drinks, we ordered our meal and were told it would be about forty-five minutes. I was ready to hear “the secret.”




“What secret do you believe you know?” I asked.




“I have a cousin who shall remain nameless whose much older husband threatened her with divorce if she didn’t give him a child within a year. She’s now five months pregnant, even though the old fool can barely get it in her. She told me she had to engage the services of a strapping young man who calls himself The Masseuse one who showed her delights she had never imagined.




“She continues to pay for his services monthly, even now that she’s with child, because she enjoys his attentions and the opportunity to cuckold the old fool with his own money doesn’t hurt. Does that story remind you of someone now seated beside a gorgeous brunette vixen in a slinky red dress?”




“Since it doesn’t seem to have cooled your ardor, I will confess: I do indeed know the dashing young man you’ve described.”




“That also means I likely know something my dear cousin doesn’t.”

“By that, I suppose you mean the young gentleman hasn’t told your cousin he is also a mage?”




“Oui. Just as I didn’t know the dashing young man had another vocation until he used in front of me the same code name my cousin knows him by.”




“You’re correct. I’ve tried to keep the two personas separate. There is only one other person who knows they are the same man and she has been my dearest friend since childhood in the village. I introduced you to her as my cousin when we went to the solstice party at her home.”




“I remember. She’s a lovely woman. I take it she’s the friend who introduced my cousin to the masked masseuse the rising star of the academy. The one who is top student in third-year Botanical Lore, first-year Healing, and first-year Fire Magic. The one who, according to some first-year girls in the dorms, has become quite the dancer. The hero of several young women, including me, for having bloodied the nose of a certain obnoxious, predatory young man who has now mysteriously disappeared after you defended a classmate of mine as if the boy were nothing more than a cockroach to crush.”




She said all this while leaning back into my chest, speaking breathily into my ear, and using one hand to rub my stiff cock through my trousers. I made the most of the opportunity, caressing her from neck to waist with both arms and giving special attention to her luscious breasts. When she was done speaking, she let out a playful growl and bit my ear lobe.




I was now certain that choosing this venue had been the right decision. When a knock came, I withdrew my hands and let her sit upright before uttering, “Oui,” to signal the waitress she could part the curtain and serve our dinner.




As the meal progressed, my free hand kept straying to the slit in her dress, where I discovered she wore no underwear. Marie parted her legs to let my fingers caress her already moist lips. Occasionally, I teased her pearl, drawing sighs and moans in equal measure. Her free hand spent nearly as much time inside my trousers, fondling my fully engorged cock.




When we had eaten, the waitress knocked again to offer dessert, but Marie declined. She said she had something else in mind to put in her mouth once we were in our room.




One of the nice things about older women is that they often know how to enhance each other’s pleasure. While Marie was less than two years older than me about Nicole’s age she had learned how to enjoy herself without risking her precious virginity or her marriage prospects.




She had prepared something I was unaware of until we reached our room and I slid her dress off. As I reached around her now-naked body to grasp her derrière. I touched a hard object clasped between her full moons. She moaned at my touch and asked me to move it in and out gently while we ground our pelvises together.




As I obliged, she bit my neck and groaned. When I stopped and she caught her breath, she said: “As you might imagine, it’s important to my family that I marry very well. To do that, I must remain a virgin until my wedding. Yet I have no intention of waiting until then to experience the pleasures that surely await me tonight. I have prepared myself and brought oil to lubricate you so that we may indulge in unadulterated pleasure. If you have half the skill my cousin claims you do, I am going to have the best night of my life.”




 My cock was hard as iron, my lust beyond measure. We slid into the bed, and I kissed her neck just behind her ear, then worked my way down to her generous breasts, where I lavished my tongue’s attention on her large areolas before licking her nipples until they stiffened into firm peaks. All the while, one hand explored her labia and the warm, slick territory surrounding it, swirling circles around her pearl and occasionally rubbing it. Sometimes I slid a finger into her love canal, pumping slowly, or bent it deep inside her and rotated it side to side. The entire area was soaked with her juices.




Once both breasts had been attended to, I kissed my way down her toned belly and began to explore with my tongue the place I had just teased with my fingers. The sounds she made urged me on. While continuing to lavish my attention there, I lifted both her legs so they draped over my shoulders, her smooth, delightful thighs framing my face. I started by licking her labia, then swirled my tongue around her clitoris teasing her several times before giving it my full focus.




As I now had access to the artifact between her moons, I gently drew it out and pushed it back in repeatedly, all while tending to her labia, clitoris, and vagina. Marie’s high-pitched gasp told me I had struck the right chord her entire body went stiff, her back arched for a second, then she collapsed limp with a moan. She whispered, “Stop. If you keep this up, I may die of pleasure. Let me catch my breath, then do my part.”




Marie attended to me in similar fashion while I surrendered to her skill. She took my entire shaft into her mouth, gagging only slightly when the tip touched the back of her throat. She withdrew a few inches to make room for her tongue to swirl around the tip as though it were sugar candy on a stick. I warned that I was about to cum, but she only licked faster, pumping my shaft with one hand.




I erupted in several hot spurts into her mouth, which she swallowed eagerly, continuing to slide her pillowy lips over the top few inches of my shaft. It was my turn to tell her to stop any longer and I’d be too raw to continue. I placed my hands on either side of her head and gently drew her up on top of me. The sight was glorious her breasts swaying as she crawled forward until her face was close enough to kiss. I wrapped both arms around her, savoring the feel of her warm, soft body covering mine.




“My cousin is a liar,” Marie murmured. “You’re even better than she described and we aren’t even done yet.”




“Non, we are far from done. The night is long, and I have the stamina to keep you moaning, giggling, and shivering in delight until they throw us out at lunchtime. The ecstasy you’ll know tonight will have you demanding we return again and again.”




“Where did that confident but humble hero go? He was here but minutes ago.”




“Hah, you mistake caution for humility.”




She smirked, then asked, “Are you ready to replace my little toy with that iron rod you call a cock?”




“Oh, indeed I am. Where’s that oil you brought?”




We got out of bed, and Marie placed a drop of the oil on the tip of my cock, spreading it down the shaft with her hand. When she finished, she bent over the chair across from the bed, spreading her legs and wiggling her fine derrière as an invitation though none was needed.




From my time with Nicole, I knew to start slow. I rubbed my cock along the slight opening left by removing the toy, then eased in gradually. When I was about a third of the way inside, the tightness increased, so I paused to let her adjust. After several seconds, I began shallow, slow strokes, ending at that tighter spot each time. Soon, the tension eased, and I pushed deeper.




Marie’s breathing had grown sharp and ragged. Within minutes, her moons pressed against my pelvis. I reached forward, cupped her breasts, and kissed her along her neck and spine. Then my hands returned to her hips as my thrusts quickened. Her breathing matched my pace until we both climaxed, my hands gripping her breasts once more.




Marie could barely stand as my now-soft cock slipped free. I helped her back onto the bed, and we lay in peaceful silence. When her strength returned, she said, “I’ll pump this time,” and climbed atop me facing my feet. Guiding my cock into the now-looser opening, she slowly sank down until she was fully seated, moaning long and low.




She began riding me at her own pace, and I restrained myself from grabbing her lovely hips and taking control. The slow rhythm was a delicious agony.




After a couple of hours of on-again, off-again lovemaking, she murmured sleepily that I should wake her early enough for at least another hour in the morning.




We fell asleep with her head on my chest, silky dark hair spilling over me, one leg draped lazily over mine. I savored the warmth of her against me.




In the morning, at first, we couldn’t resume both of us raw in certain places but the advantage of having a powerful healer as a lover soon came into play. After gentle massages, meant as much to heal as to arouse, we carried on with noisy enthusiasm for nearly two more hours.




“I think I shall tell my cousin she either needs to improve her descriptions or request your first-quality service herself.”




“Hah, I suspect it’s her descriptions that need work. She is certainly skilled at pleasuring me now that we’ve had such quality time together.”




Marie swatted my derrière as I walked to the bathroom to clean up before breakfast.




As I helped her into the carriage for her return to the academy, she met my gaze and said firmly, “We will do this again, and soon.”




“I cannot deny I look forward to it, my lascivious temptress,” I replied.





Chapter 23




In Botanical Lore, Mage Dorget informed us that we would be going on a field trip to the forest north of the city a week from Sunday, and that we would be gone for four days. We would work in groups of three or four, and because there were both men and women in the class, each group was to have no fewer than two women and no more than two men. We were instructed to meet at the academy gate, where our expedition leader would check that everyone was prepared for a long trip.




Our instructor then had us brainstorm what we should bring for such an expedition. Before I could open my mouth, he glanced my way and gave the faintest shake of his head an unspoken request to hold back for the moment. When the suggestions had petered out and been written on the board, Mage Dorget asked that we rate each item from one to five: one meaning we absolutely needed it, and five meaning it was either impossible to manage or of little use. Once the list had been pared down, he said, “As Monsieur du Pont has extensive experience in the forest collecting herbs, I ask that he give the class the benefit of his thoughts on the list.”




I had a feeling I was being set up, but I did as I was asked. “I don’t see a healer on the list, nor any mention of appropriate clothing.”




“And what would be appropriate clothing for such an expedition?”




“Everyone should wear sturdy boots that rise at least a hand’s width above the ankle to provide support on rough terrain. Pants for the ladies as skirts will catch on the undergrowth and allow insects easier access to their delicate flesh a broad-brimmed hat, sturdy gloves, and a rain poncho, as the weather can be unpredictable.”




As I spoke, the mage wrote my recommendations on the board.




“Anything else?”




“Food. We’ll be using a lot of energy, and when we’re far afield, no one wants to go hungry.”




“Indeed. If you hadn’t added that last item, I was going to rescind my decision to make you expedition leader, as these old bones are not up for such adventures any longer.” He chuckled.




That comment drew mixed reactions from my classmates. Most didn’t bother me, but two of the men looked annoyed, and one appeared relieved. Of the women, my raven-haired beauty, Isabel, smiled happily; the few others offered satisfied nods, as if they felt they were in good hands.




Our instructor said the next two classes would focus on specific goals for the expedition and best practices. We were to come prepared to participate in the discussion, as Mage Dorget had no intention of lecturing.

In Biology, Madame Martin had been lecturing on sensory organs: eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and even skin. As her research assistant, I had been cataloguing the differences between the eyes of various beasts and humans. She explained how the eye works the light-sensing portion lies behind a lens that focuses light precisely on it. She showed me how her microscope adjusted focus by moving the lens in and out. She also noted that the shape of the lens affects vision, but optics, as she called it, was not her field of interest; she simply used the tools for her research.




For some reason, I found the topic of optics fascinating. One evening, I stopped at the library and asked the attendant to help me locate an appropriate introductory tome on the subject. It’s not as though I had much free time, but it never hurt to expand one’s education.




In Fire Magic, I was soon able to move heat around with ease freezing bowls of water and extinguishing fires by shifting their heat into the ice. Mage Anceau seemed nearly as excited by my progress as I was, so he had me practice with larger fires and bodies of water at greater distances.




In Elementary Spellcraft, I asked Mage Coquin if he could suggest simple spells that might be useful during our upcoming Botanical Lore expedition. The only one he considered both appropriate and learnable in the short time I had was an insect-repellent spell. I thought it was a fabulous idea, so I set other work aside to master it and keep it operating for extended periods.




I was so excited about the spell that I arrived at my next Botanical Lore class ready to demonstrate it only to discover it was standard knowledge for second-year students. Everyone else already knew it, so they hadn’t even bothered to mention it in our earlier discussion. I have to say, I was a little disappointed. C’est la vie.




At our last Botanical Lore class before the field trip, we arranged our groups. Naturally, I made sure the lovely Isabel was in mine. I also chose another man and woman I got along with and knew worked well together. To make sure the other groups weren’t entirely helpless in the woods, I simply asked who had woodland experience. After a few brief interviews, I made most of those people group leaders, each responsible for selecting their own teammates.




The evening before our expedition, I checked the team gear to ensure that each group had first-aid supplies, emergency flares, and the other assorted items provided by the academy. A pair of army scouts would guide us to our starting location a riverbank where we would set up camp. Their presence guaranteed we’d have someone at the rally point in case of an emergency.




On the morning of the trip, I met the rest of the third-year Botanical Lore class at the front gate. I checked everyone’s personal gear to confirm they had the essentials, like sturdy shoes. If the men forgot hats and burned their scalps, that was their problem. I did, however, remind the ladies while handing out a sunscreen lotion grand-mère had taught me to make for the serving girls at the inn.




We loaded our gear and supplies onto the wagons and made ourselves as comfortable as possible for the eight-hour ride. The army scouts were waiting for us at the gate. Once their gear was loaded, I invited them to join me on the first wagon. We spent some time getting acquainted, something I thought might prove useful if anything unexpected happened.




Once I was satisfied we understood each other, I spent most of the day charming Isabel. Being a responsible young man, I also checked in with each of the other groups and used the opportunity to chat with a few of the other attractive ladies. One can never have too many admirers.




Most of us walked for the last half hour of the journey. The road was poorly maintained by that point, and we could walk faster than the wagons could safely travel. Upon reaching the river, the scouts found us a suitable campsite and helped organize us without doing any of the actual labor. To make the camp easier to find when returning from our hunts, we hung a flag from a tree branch overhanging the river so anyone following it would know when they were close.




I reminded each group to stay together whenever they left camp and, if they lost, to find the river and follow it back. I doubted everyone would take that advice to heart, but I had to try.




By the time camp was set up, it was time to prepare the evening meal. Those who had volunteered to cook were assisted by those who hadn’t which meant fetching water from the river, gathering firewood, and cleaning up afterward. No one was excused from contributing. That didn’t sit well with some of the noble and wealthy students, so once we were seated around the fire with our dinner, I asked the scout sergent what life was like for young mages in the King’s service.




He smirked and told us that for the first few years, teams were so small that if everyone didn’t pull their weight, everyone suffered. That shifted the grumbling from me to the king an improvement in my book.




After dinner and cleanup, we spent a couple of hours around the campfire. A few sang songs, others played cards, and I continued my campaign of charm.




At dawn, after a quick breakfast, we broke into teams and chose our directions, letting the scouts know roughly where to look for us if we failed to return by sundown. I reminded everyone to check their food and water, then wished them good hunting.




I led my group downriver for several hours, occasionally collecting specimens, but mostly putting distance between ourselves and areas already picked over by other herb hunters.




At one point, Guiot the other man in our group asked why I carried an axe. I told them the story of my childhood encounter with a boar, though I claimed I’d climbed a tree rather than using wind magic to lift myself into it. I laughed and said, “That experience scarred me for life. I never again went into the forest without a weapon. Back in the village, the only thing resembling one I could get was an axe. Now, it’s like the security blanket some children need.” We all laughed.




Once we turned away from the river, the real search began. Isabel struggled, her glasses helped, but her peripheral vision remained poor. I kept an eye on her to make sure she didn’t trip over roots or rough terrain.




About half an hour from the river, we began making interesting finds. Whenever someone spotted a useful herb, we gathered to discuss how to harvest it and how much to leave untouched.




The last thing I found before lunch was a patch of sage that would make an excellent seasoning especially if someone caught wild game. Agnes and Guiot dismissed it, saying it had no medicinal or alchemical value. I agreed, then told them, “The cooks will appreciate it, and so will you when you eat dinner.” They still thought of me as a country bumpkin, but at least they stopped complaining.




The best part of the trip was talking to Isabel about something other than coursework. She told me we had more in common than I might think: she, too, was from a small town though not as small as the rumors claimed mine was and her family was neither noble nor wealthy. Her father owned a prosperous bakery for a town of that size.




Her parents hoped she would marry well but didn’t pressure her. What they wanted most was for her to be happy. She confessed she had always been willful, tempered a little by the academy and summers on army patrol but not wild like me.




I asked what made her think I was wild. She shared some of the rumors circulating in the women’s dormitory. I nearly tripped over a tree root laughing at the most outrageous one.




Then she told me what the girls were saying about the picnic with my Healing class friends. Some called me a monster meant as a compliment by a few, but not by most. I had a dozen or so defenders. I knew Denise and Marie were among them, and I suspected Marion was too.




Isabel added, “Your most ardent defenders were probably victims of that arrogant prick, Albert Toury. The story of the duel told by your date that night made the rounds for a week. I think it grew with each telling.” I could hear the smile in her voice.




I asked, “What’s this about army patrols?”




“Have they not told you what students do every summer?” she asked.




“Non. I arrived in Reims three days before classes began and went where I was told. Hardly anyone was in the dorm, so I assumed people went home or found other things to do. I’ve been too busy since to think about it.”




“Well, then you’re in for a surprise. The academy year ends at the summer solstice, with graduation ceremonies for third-year students. That’s when we get our first assignments which could be anywhere in the kingdom.




“First-years go on patrol with army units, under a lieutenant, with the same rank in courtesy but no authority. Really, you’re just an observer unless ordered to use your skills. Learn what your lieutenant expects. Some are fresh from officer training and full of themselves; others think mages are all arrogant pricks like Toury; some are experienced professionals who will use your skills when needed.”




I filed that information away for later.




“Second-years are much the same,” she continued, “though some serve at a command post as an assistant to a senior officer. Those are prestigious, highly sought-after positions, since they generally stay in one place. First-years, however, are always on roving patrols out camping four days a week. Depending on the assignment, your day off might be in a city… or in a village as small as the one you’re reputed to come from.”




I asked her about her aspirations upon graduation.




“Oh, I want to see the world. I want to experience it all before I lose my sight.”




I was stunned.




“Wait what is this about losing your sight?”




“Ah, I try not to think about it much, but my eyes are gradually getting worse. While it will likely take years, one day I won’t be able to see farther than the end of my nose, even with my glasses.”




I swallowed hard, thinking what a tragedy that would be. I wanted to help, and that resolve made me decide to work even harder with Madame Martin and Mage Lesnier.




We did well finding and collecting various desirable herbs. I found a patch of rosemary and another of thyme for the cooks to use. Having wind magic made bringing the scents of the herbs to my nose simple, which made them much easier to locate. By the end of the day, we had filled our bags.




It had been hot all day, and with little breeze in the forest, we were all sweaty. On the way back to camp, Isabel said she really wanted a bath. When we were nearly there, I pointed out a spot on the river where a sandbar had created a sort of pool, sheltered from the faster current. It looked like a good place to bathe.




Isabel looked me in the eye and asked, “Will you come back with me?”




I wasn’t about to refuse.




When we arrived at camp, while the others stored and tagged our finds, I checked in with the Scouts. Two teams hadn’t yet returned, but there was still an hour of daylight, so I wasn’t concerned. I brought the rosemary, thyme, and sage I’d found to the volunteer cooks, who thanked me profusely.




I gathered a change of clothes and met Isabel at the edge of camp, then walked with her downstream to the pool. She didn’t hesitate to undress and hop into the water so neither did I.




“I recall you once told me you had found something even more rewarding than healing, and that it required more time and privacy than we had back then. Would you care to enlighten me now?”




“I can show you better than I can tell you.”




“Big talk but then, I can see you’re a big man,” she said, her eyes pointedly flicking down to my cock under the water.




“Do you want to find out for yourself or not?”




“Indeed I do.”




I swam over to her, wrapped my arms around her, and pulled her close before kissing her passionately. Returning the passion, Isabel wrapped her legs around my hips and ground her pelvis into mine. She had remarkably large breasts for such a small woman, and having them crushed against my chest aroused me further.




When we broke the kiss for air, I held her with one arm under her firm derrière and with the other began mauling her luscious breasts. Isabel climbed up my torso and pulled my face into her soft chest it felt like warm, pillowy heaven.




I moved my free hand to her labia and began caressing her, then slipped a finger in to stimulate her clitoris. When her breathing changed, I asked if she was ready. She only wiggled her hips in reply. Lifting her by her toned derrière, I helped her line up, then slowly lowered her until I was fully inside.




I was in heaven. Isabel was tiny, and in the water she seemed weightless. I easily lifted and lowered her, again and again. The cool water flowing against my back, combined with her warm body pressed to my chest, felt incredible. Each stroke stimulated my cock, while her buxom chest caressed mine.




When we weren’t kissing, I looked into her enchanting green eyes. Each time I neared climax, I slowed the tempo, which made her pout. When I sensed she was ready, I quickened my pace. As I reached the edge, I pushed her down hard one last time. The explosion of pleasure left us both breathless.




I slowly lifted her several more times, letting her settle between each as we milked the sensation for all it was worth.




“I see what you mean about having other skills,” she said, once she’d regained her breath.




Unfortunately, it was getting dark and dinner would soon be ready, so we dried off, dressed, and made our way back to camp. We got a few looks some of the men envious, some of the women turning up their noses. I ignored them all, and Isabel seemed to as well.




I checked in with the Scouts and learned that all teams were back with no major injuries just some sprained ankles and one case of sunburn. Apparently, my warning to bring a hat had gone unheeded.




After a nice meal, I announced that, as the field trip’s designated healer, I would assist anyone with sprains, bruises, and the like. I pointedly didn’t mention sunburn; that fool would have to learn the hard way. I treated a handful of sore students, only one injured severely enough to miss the next day’s activities. All were appreciative.




We sat around the campfire for a while some told stories, a couple sang. I leaned over to Isabel and asked quietly, “Do you want to spend the night together?”




Instead of answering, she asked, “How will that work? We don’t have a spare tent, and our tent partners certainly aren’t going to share.”




“Have a little faith,” I told her. “Come with me.”




She followed me to the wagons, where I showed her the tarp we’d used to cover the gear in the extra wagon. I told her I planned to drape it over one side and the back, giving us a windbreak, privacy, and shelter in case it rained overnight. She thought it a brilliant idea.




We executed the plan, then returned to our respective tents to fetch our blankets. As I  to our makeshift shelter, I caught a wink from the scout sergent.

There was plenty of room under the wagon, so we were comfortable and cozy. We made love once more, then fell asleep spooned together.





Chapter 24




The next morning, I heard several grumbles about peasants rutting and caught a few envious glances both from men and women. I simply enjoyed my breakfast and Isabel’s company, ignoring everyone else.




After breakfast, I called a short meeting and asked each team to give us a brief idea of what they’d found and where. One team’s response was long-winded yet told us nothing useful; two others were so brief they were equally useless. Only one team besides ours provided actionable information enough for others to find those spots again and collect from them.




Not that I had any intention of anyone actually doing so; that wasn’t the point of my question. When you’re gathering, you want to be able to find the same spots again so you can harvest repeatedly as the herbs regrow. If you can’t describe where it was, you’ll probably never find it again without as much searching as the first time.




Before we left, we again informed the Scouts of the general route each group intended to take.




About a mile down the river, I urged our group to take the ford across and forage on the opposite bank. That morning, we made several interesting finds and collected what we wanted. After our lunch break, I suggested to the team that we had more than enough to satisfy Mage Dorget’s quota and might do a little exploring perhaps even hunt for something special for dinner.




Agnes said that as long as we weren’t giving up collecting if we found something worthwhile, she was satisfied. Guiot agreed. Isabel smiled, so I asked everyone to share what offensive magic they could use. I already knew from yesterday’s foraging conversation that Isabel was an earth mage, but I hadn’t asked what she could actually do with it.




Guiot had lightning spells but admitted they weren’t ideal for a forest. Agnes could shoot ice spears. Isabel said she could make three-foot earthen spikes shoot up from the ground. I asked her to show me. Once she did, I asked if she could angle them so a charging animal would impale itself. She looked at me as if I’d just grown a second head.




“Mais oui.”




“If I don’t ask,” I said, “how would I know?”




She sighed. “Men.”




We found two more herb patches without really trying, as I was subtly using wind magic to bring the scents and sounds of the forest to me. Not long after leaving the second spot, I heard what sounded like a bear and a boar fighting. Since we were downwind, I thought it safe to approach close enough to confirm.




As I suspected, there they were a bear and a boar. Now the question was whether to kill them, and if so, whether to let them wear each other out or strike now. I had my opinion but let the group speak first.




To my pleasure, all agreed that now was better it would mean less damage to the boar, which we intended for dinner. We made a plan: Agnes would spear the boar with ice; Isabel would be ready with stone spikes if either animal charged; I would kill the bear with fire magic; and Guiot would stand by in case something went wrong even if that meant setting the forest ablaze.




At my signal, Agnes and I cast our spells. The bear’s head exploded in an instant, its body instantly collapsing. The boar, startled, jumped back. Agnes’s shot grazed its chest instead of striking the heart. It looked around for its attacker and charged us. Isabel’s spikes impaled it before it got close.




With both animals down, we prepared the boar for travel. I cut down a sapling for Guiot and me to carry it between us, and since we had time, I also skinned the bear, leaving the rest for scavengers.




On the trek back, we discussed how we could have done better and decided that, since my magic was instantaneous while Agnes’s was essentially a thrown projectile, I should have waited a moment so our strikes landed together.




We moved slower than the previous day due to our heavy loads, so only one other group had yet to return when we arrived at camp.




I had planned to cook that night but also wanted to bathe, so I asked the other volunteer cooks to butcher the boar while I cleaned up. Isabel and I bathed together. We enjoyed some affection but refrained from lovemaking if I was to cook, there wasn’t time.




Using the sage, rosemary, and other herbs I’d collected over the past two days, I prepared a rub for the meat before cooking it over coals on the large rack we carried in the equipment wagon. I turned the meat as needed, maintaining even heat with my fire magic. When I was satisfied it was done, I called everyone to dinner. The last group arrived just before the rest had finished collecting their servings, so they got whatever remained. Isabel and I enjoyed ribs I had set aside for us.




She smiled. “My, my, and he cooks too. Such a catch.”




“I am a man of many talents some of which I’d enjoy showing you tonight.”




“Oh? You have other techniques you haven’t shared?”




“We’d be here all week if I showed you all of them.”




“Mon dieu, now both his heads are swollen.

“You didn’t seem to mind that swollen head in your silky love canal last night.”




“Oui, you make a good case. I suppose I should let you share these other delights if only to compare them to our previous encounter.”




“If Mademoiselle would care to adjourn to the same wagon as last night, I’m sure I can provide experiences you’ve yet to enjoy.”




“Careful what you promise, boy,” she said with a smirk, then walked off to fetch her blankets.




We spent time exploring each other with hands, lips, and tongues. She had a fantastic body, and I enjoyed every inch. Before sleep, she murmured, “I think I’ll keep you around for a while.”




I wasn’t about to argue.




The next morning, we rose early though not as early as the day we left the academy. After breakfast, we broke camp, packed our gear, and started the journey back to the city. It was uneventful, except for one horse losing its footing in a rut before we reached the well-maintained road. The injury could have delayed us significantly if I hadn’t been able to heal the strained muscles and tendons. As it was, we were moving again within a quarter hour.




The sun was just touching the horizon when we reached the city gates and said goodbye to the Scouts. It was dark by the time we arrived at the academy stables, where we unloaded our personal gear and collected specimens, leaving the rest to the grooms.




At our next Botanical Lore class, we displayed our finds. Mage Dorget rated each. Needless to say my team received the highest score not only meeting our quota but bringing back other items of interest, all of excellent quality. Isabel caught my eye, nudged me, and winked. We were all justly proud.




I was now seeing three desirable women regularly, which was becoming expensive. Fortunately, Isabel felt no need to visit Decadence more than once; she wasn’t shy about being seen with a man, even by classmates. We patronized restaurants and inns within walking distance of the academy, unconcerned about being spotted leaving or returning together. I think she was flaunting it. I loved the rebel in her.




Later in the week, I approached Mage Lesnier about healing magic for eye conditions like Isabel’s. She knew of such conditions but said the eye was poorly understood in the Healing community. She offered suggestions for research in the library and told me who among the Healers might have insights.




My conversation with Madame Martin yielded similar results, though she added that the lack of research on the topic was something she hoped to address. She planned to complete the project I’d been assisting with within the year, then begin a dedicated study of the human eye, its associated nerves, and the relevant brain regions.





Chapter 25




One night, after leaving Madame Berthier’s home, I was walking toward the tavern where I knew I could find a carriage back to the academy when I saw what appeared to be two men dragging a woman into an alley. From two blocks away, on a dark street, it was hard to be certain of what I was seeing, but I ran toward them to get a better view. Calling on the wind to carry the sounds to me, I caught enough to confirm that there were indeed two men and they were in the act of raping the poor woman.




I quickened my pace, then stopped at the alley’s edge to assess the situation. One man was kneeling between the woman’s legs; the other was pinning her down. I had no weapons and dared not take them both on without knowing if they were armed. But I had no intention of letting them continue. My only option was to attack as I had with the bear    and those thugs from the picnic. Two heads exploded in quick succession, barely two seconds apart.




I didn’t want to be associated with this part of the city; I certainly didn’t want to give anyone including Madame Berthier clues that might connect my activities to my identity. My method of attack was damning enough, but at least there were plenty of fire mages who could have done what I did.




I called out to the woman to make sure she was conscious and not badly injured, letting her know that her attackers had been dealt with in case she hadn’t realized both were dead. I told her I would send a gendarme, then turned and walked away quickly. Near the tavern, just two blocks further, I found the patrol I had expected to be close by and sent them to assist the woman and secure the scene. When speaking to the officers, I made sure to keep my back to the light so my face was obscured, and I reported only that I had seen two men drag a screaming woman into an alley.




I then circled around the block and approached the tavern from the other side, where I hailed a carriage to take me back to the academy. This time, I exited a few blocks away so that, if questioned, the driver couldn’t tell anyone exactly where I had gone.




Nicole and her husband had just returned from a trade trip and invited me, along with my guest, to lunch the following Sunday. I brought Isabel this time. Once again, I introduced Nicole as my cousin a small fiction to keep Andry comfortable with my presence around his wife. Isabel and Nicole took to each other like old friends. Nicole announced she was pregnant, and of course I congratulated Andry. Nicole rolled her eyes, exactly as expected. Isabel tried and failed not to laugh.




In other news, our old friend Jehanne had married a journeyman baker and was now living in one of the larger towns nearer the capitol. She ran the bakery’s sales counter, and Nicole had stopped in on her last trip through to say hello. I thought that was wonderful news. Jehanne had always been a good friend to us, and I hoped she would have a happy life.




As usual, Andry excused himself to attend his card game, leaving the three of us to chat. Nicole explained that her husband was expanding the family business into other cities, which meant they no longer had the route to the capitol that passed the inn. She regretted not seeing her parents on those trips, but she would keep in touch through letters delivered by the husband of Andry’s younger sister, who now handled that route. The route was well established and no longer required a more experienced merchant.




Once Andry was gone, Nicole admitted she had been the one to organize the scheme and had pushed her husband to present it to his father. The arrival of the new brother-in-law both increased pressure on earnings and created an opportunity. I had no doubt she had employed her feminine wiles to motivate her husband.




When Isabel stepped away to use the facilities, I handed Nicole her share of the earnings. She smiled, saying she was putting the money to good use. She had built her own small organization one that not only earned her personal profit but also made her husband’s route more profitable. That increased profitability was what had persuaded her father-in-law to approve the new venture. I told her about my little adventure on the way home from Madame Berthier’s so she wouldn’t be caught off guard.




When Isabel returned, I asked her to explain some of the things she had told me about summer assignments for mages during our field trip. Nicole listened closely, then gave me a knowing look, silently assuring me she would handle notifying my repeat clients and avoid scheduling new ones until I returned at the fall equinox.




Later, we said our goodbyes, and I enjoyed a most delightful make-out session with my raven-haired beauty on the carriage ride back to the academy. I’m confident Isabel did too.


Chapter 26




On my next visit to Madame Berthier, Ysebeau greeted me at the door. She wasn’t as silly as she had been over the last several months, as if something serious were going on.

When I entered the bedroom, Loyse was seated in a chair, with two other chairs nearby facing her. I greeted her with a kiss, as I always did, and she returned it with a smile.

She began, “I have a proposal I wish to discuss with you before we enjoy our evening’s activities, so that all our heads are clear. I’ve come to trust your discretion and appreciate you as a friend, so I’m going to tell you things you don’t strictly need to know only so you have a full understanding of what I’m about to offer, and how it would impact you.”




“Thank you for your trust, Loyse. I am honored you feel that way. I have felt the same for a long time, and it is nice to know it is reciprocated.” I looked over to Ysebeau and added, “I’m talking about you too. If there is ever anything I can do for you, I will do my best.”




Ysebeau smiled and dipped her head.




Loyse continued, “I am planning to marry in the summer. The man is a very old and dear friend who is not at all interested in women physically, as he prefers men for that sort of thing. I don’t really care, as this marriage helps us both. He gets protection from business competitors who wish to harm his reputation by spreading stories about his sexual proclivities. I get similar protection from men who want to marry me in order to merge my business with theirs, as well as from members of my deceased husband’s family, who are trying to force me to let them take over because I’m ‘just a woman’ and have no business running a business.




“Where you come in is that I want you to take the job of being my butler. Now, don’t think I’m going to make you dust the house all day. I intend for you merely to have the title, and occasionally answer the door and serve drinks when we have parties just to explain your presence. You would, in fact, be my live-in lover, whom I would continue to share with Ysebeau, both together and individually.




“In addition somehow, since you came into our lives, I feel a decade or more younger. And, since shortly after the solstice, I’ve begun having my monthly flows again. I want you to get me pregnant. My pregnancy would help cement the illusion of my marriage to my dear friend. You would gain permanence and a steady income.”




“Mon dieu. I am flattered and tempted, but I need you to know that I have commitments that prevent me from accepting your generous offer. In fact, tonight I had already planned to tell you that I will have to take a break for several months, as I will be away from the city. Since you have honored me with your trust, I will honor you with mine in return. In a few years, I may be away from the city for years at a time, without any control over my location and the commitment I refer to is not something I can avoid.”




Ysebeau piped up at that. “He’s the mage who killed the two rapists last month.”




I almost choked. I always knew Ysebeau was sharp, but I had to hand it to her she had taken disparate pieces and fit them together with skill. All I could do was continue honestly and answer, “Oui, that is so. I give credit where credit is due, and Ysebeau has found me out.”




Loyse focused on me. “In some ways, I’m very disappointed, as I looked forward to having you in my bed for the rest of my life. I feel so energized and happy, even when you aren’t here. Still, that doesn’t affect my other plans, and I will still want you to get me with child perhaps two, if time permits before you’re gone too long. What do you say?”




“Of course I will. I told you all you had to do was ask if you needed help. I will not refuse, if it is in my power.”




Again Ysebeau piped up. “I want a mage baby too.”




Mon dieu, so many little Jacques running around. “Of course you both realize there is no guarantee your child will be a mage, right?” Both nodded.




“I am certainly not one to be a prude, but I have to ask Ysebeau, how will you explain a child while unwed? I am only concerned the child will suffer from social stigma. I have some experience with that, and I’m sure it would be worse in this instance.”




Loyse was the one to respond. “Actually, that is already worked out. My friend’s lover is his valet, and we would simply marry them to cover her pregnancy. It’s a win all around.”




“Ha! Loyse, I should have known you had a plan for all contingencies. I will make it my mission to ensure you are both pregnant as soon as maybe after the fall equinox. Is there anything else we should discuss before we enjoy one another for the evening?”




Loyse got a lustful look in her eye, then simply stood up, dropped her robe, and lay on her bed, ready for her massage. That night may have been a little more energetic and filled with genuine warmth now that secrets had been revealed. I will always treasure the memory.





Chapter 27




In Mage Coquin’s class, we were working on a spell to create an empty sphere about the size of a marble then expand it rapidly by forcing compressed air into it until it popped, producing a loud bang. The louder, the better. Once we had mastered that spell, the instructor told us we would learn to combine it with a version of our light ball one that would flash with a brightness rivaling the sun for a split second. The combined effect would stun anyone nearby. This spell, called a flash-bang, was used extensively by mages working with the gendarme and, on occasion, by the army.




I could see how it might have been useful against the rapists from a few months ago if I’d wanted to capture them instead of end them. But in that case, even if I’d known the spell, I wouldn’t have bothered.




One night, lying in bed with Isabel, I felt the need to open up to her and share more about myself. I told her about the night I killed the two rapists without revealing my identity. She didn’t ask what I had been doing in the area. Instead, she told me, “Your ruthlessness turns me on. Now pleasure me again and don’t complain. It’s entirely your fault for telling me that story.”




I know when to keep my mouth shut or, in this case, when to stop talking since my tongue was a critical tool in satisfying her demand.




One night in the middle of April, I was awakened from a sound sleep by bells ringing from several directions, including the one at the academy not far from both dorms. Within minutes, a man’s voice echoed down the hall, shouting that all students were to get dressed and respond to a fire in the city.




I was shocked. Fires were usually handled by special teams from the city guard. Considering that many mages lived in the city some still in service to the kingdom, others retired the fact that every student mage was being called out as well told me the fire must be massive and out of control. The number of lives already lost, and those still at risk, was unimaginable.




I dressed quickly and made my way downstairs, joining the students gathering in the grassy area halfway between the men’s and women’s dorms. Instructors were organizing us into teams based on magical specialties. Mage Lesnier stood beneath a white flag held by one student, who had also conjured a glowing sphere overhead so we could see where to go. She was calling all healers to her side. Across the lawn, Mage Anceau’s voice carried as he summoned the fire mages; a red flag and another light sphere marked his position. Other instructors called for earth and ice mages.




I hesitated. With the healers, I could tend to the injured and perhaps save many lives. But if I could help stop the fire itself, I might save even more. After a brief moment of indecision, I headed for the red flag.




Mage Anceau told us to organize first by year. I stood with the other first-year students, but he quickly began moving individuals into different groups. When he reached my name, I was surprised to be reassigned to the third-year group. Once the teams were set, he gave each group its own instructions.




The eight of us in the third-year team were told to draw heat out of burning buildings and divert it into wells, water wagons, or, if necessary, into another building too far gone to save so long as we focused on saving structures with people still inside. Given the size of the fire, he said, we’d have to make decisions on the spot. Then he sent us to the front gate to report to the fire marshal, who would assign us our working area.




At the gate, one of the actual third-year students stepped forward, telling the fire marshal we were trained to extinguish fires. The marshal directed his assistants to split us into teams of two, each taken to the most endangered locations on his map.




That same third-year student paired himself with me. I suppose he thought it wise to keep an eye on the younger, unknown mage. His name, I soon learned as we ran, was Bertran Durant. The moment I recognized the neighborhood ahead, my stomach dropped my friend Robin and his family lived there. I was torn between rushing to check on them and staying to fight the fire before it claimed more lives.




In the end, I stayed with Bertran. We reached a burning apartment building. Without the academy’s mandatory three-day-a-week runs, I doubted either of us would have arrived in condition to work. Our guide, however, was another matter he nearly collapsed after pointing us toward the building.




A bucket brigade was at work, with men on ladders flinging water at the flames to little effect. I asked Bertran how he wanted to proceed. He told me, “Have them stop throwing water on the building. Tell them to dump it in the street as fast as they can. We’ll divert the heat into the water, let it turn to steam, and send it into the air.”

I relayed the instructions, but the men hesitated until I drew a surge of heat from the building and funneled it into the water in their buckets. Steam hissed upward almost instantly, nearly scalding them. They dropped their buckets and quickly followed Bertran’s plan.




“Well,” he chuckled, “at least you’re convincing. Let’s see how you do with an entire building.”




We put out that fire, allowing people in the street to rush in for survivors. Then we moved to the next building, repeating the process again and again for an hour, with no end in sight. I began to realize we were losing the battle. There weren’t enough of us, and we were working too small.




Then we came upon a four-story building, already aflame though separated from the main fire by a wide street. People crowded the top-floor windows, screaming as smoke poured out and the fire began to spread upward toward them. We could never put it out in time.

I spotted a wagon near the market with a large, unburned canvas top. Grabbing two boys, I tore the canvas free and dragged it to the building. I shouted for the men in the street to grab the edges and hold it taut beneath a smoke-filled window. I told the trapped residents to jump, one at a time, and land on their backs. No one dared until a young girl leapt. The canvas sagged but held.




Once three children had jumped, the rest began to follow. The men gained confidence and speed, and Bertran worked to hold the flames at bay. I sent boys to find more large sheets of canvas and more men to hold them, preparing for the next building.




Still, the fire spread. I argued with Bertran for a new approach, but he insisted we follow instructions one building at a time. That might work for a single block, but by my estimation, fifty blocks were already gone. I told him I wouldn’t stand by and watch the city burn.




The Canal de la Marne wasn’t far. If I could channel heat directly into its water, perhaps I could smother the flames on a larger scale. I searched for the tallest building nearby and found a five-story apartment with a broad chimney. The upper floors were empty; the residents had fled.




From the roof, I spotted a gap in the buildings that had to be the canal, though I couldn’t see the water. I climbed the chimney until I caught a glint of firelight on its surface.




Drawing deep, I began to pull the heat from the nearest fires and send it toward the canal, just as in Mage Anceau’s lessons. One building’s flames winked out, then another, and another each faster than the last. But then the first reignited, sparks from nearby structures setting it alight again.




I needed a way to put out more fires at once and stop the spread. With the wind blowing south and the canal running west of the fire, I decided to start at the northern edge and work my way down, diverting the heat into the canal and letting the boulevard to the west act as a firebreak. I worked for hours, weaving a little wind magic to keep the smoke away so I could breathe. Fortunately, the wind’s overall direction wasn’t blowing it into my face. When the sun rose, I saw that about three-quarters of the fire had been suppressed, and I began to hear cheering. I was bone-tired, but I knew that if I stopped before the rest was extinguished, sparks might ride the wind and set the conflagration aflame again. So I focused my will once more and continued my work.




I was closing in on the last of the burning buildings when dizziness struck. I clung to my concentration long enough, I think, to halt the spread to more structures but then the world went black, and I knew no more.




When I woke, there was no smoke in the air and I was no longer perched on a chimney sixty feet above the ground. Instead, I lay in a bed under clean sheets, in a room much like those at the academy infirmary. Turning my head, I saw my friend Robin asleep in a chair.




I tried to sit up, but dizziness swam over me, so I croaked his name. It came out more like a rasp, but he heard it anyway. Robin’s head snapped up; he beamed, leapt to his feet, and rushed to my bedside to hug me.

“Water,” I managed.




He understood at once and helped me sip a little at a time. When I’d had enough, I asked, “How did I get here?”




“Late yesterday, someone spotted a body on top of a chimney and called a gendarme. He climbed up, realized you were still breathing, rigged a sling, and lowered you to the ground. When they recognized your uniform, they brought you straight to the academy infirmary. You’ve been sleeping ever since. Now, I’m going to find Mage Lesnier or whoever’s in charge and tell them you’re awake. Then I’ll deliver messages to your girlfriends so they know as well.”




“Wait before you go, is your family alright?”




Robin grinned. “Do you think I’d be here if they weren’t? Someone put out the fire just before it jumped the street we live on. Not only are we safe, but our home and my mother’s business are untouched. I’m sure that person will get the credit. Margot insists she’s going to thank them herself.”




He winked at me and left.




Mon dieu, how do I convince that girl I’m not good for her?




I sank back into the pillow and took a deep breath. I wanted to know what had happened with the fire if Bertran and the other students were safe. I was fairly certain Nicole was fine; she lived in the opposite direction from the blaze.




Moments later, Mage Lesnier knocked and stepped inside, followed by a student healer. She directed him to check my breathing, heart rate, blood pressure, and temperature. When he reported all was within normal range, she checked my breathing herself and sent a pulse of healing energy through me to clear my lungs of soot. Finding nothing amiss, she grunted and made notes on my chart. Then she told the student to see the next patient and close the door.




“What were you thinking? Going up there alone, without telling anyone where you were going? You could have fallen off that chimney when you passed out dead before anyone found you! I’m so angry with you right now I could scream.”




Mon dieu, I had no idea she felt that way about me. “I will confess, I find older women attractive,” I said.




Her eyes narrowed. “Wipe that smirk off your face, you foolish, impudent boy. You could easily be a dead hero right now.”




“Fine. I told my teammate Bertran that what we were doing wasn’t working the fire was spreading faster than we could douse small sections. He refused to change methods, and I didn’t have time to argue. I told our guide I was going to find a better vantage point and kept looking until I found the chimney. It was the only place I could glimpse the canal, and seeing the water was the only way I could direct the heat away. So I climbed up, set to work, and… I think I was nearly finished when I blacked out.”




“Oui, you got the job done. Mage Anceau told me this morning he could feel someone directing the heat out of the buildings, but from the ground he couldn’t tell who. It wasn’t until roll call after lunch that he realized you were missing and the only unaccounted-for fire mage. None of the others, students or professionals, claimed credit for the massive working. The rest of the students returned on their own. You arrived unconscious in a cart sent by a gendarme.”




She folded her arms. “I don’t think you understand the scope of what you accomplished or the danger of handling that level of energy without proper training.”




“What do you mean? Isn’t it like lifting weights? If you’re not strong enough, you can’t lift them in the first place.”




“Oui. And what happens when you’re holding a weight overhead, can’t push it higher, and can’t control it anymore? You can drop it on your own head.”




“I don’t know. I just saw people desperate to escape burning buildings and bodies in the street. I couldn’t stand by. I thought I could help, so I did my best.”




“Oui, you did. The whole academy now knows, and soon the whole city will. Mage Anceau says you are without doubt the most powerful fire mage here student or instructor. Possibly the most powerful he’s ever met. That means you’re one of the most powerful in the kingdom. And in time when you are fully trained you will be recognized as one of the greatest healers as well. The combination of your gifts and sheer magical strength will make you a force to be reckoned with. But it will also earn you envy and enemies. Focus on honing your skills in both fields so you can defend yourself and make allies.”




She turned to leave. “I have other patients who are actually injured or sick. Stay here until one of your friends comes to take you to the dining hall. I want you to regain your strength before you end up passing out somewhere no one can find you.”




With that, Mage Lesnier left. But I wasn’t alone for long. Marie arrived first, then Denise, and a few minutes later, Isabel.




For a moment I thought there might be a fight, but Isabel only said, “Good we’re all here.”




I hadn’t realized they knew about each other.




Marie nodded to her, then looked at me. “You have some explaining to do, monsieur. What possessed you to be alone on a chimney sixty feet in the air?”




Denise added, “And without telling anyone where you were?”




All I could think was, How many more times will I have to answer the same questions? So I told them what I’d told Mage Lesnier and later Mage Anceau, Mage Le Borgne, Madame Martin, Madame Beson, Marion, Thierry, Genevote, Robin’s sister Margot… and probably several others I’ve forgotten. C’est la vie.




My lovers walked me to the dining hall and stayed with me through dinner. I tried to make light of the whole affair, but they would have none of it. Their consensus: a living lover is better than a dead hero. I accepted their feelings and vowed to be more careful in future emergencies so that, metaphorically speaking, I wouldn’t fall off the chimney next time I passed out.


Chapter 28




At Mage Anceau’s next class, he assigned the other students to work on their conjuring while taking me aside so I could report on what I had done and how. After I answered his questions about my method, he explained how others might have stopped the fire if they had the power to do so. We then discussed how my method might be improved, using both the insights I had gained while performing the working and the new information about others’ potential methods.




Essentially, I needed a target in my mind, and the canal was what I had chosen. It was an excellent choice: capable of absorbing and dispersing all the heat I could pour into it. But my need to see it had endangered me, since I ended up in a precarious position and passed out. Mage Anceau suggested that some fire mages could have used the canal without seeing it; for them, simply knowing it was there was enough. Since the canal did exist, he said, it was merely a matter of my believing the heat would flow into its water, whether or not I could see it. As a result, my future practice in his class would remain the same except that the water and fires I was working with would be hidden from view. I would need to move heat back and forth, blind to their actual locations.




Mage Le Borgne wanted to discuss the political implications of my deed. Word was spreading rapidly that a student at the academy had put out the bulk of the fire, and I would soon be called upon to identify myself. Once that happened, there would be calls to honor me in some fashion, and I could expect to be “invited” to dinner with the Duke and other nobles of high stature.




“When you attend those dinners,” he warned, “you must be both polite and proud. You cannot be seen as meek or arrogant, since either would put you in great danger.”




“I appreciate your guidance,” I told him, “and will do my best to follow it.”




“You should spend some time with your etiquette tutor in preparation.”




“I fully intend to.”




Of course, not all my time with Denise would be spent discussing the finer points of etiquette.




As expected, I was indeed invited to dinner with various nobles most of whom I managed to avoid, since they were not particularly influential. I could claim, truthfully, that as a first-year student I had considerable studying to catch up on, especially as I had missed several days of class after the fire due to exhaustion. Still, I had to accept the Duke’s invitation and one from the city trésorier, who was hosting several other nobles thus allowing me to kill several birds with one stone by greeting them all at a single event.




The city trésorier’s power came more from his position managing the city’s finances than from his noble title, as he was a mere chevalier technically my social equal. Still, as the man who paid the bills and collected the taxes, he everyone wanted to be on his good side.




I asked each of my lovers to accompany me, but they all declined. Denise and Marie said they needed to avoid being seen with me, as they were drawing closer to being engaged to men of their parents’ choosing. Isabel simply disliked the arrogance and duplicity that came with noble company.




Then I had an inspiration. “How would you feel,” I asked Isabel, “about taking our friend Robin’s sister shopping for a dress suitable for dinner with the Duke?”




She gave me a quizzical look. “How old is Robin’s sister? Are you bedding her too?”




“She’s sixteen, and non. She has offered, but I refused. She sees me as a hero after I dealt with a gangster who was threatening to sell her into prostitution.”




“That’s acceptable. She’s of age, and it’s not as though we’re in a committed relationship. I’ve known for quite some time that I’m not your only lover. Oui, I’ll take her dress shopping assuming you have the money to pay for the dress.”




“Of course I do. Thank you. I’ll see if she’s willing, and more importantly, if Robin finds it acceptable.”




“I expect compensation in the form of services by your tongue and other parts in the near future,” she said with a smirk, then sashayed off.




Next, I dropped off a note for Robin at the administration building’s message office. He met me in my room after class that day.




“I have dinner invitations with the Duke and the trésorier, and I can bring a date to both,” I told him. “None of the girls I know at the academy wish to attend. Would you be comfortable with Margot accompanying me?”




“Mon dieu. Oh, umm oui. But you’re not going to take advantage of her, are you?”




“Non. As I told her before, I would not endanger her future.”




“Then I’ll pass along your invitation tonight. You know she’ll say oui.”




“I do, and that’s why I’ve arranged for my friend Isabel to take her dress shopping with my money.”




“Oh, oui. I can see why that would be necessary.”




“I’ll also arrange a quick etiquette lesson so she’s prepared.”




“Please pass a message to Denise Feret, asking if she’s willing to prepare Margot for the two events and let her know I’ll be paying her fee.”




“Oui.”




Denise extracted her fee from me after our next date at Decadence. Isabel, true to form, received the tongue-lashing she had demanded for her services and more. Margot was thrilled, though somewhat uncomfortable in the company of nobles. Part of it was the novelty of being my date, and part of it was being able to tell her friends she had dined with such esteemed company.




I enjoyed seeing Margot so happy. I must admit I worked hard to restrain myself, for she was adorable and persistent in her invitations to share her bed. I was sorely tempted, and the dress Isabel had helped her choose did not help matters. The deep green fabric complemented her skin tone and brown hair, while its off-the-shoulder cut enhanced her lovely figure. It revealed a generous amount of cleavage more than enough to challenge my self-control. Denise even loaned her a pair of green-stoned earrings to match.




In retrospect, Margot was the perfect companion for those dinners. A young peasant girl at my side allowed the nobles to maintain their sense of superiority and spared me their suspicion. Had I brought Marie whose family was aggressively expanding their merchant business they might have sought ways to make my life difficult. I hadn’t considered the political ramifications of my choice at the time, but it worked out well in the end.




Our healing class was often hands-on, as we treated patients suffering from a variety of injuries and illnesses. After the fire, we spent weeks tending to burn victims and those afflicted with smoke inhalation. For burns, we supported the body’s natural efforts to heal while helping patients fight off infection. As Mage Lesnier had said during our second class, healing too quickly could cause scarring that would result in lasting pain and reduced flexibility.




I was torn between keeping my promise to leave the ladies at La Poule Rousse to run their business without interference and the urge to check on them to ensure they had been spared from the fire. One evening, after class, when I had no appointments scheduled, I visited the brothel. I wasn’t sure how my visit would be received most of the women had barely spoken to me before and seemed suspicious of my motives.




When I stepped inside, I immediately sensed a lighter, happier atmosphere. One of the women greeted me in the customary manner for any man walking into such a place. Then she froze, squealed, “Jacques! It is so good to see you I must tell Juliote and the others!” and hurried upstairs.




Within moments, two other women came over to say hello.




“I just wanted to check on everyone after the fire,” I told them. “I promise I won’t stay long I was simply worried.”




The short blonde, whose name I had never learned, smiled warmly. “That’s sweet of you to be concerned. Thank you for coming to check. We’re all well the fire never reached us. I think the wind was blowing the other way that night. Stay a little while; I’m sure the others will want to greet you. Juliote will be down shortly.”




I followed her to the bar and ordered a beer. I’d only been waiting a few minutes when Juliote appeared at the top of the stairs.




“Jacques,” she said with a smile, “I was so happy when Gervaise came to my room to tell me you were here.”




“As I told one of your friends, I just needed to be sure you were safe that everyone was well.”




“Indeed we are,” she replied. “It’s sweet of you to care. You’ve done so much for us and asked so little in return. You’re always welcome here.”




“Thank you. I promised to leave you to your own affairs, but I couldn’t help myself, I was worried.”




“Nonsense. You are always welcome,” she insisted, giving me a saucy wink. “We have all realized you are a genuinely good man. We would never turn you away.”




I smiled. “Thank you, I truly will honor. I’ll keep my promise not to interfere, but it does my heart good to know my visit is welcome. In a few months I’ll be gone for a while, but when I return if you don’t mind, I’d like to stop by one evening just to see you’re all still well.”




“Of course, Jacques.”




“Au revoir for now,” I said, and took my leave.





Chapter 29




One evening, while having dinner in the dining hall with Isabel, she asked,

“Do you have plans for the Festival of Giamonios on Sunday?”




“I do not, as I didn’t know there was a festival and have no idea what it’s about.”




“Well then, as a lusty young man, I’m sure you’ll enjoy yourself. Why don’t you come with me?”




“I’m willing to go anywhere with you, Isabel,” I said with a grin. “What is this festival about?”




“It’s from pagan times, when people believed in ancient gods who granted mages their power. Back then, the celebration honored the god of spring and fertility.” She gave me a sly smirk at that last part. “The nobility and merchant classes don’t really celebrate it, which is probably why you haven’t heard of it from your other girlfriends. It’s more of a peasant festival, featuring a certain relaxation of the rules of sexuality and society. Come with me and you’ll see for yourself. Meet me at the women’s dorm Sunday morning, about eleven bells. Wear a peasant-style shirt and pants if you have them, and sandals preferably. Oh and bring a belt pouch, something you can stuff a few things into if you need to.”




“Sounds like fun. I’ll take you up on that.”




We finished our dinner, then returned to our dorm rooms to study.

Sunday morning, I finished preparing for my Monday classes with enough time to get dressed as Isabel had recommended. I met her at her dorm. She wore a peasant-style, off-the-shoulder top cut low across her chest and tied under her breasts showing off her taut stomach. The bright red skirt she wore fell to her knees in soft pleats, leaving her legs free to move. It was clear her breasts were unbound, for they bounced enticingly as she skipped down the stairs, her shapely legs on full display.




My cock immediately began to harden. She threw herself into my arms and gave me a passionate kiss in front of half a dozen women in the dorm lobby. I returned it with equal enthusiasm. There’s something special about feeling a woman’s body through only a thin layer of fabric; I almost suggested we get a room and spend the day in bed, naked.




We walked to the gate, hand in hand, and caught a carriage to take us close to the festival. Isabel told me that the streets in the area would be blocked to horses and oxen, allowing only pedestrians to enter the neighborhood where the festivities were held. The main event was centered on the neighborhood square, where a large stage stood with musicians playing lively folk tunes. Smaller stages dotted the streets, each set before a tavern with benches out front, serving girls taking orders while singers and musicians or in some case comedians performed.




We strolled at our leisure, stopping now and then to listen to a performance or grab something to drink or eat as the mood struck us. As the sun began to set, I noticed several young men removing their shirts and stuffing them into their belt pouches; moments later, I saw young women doing the same. Given what Isabel had told me to bring and the fact she too carried a belt pouch I suspected she expected us to do the same.




I asked what it was about, and she explained, “This is the part about the relaxed rules of sexuality. Anyone who takes off their top is signaling their availability for sex. They might still refuse you, but they won’t take offense at being asked.”




With that, she immediately pulled off her top and tucked it into her pouch.




Well, I wasn’t about to say no so I did the same. “Will you have me?” I asked.

“I thought you’d never ask,” she replied with a smirk. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but there are no children left in the crowd. Everyone here is of age. The custom is for participants to have sex in public.”




“Nothing like a little performance anxiety, huh?”




By then, I’d already spotted a few couples making out and working themselves up.

Isabel grabbed my hand and pulled me toward a bench, telling me to sit astride it so she could climb into my lap. Throwing a leg over the bench, she settled herself facing me, chest to chest, and kissed me deeply. I slid one hand under her skirt, finding her derrière bare. I kneaded her round bottom, kissing along her neck to her collarbone.

 

Her breathing quickened. My hand moved from her smooth derrière to her lower lips, finding her already soaking. My finger slipped easily inside, pleasuring her, then moved to circle her clitoris. She bit my neck as I teased her, my focus narrowing until I was barely aware of anyone else.




When I finally began stimulating her clitoris in earnest, she came almost instantly, her warm fluids dripping down my hand.




“I want you in me right now,” she whispered. “Drop your pants and shove it in.”




“Your wish is my command.” I lifted her off my lap, loosened my pants, and slid them down. When I sat again, she straddled me instantly, wiggling until we were aligned, then sank down with a grunt.




Isabel was so small I could wrap my arms around her and lift her without effort, letting her slide back down onto me. She set the rhythm, her hips rising and falling while her legs clung to me. My world narrowed again: her large breasts rubbing against my chest with each stroke, her powerful thighs squeezing around my waist, her nails digging into my back, the silky heat of her love canal gripping my iron-hard cock.




I felt her breathing speed up as she neared climax, so I quickened my pace until we both erupted together with a grunt. After catching my breath, I kept her moving until I softened and slipped free. I guided her lips to mine and kissed her deeply; when we parted for air, I nuzzled her neck and stroked her back.




When our breathing calmed, we noticed a small audience two young men and three young women, all topless. I looked to Isabel, ready to follow her lead. She smiled and said, “I brought you here for this very reason. Let’s go wild for the night. Fuck whoever you will, and I will do the same.”




It wasn’t as though I’d never been with multiple partners before I had, and once even with a husband watching so I thought, why not? I looked at the three girls and asked, “Do any of you want me?”




All three smiled.




“I can satisfy all of you,” I told them, “so it’s just a matter of who goes first. I’ll let you work it out.”




My cock was already rising to the challenge.




The first girl was a slim blonde who climbed onto me the way Isabel had. Her breasts weren’t nearly as large as Isabel’s, but I still enjoyed sucking on one while kneading the other. My other hand found her labia dry, so I stroked her slowly, coaxing the lips to soften, all while kissing her and teasing with my tongue. She wrapped one arm around my head, holding me to her mouth, while the other hung limp.




As I gently probed, her labia relaxed, dampened, and eventually welcomed a finger. Between kisses, I asked about her arm, and she explained she’d wrenched her shoulder a few days earlier when a box slipped overhead. While one hand explored her and found her little pearl, the other massaged her injured shoulder, sending healing energy into it.




When she started pumping against my hand, I knew she was ready. I withdrew my fingers, gripped her derrière, and guided her over my now hard cock. Slowly, I let her slide down onto it, and she moaned.




Her small, erect nipples brushed up and down my chest, a delicious sensation. She rode me steadily, and with each stroke I sent a pulse of healing energy. As our breathing quickened, I began pulling her down harder until she screamed and came all at once which set me off, spilling rope after rope deep into her love canal.




We caught our breath, and I stroked her back, kissed her, and ran my fingers through her long, silky hair. I thanked her as she slid off me. She moved her arm experimentally, a look of surprise crossing her face when she realized the pain was gone.




Nearby, Isabel was grinding on one young man while another watched, pants tented.




The second girl waiting for me had brown hair, average-sized breasts, and generous hips. She wanted me to take her from behind. First, I stood close, sliding my stiffening cock between her cheeks. My hands cupped her breasts, massaging and tweaking her nipples while I pressed my chest to her back. Healing energy flowed into her, and she relaxed against me.




She reached over her shoulders, drawing my head forward to kiss and lick her neck. My hand slid down, caressing her labia until she softened, and then I eased a finger inside. I swirled it slowly, teasing her clitoris until her breath hitched.




Finally, I let her go, nudging her shoulders forward. She bent over the bench, presenting her luscious derrière. One hand guided my cock, the other gripped her hip as I slid into her and began to pump, each thrust delivering another pulse of energy. My focus narrowed to the rhythm, the tight fit, and the exquisite friction as the head of my cock pressed into her again and again.




“Harder. Push harder,” she demanded.




I gladly complied.




“Faster — go fast and hard.”




Again, I obeyed, and soon she cried out, climaxing. I kept going, and by the time I was ready, she was building toward another release. We came together, her moans loud in my ear.




The third girl said, in a disappointed tone, “I don’t guess I’m going to have you tonight.”




“Oui, you will,” I replied. “I can do this all night. Just ask Isabel.”




She smiled. “Prove it.”




“Indeed, I will.”




I slipped from the brown-haired girl and pulled her back to my chest, giving her breasts a final squeeze before turning her around for a deep kiss. “Come back if you want more,” I told her.




“Mmm, I just might.”




I turned my attention to the third girl — a little chubby, with very large breasts and wide areolas. Isabel stepped over, whispering, “Give me a little healing.”




I kissed Isabel passionately while fondling the other girl’s generous curves. The third girl began stroking my cock, kissing my shoulder as Isabel sighed, “Mmm, that’s good,” and wandered off toward one of the boys.




Now it was just me and my new partner. Once I had her worked up, she said she wanted to be on top. I lay back on the bench, and she mounted me, throwing her head back with a groan. When she leaned down, her prodigious breasts pressed together between her arms, and I reached up to feel her nipples harden.




She rode me slowly at first, each deep stroke met with a pulse of healing energy. The girls always seemed to enjoy that extra sensation, so I kept sending it. I let her control the pace until our breathing grew ragged; then I thrust up to meet her, driving deeper. We climaxed together, my seed flooding her, and when she leaned back, I sat up and buried my face in her soft breasts.




By the time she was ready to stand, three other girls were already waiting — one fingering herself, another squeezing her breast aggressively. The women I’d already been with had found new partners.




Isabel was stroking another young man when I called out, “Who’s next?”




We went for hours. By the end, I think I’d been with most of the women in the park. It was a heady experience.




When Isabel and I found a carriage back to the academy, we made out until it stopped. Inside the gates, I pulled her into the shadows beneath some trees.




“I want you right here,” I told her.




She had the same hunger in her eyes. I dropped my pants and lifted her skirt; she bent over, bracing against a tree. There was nothing gentle in it — just raw lust, my pelvis slamming into her derrière as I sent wave after wave of energy through her. When her orgasm came, her knees buckled, and I caught her.




“Mon dieu,” she gasped. “This is why I’m seeing a younger man. I’ve never felt such pleasure — I can’t get enough of you.”




“You’ve put a spell on me tonight,” I admitted. “Even after all the women in the park, I still wanted you. In fact, I still want you now.”




“Now, now, big boy. Get your pants back on, and I promise to let you take me to dinner this week — somewhere we can both indulge properly. Now walk me to my dorm so they’ll all know who I’ve been fucking when they smell me in the lobby,” she said, laughing.




A week later, I had lunch with Nicole and Andry at their home. Nicole asked about the fire — my name had been all over the city as the hero who’d put it out. I gave them the abbreviated version, skipping the part about passing out on a chimney. Unfortunately, that detail had made the papers, so Nicole immediately called me out for leaving it out. She chided me for endangering myself more than Mage Lesnier had.




After Andry left for his card game, I told Nicole about my adventure with the gangsters — and that I now owned a building. She laughed.




“You own a brothel.”




“Non,” I insisted. “I own a building that happens to have a brothel as a tenant. The important thing is, they don’t know I’m a mage. They only know my name is Jacques, and that I gave them your contact information if something happens they can’t handle themselves. I’d appreciate it if you respond on my behalf if I’m unavailable. I doubt anything will come of it — I arranged protection from the neighborhood boss, and Juliote, the brothel manager, knows they’re responsible for everything, including repairs. I’m not even taking rent. The deal is simple: they cover taxes, maintenance, and all expenses, and they can stay as long as they like.”




“Of course. I’ll forward you any requests if you’re around, and handle what I can if you’re not. But I will require compensation if I have to take action or invest in a solution.”




“Obviously. Merci.”





Chapter 30




A month before the solstice, Isabel gave me a gift: horse-riding lessons scheduled every Saturday after my last class. After each lesson, we rented horses and rode into the forest several miles from the city, where we camped overnight and bathed in the river. It’s a good thing I have the healing talent—riding for just a few hours left my legs sore in ways I’d never experienced. Without healing them, I’m not sure I could have enjoyed the trips. Once we made camp and cooked our dinner over the campfire, we slept under the stars and made love whenever the impulse struck us. I wanted it to never end.




The final week before the summer solstice—when all students at the academy would receive our assignments and meet the army units we would join—was a whirlwind of dates with my lovers. I saw each of the three twice. While the last nights with Denise and Marie were bittersweet, we knew we would see each other again around the fall equinox when we returned for another year at the academy. My last night with Isabel was very different; we both cried more than once because we knew she was graduating, and then would be required to serve the kingdom for twenty years. It could be years, or decades, or eternity before we could spend time together again.




Graduation for the third years was held on the morning of the solstice, and the high achievers were all recognized—Isabel among them. Then came the assignment ceremony. It was organized by class: third years received their assignments first, then second years, and finally my class of first years. I watched all three of my lovers meet their unit commanders and ride away. As Isabel had suggested, there were hardly any women in the third-year group—most had become pregnant and begun their deferment period.




It was a painful day, yet a certain thrill ran through me at the thought of seeing more of the country, meeting new people, and bringing order, justice, and healing to the countryside.




As my classmates were called, I smiled and nodded when they looked back at us before mounting their horses. When my turn came, I walked up to my commanding officer, Lieutenant de Vair, and saluted as well as I knew how from Military Science class. As I’d seen the others do, I mounted my horse and followed the lieutenant out of the academy grounds, then out of the city. My personal gear and supplies had been sent ahead to be loaded into the unit wagon, which we met—along with the rest of the men—at the city gate. I suppose the powers that be decided parading two hundred units of roughly ten soldiers and a wagon halfway through the city and back in a single day wasn’t the best use of the streets during the solstice celebrations.




We didn’t stop to collect the rest of the unit; de Vair merely nodded to the sergent, and they fell in behind us. I noticed that, unlike ours, many units were not fully mounted—something I’d have to ask about when I could speak to the lieutenant. Satisfying my curiosity might be delayed for some time, as the lieutenant seemed unwilling to speak to me, and the sergent maintained a short distance behind as we continued down the road. I got the feeling my new associates weren’t delighted to have me join them—or at least the lieutenant wasn’t—and his men were following his lead.




I could only sigh and bear it until we stopped for a break or lunch. During the short breaks we took that morning, I never had the opportunity to speak to the lieutenant; he kept himself aloof, using both posture and expression to signal that he wished to be left alone, except for brief reports from the sergent and appropriate responses.




I tried to engage the sergent and received just enough politeness to avoid offense, but nothing that could lead to a real exchange of information.




I knew hardly anything about what we would be doing, other than traveling to Gournay-en-Bray—a town about four days’ ride west—where we would be nominally posted. We would return there each week to resupply and have our days off, while the other four days would be spent patrolling the roads to and from the town. Messages and orders would be sent to us there. I had to assume de Vair had been given some kind of personnel report on me so he could make best use of my skills, but no one had explained it to me.




At the lunch break, bread, cheese, and cold sausage were handed out by the private in charge of the supply wagon. I decided to strike up a conversation with one of the privates—supposing that, while they might not know any more than I did, I should at least get to know the men I’d be working with.




Private Calot was about my age, a bit shorter and stouter but fit. He seemed a good-natured fellow, and despite his stammering, he explained why some units didn’t have horses for every soldier. Apparently, those units would be stationed in larger towns as peacekeeping and guard forces, while fully mounted units like ours patrolled the roads, chased bandits, and roamed the countryside providing security—even if we couldn’t always catch the bandits.




Calot told me he was from a village north of the city and had only been in the army for a year. I gathered that my approach made him anxious—unaccustomed as he was to addressing such an illustrious personage as a mage. I told him my own village was smaller than his, and that as an orphan from a village family, there was no need to see me as special. Without thinking, I slipped back into my village accent shortly after meeting him. By the time we mounted up again, I think he felt more at ease. I hoped we would work well together.




When we stopped for the night, dinner was prepared by Private Fallon, our wagon driver, supply handler, and cook. Fallon was a few years older than me and more self-assured than Calot. While he was busy cooking, we only spoke briefly, mostly about his supply of herbs. Fallon said the variety and quantity were quite limited, and apologized in advance for not being able to prepare food to my taste. I assured him that wasn’t why I had asked—among my personal supplies were herbs I’d gathered with Isabel during the past few weeks. I told him I’d pass them to him once the wagon was unpacked, as my belongings were buried deep, and it wasn’t wise to dig them out that night. He smiled and said he looked forward to it.




I introduced myself to the other soldiers as we ate, waiting to see if the lieutenant would call on me to discuss my role in the unit. He did not. The cold-shoulder treatment continued even after we reached our headquarters in Gournay-en-Bray. The sergent showed me to my private room in the barracks that evening.




“I can assist with unpacking the wagon,” I offered.




The sergent looked at me as though I were some oddity before saying, “It would be unseemly for an officer to participate in such lowly work.”




As I held the courtesy rank of junior lieutenant, I accepted his word and asked, “What would be appropriate for me to do until dinner?”




“Whatever you like,” he replied. “Private Fallon will start cooking as soon as the food and gear are unloaded, so you probably have an hour and a half.”




Since the men were busy and the lieutenant seemed preoccupied, I decided to explore the town before dark. I wandered the streets, receiving respectful nods from townsfolk—likely due to my officer’s uniform. After asking for directions to a tavern, my walk became more purposeful.




The tavern reminded me of the inn dining room where I’d grown up: an older man at the bar dispensing beer and wine while keeping a sharp eye on the tables and the serving girls, and a mix of locals and traveling merchants at the tables.




I ordered a beer, paid immediately, and sat listening to the conversations. Most were about weather, crops, and gossip, but a few mentioned aches and pains, and one man spoke of a recent injury. I noted the speaker and watched as he left. By his third step, it was clear the injury persisted.




I met him at the door, speaking just loudly enough for nearby tables to hear: “I am a healer, newly arrived with the army patrol unit. You appear to be suffering from an injury; I would be happy to assist you at no charge.”




“Mon dieu, if you could help me, good mage—whether for a fee or not—I would be in your debt,” the merchant replied at once.




My words had stirred curiosity among the room, and others began asking what I’d said. I asked the bartender if I might use a bench to treat the man. He nodded, and I led the merchant to it, where I treated his knee and lower leg.




When I was done, I helped him to his feet. After testing his leg, he embraced me in excitement. I returned it briefly and said, loudly enough for the whole tavern to hear:




“Tomorrow morning at sunrise, I will treat anyone who comes to the army headquarters. If you know someone in need, send them to me. If they are too sick or injured to come, bring me their name and location, and I will do my best to see them.”




Then I left, avoiding the questions that would have bogged me down.




When I returned to the barracks, Fallon was nearly done with dinner. I watched as he reported to Sergent Agode, who then checked that all gear was stowed and horses tended before informing Lieutenant de Vair. Without a word, de Vair walked down the hall, took a plate, and let Fallon fill it. That was Agode’s cue to call in the men, who lined up with their plates.




Agode glanced at me, and when I didn’t move, he came over and quietly said, “Sir, in the future, you’re welcome to follow Lieutenant de Vair to get your dinner.”

I said, “Thank you for explaining the protocol, Sergent. Please understand, I am a first-year mage, and in addition to having no experience with military operations, I only learned a few months ago that I’d be serving this summer in some capacity. If you’ll be kind enough to guide me, I promise not to be difficult intentionally.”




The sergent just grunted, so I picked up a plate and was served immediately — the other soldiers had already gotten their food by the time our conversation was over.




I sat down next to Private Calot and continued our talk about life in small communities versus life in the army. I kept an eye on the other soldiers to see how they handled their plates and utensils after eating. As it turned out, Calot — being the newest recruit — was responsible for washing the dishes, which were placed on a counter as the soldiers left the table.




Still left to my own devices, I returned to my room and sorted my possessions. Once I had put everything away, I took the parcel of herbs to the kitchen and delivered them to Private Fallon. When he opened it and saw both the quantity and the assortment, he gave a genuine smile and told me tomorrow’s meal would be much tastier. I nodded, left him to his work, and returned to my room. It was a little early for bed, so I took out the book on optics I had borrowed from the academy library and continued reading until it was time to sleep.




The next morning, after waking early and preparing for the day, I carried two chairs out to the front of the headquarters building. Three people were already in line, even though sunrise was still a quarter hour away. I took a notepad from my pouch, sat down, and asked the first in line to have a seat and give me their name and ailment. I asked a few more questions — such as their age and occupation — then focused on treating their injury.




The first gentleman had a deep cut on his arm that was weeks old and not healing. It was clearly infected, so I used magic to drain the pus and boost his natural healing. Then I pulled a poultice from my pouch, wrapped the wound, and instructed him to leave it on for two days before removing it and washing the wound with boiled, cooled water. If the wound wasn’t well on its way to healing, he was to return when he heard we were in town again, and I would take care of whatever was needed.




This continued for a few hours, the line growing and shrinking. At one point, I received a note with a name and directions to the home of an elderly man too ill to move. About an hour into the session, the sergent came out and asked to speak with me privately. I told my next patient to wait a moment and stepped aside.




“This is not how things are done,” he said.




I raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And how are they done? Remember, I have been given no direction in four days, and as an officer I took the initiative to serve the citizens of the kingdom — as is the warrant of the army.”




“The, ah, Lieutenant directs such things, and only allows healing for an hour a day, after lunch.”




“I see. Well, since these fine people are already in line, I’m not going to turn them away. When the Lieutenant sees fit to give me direction himself, I will of course comply with his orders.”




After a resigned sigh, the sergent said, “Oui, sir,” and left me to continue healing.




It was nearly lunchtime when the line finally cleared. I packed up my things, carried the two chairs back into the mess hall, then returned to my room to gather what I might need to treat the elderly man.




After lunch — still having had no word from Lieutenant de Vair — I found Sergent Agode and told him where I was going, what I intended to do, and that I would return when finished. He nodded, and I went on my way.




When I arrived at the elderly man’s home, I was let in by a girl I assumed was his granddaughter, given her tender age. The smell of sickness pervaded the tidy home. She led me to his room and left, giving us privacy.




He told me he had been a coal miner most of his life, and his breathing troubles had worsened with age. At sixty-one, he could hardly speak without losing his breath, let alone walk to the dining room of his son’s home. I had read of this condition in medical journals: those who sought treatment early sometimes improved, but for miners who had spent decades in the trade, the damage was irreversible. A healer could only ease the symptoms.




I told him what I knew, and he said he expected nothing different. I did what I could — purging his lungs of residue not deeply embedded in his damaged tissue — then cleaned the black spit from his chin.




We spoke of his family. His son, he said, was wiser than he and had become a cooper. The young girl who had let me in was indeed his granddaughter. I bid him adieux and gently told her I had done all I could for him, then made my way back to headquarters.




I informed the sergent I had returned, then put my things away. With no orders and nothing to do, I grew restless. I went to the barn and checked on the horses, giving them a touch of healing for minor issues.




My frustration eventually got the better of me, so I found the lieutenant’s office and knocked.




“Enter,” came the reply.




I stepped in, closed the door, saluted, and said, “Mage Lieutenant du Pont reporting for orders, sir.”




Lieutenant de Vair gripped the edge of his desk and clenched his jaw. “I didn’t ask for you, I don’t need you, and I don’t know what to do with you.”




“Pardon me, sir, but my understanding is that I am not here for your needs. I am here to be trained to be an officer in truth, rather than holding the title as a courtesy rank.”




“All you mages think you know everything, and I’m not having your insolence.”




“On the contrary, sir — I have just pointed out that I am fully aware I don’t know everything. I am here for you to train me. In the absence of your guidance, I will do what I believe is expected of a mage of the kingdom. And since one of my skills is healing, I have — and will continue to — offer my services to the citizenry as I see fit, unless directed otherwise.”




De Vair clenched his jaw again and breathed deeply. I was on a roll now that he had managed to anger me.




“I’m sure you’ve read my personnel file — I can’t imagine your superiors didn’t provide one. But in case you haven’t reviewed it, I will inform you directly of my skills. I am a first-year healer at the top of my class, a first-year fire mage at the top of my class, and a third-year botanical lore mage at the top of my class. In addition, I have five years of practical experience in botany and alchemy, eight years’ experience navigating forests and living off the land, and I have survived an attack by six armed thugs — defeating five of them myself while defending three others, with the help of a non-mage swordsman who killed the sixth. I killed the crossbowman from over a hundred feet away, the same way I killed the others — with fire magic. Now, sir, what are your orders?”




“Get out!”




I saluted and left. Perhaps I could have handled that better — but I doubt it would have made a difference. I went to find the sergent.




Upon locating him, I said, “When you have time to speak to me privately, please find me in my room.” At his nod, I returned to my quarters until dinner, where I continued studying the optics book.




After dinner, I again retreated to my room. I had been there for another hour, and dusk was settling in, when the sergent quietly knocked on the doorframe. I had intentionally left the door open, so I looked up immediately and started to speak—only for him to put a finger to his lips, then motion for me to follow.




He walked out the front entrance and down the street, where I caught up to him.

“Fancy a beer?” he asked.




“Indeed I do,” I replied. “I’m buying.”




We arrived at the same tavern I had found on my first evening in town. I bought two beers and followed him to a corner table with no one nearby.




I took it upon myself to break the ice. “In case you weren’t informed, my name is Jacques du Pont, and I appreciate the invitation this evening.”




Agode leaned back. “I don’t know much about you, other than your name and that you’re a first-year mage. Well, that—and the fact you’re Fallon’s new best friend since you bribed him with the one thing he’s been begging for since being assigned to this unit.”




I sighed and gave him the same brief rundown I had given de Vair, though with less heat.




“Sounds like you’ll be a good addition to the team,” Agode said. “Our ranged attacks are a bit weak, and a healer is always appreciated. We have a medic, but that’s just first aid. Traveling with severe wounds can be enough to kill. Tell me about your encounter with the thugs.”




When I had finished giving him the same account I’d provided Mage Anceau, he nodded. “It sounds like someone sent them.”




“I think so as well,” I said. “I have reason to believe the sender is no longer a problem.”




Agode accepted that with a slight nod and moved on to the matter I’d wanted to discuss privately.




“The Lieutenant is never going to accept you,” he said. “His fiancée got the chance to marry a mage and dropped him like a hot rock.”




I leaned back in my seat and groaned. “I’m assigned here to learn to be an army officer; I can’t do that without guidance. What do you suggest?”




“While you were gone, the Lieutenant told the unit that tomorrow is their day off. The following day, we’ll prepare for departure—acquiring supplies, packing the wagon—and the morning after that, we begin patrol. When we go on patrol, follow me around and observe, except when I report to the Lieutenant. I’ll tell you afterward what I said, and I’ll let you know what he ordered, so it’ll be almost like you were there. If you have questions, don’t hesitate to ask—just not in front of de Vair. I’ll do my best to educate you as we go. If you don’t mind, I’d like to refer to you as du Pont sometimes, so there’s no confusion—especially if we get into a skirmish.”




“I’m not too proud to be called by name. I’m just a village boy anyway.”




We chatted amiably over our beers, then returned to the barracks.




The next morning, before breakfast, I started the exercise routine Sergent Augier had drilled into us at the academy—running laps up and down the road in front of the barracks. After cleaning up and eating, I roamed the town, stopping at merchants to see what they offered and to introduce myself and my services.




I visited the cooper and spoke to the old miner’s son. I apologized for not being able to do more; he was understanding and said it was more than anyone else had ever done, and that his father had rested easier since then.




Gournay-en-Bray was a small town of about a thousand people; much of its business came from farmers visiting on market day and merchants passing through. I had lunch at the other tavern and announced that I would offer free healing at the army headquarters starting in one hour, remaining available until one hour before sundown.




I set out the two chairs again and healed half a dozen people. When no one else came, I put the chairs back in the mess hall.




That evening, I had dinner at the first tavern. One of the people I’d healed my first day in town bought me a beer in thanks. Later, I was invited to a table by a pair of merchants, and I passed the evening chatting with them until it was time for bed.





Chapter 31




On the last morning before my first patrol, I exercised as usual, and after breakfast, I reviewed my supplies of poultices, powders, and herbs. Since I had given my packet of seasoning herbs to Private Fallon and enjoyed the results of his work with them, I asked Sergent Agode if he thought there would be a problem with my going hunting in the forest. With a wink, he said no one would miss me, and as long as I wore my uniform, I should be safe from locals attacking an unknown person wandering in the area. I took the opportunity to explore and managed to find sage and rosemary, along with a few others, making note of their locations for future harvests. I would have to explore further another day if I wanted a greater variety or medicinal plants. I returned in plenty of time for dinner and dropped off the seasonings with Fallon, who grinned as though he’d been given a gift.




The next morning, I did only my stretching exercises; riding all day proved to be exercise enough. After breakfast, the men finished loading the wagon, and we headed north toward Gaillefontaine, where we stopped for lunch. I offered healing, and six people of various ages came forward, their ailments ranging from infected farm wounds to a two-year-old with a high fever. I invited Private Festu, the medic, to assist. Together we treated them all, giving poultices to the wounded and a fever-reducing powder made from willow bark to the baby’s mother, along with instructions on dosage, frequency, and when to stop.




From there we went on to Conteville, stopping for the day and offering healing again. As arranged with Festu, he collected the information I wanted in my notebook and recommended treatments, which I reviewed, sometimes asking follow-up questions before treating as I saw fit. If I chose a different option, I explained my reasoning so he could learn. Festu seemed eager, so I was more than happy to share knowledge that would help him care for his unit and the citizens on his route—especially when healer mages were absent, which was most of the time.




This routine continued for a couple more days: first to Blangy-sur-Bresle, then to Airianes, then on to Amiens, and finally to Hardivilliers. On the last day of the patrol, we planned to stop in Marseilles for lunch and healing. As we drew near, I heard screaming—high-pitched, feminine—and the shouts of men. My habit of using the wind to carry distant sounds to my ears whenever we were out of town had once again proven useful. I told Sergent Agode I suspected an attack; he spoke to Lieutenant de Vair, then gathered Private Calot and me to ride quickly toward the noise.




We galloped into the outskirts and saw, just beyond the ring of houses, two men kicking someone on the ground. Each blow drew a woman’s scream. I nearly unleashed fireballs into their skulls but restrained myself—backup was here, and I didn’t need to kill them. Yet.




Sergent Agode took command, ordering them to halt. Fortunately for them, they obeyed; had they not, I doubt I would have held back. We dismounted. Agode and Calot confronted the men while I went to the woman.




Her breathing was labored, and she seemed only semi-conscious. Without attempting questions, I healed her cracked ribs, bruises, cuts, and scratches. I left untouched the burn scars running from one side of her face to her shoulder—and perhaps farther—uncertain whether such damage could be mended and unwilling to drain her strength for the attempt.




I moved her into a more comfortable position before joining the sergent, who was questioning the men. They claimed merchants had paid them to drive the woman from town because she had been caught stealing bread, vegetables, and the like. I had never known true hunger; my father and later the innkeeper had always made sure I was fed. But from her gaunt appearance, I had no doubt she had. I judged her younger than myself, which made me all the angrier that hunger had been met with fists instead of help.




Legally, Sergent Agode could take no action if their story was true, but he told them he would investigate and that any lie would bring the king’s wrath upon them. When he said it, he glanced at me—his unspoken meaning clear. I nodded. He introduced me as Mage du Pont, the unit’s healer and fire mage. That got their attention.




When the rest of the unit caught up, Agode reported to Lieutenant de Vair, then escorted the thugs into town to verify their tale. He secured permission to put the woman—little more than a girl—on the wagon and bring her with us. I tied my horse behind and sat with her until we stopped in the town square, where Private Festu set up our makeshift clinic.




Agode returned from his inquiries visibly displeased—both at the thugs’ behavior and at being unable to punish them. I suggested we keep the girl under the pretext that she required continued observation for internal injuries. He agreed and went for his meal.




Between patients, I checked on her. She woke at last, hungry and thirsty. I had asked Private Fallon earlier to set aside a portion for her; I gave it to her now. After eating, she listened as I asked, “Do you want to stay here, or return with us to Gournay-en-Bray?”




She said, “I have nothing here and I am no longer safe. I beg you not to leave me in Marseilles. If you do, I expect I will die soon.”




“What is your name?” I asked.




“My name is Emmelote.”




“Are you from Marseilles? How did you come to be so hungry you had to steal food?”




Tears welled. “My family home burned to the ground one night. I was the only survivor. Our home was also our herbalist shop, and now I have nothing and no one. What little I had went to pay for my care after the fire. No one will hire me, not even the owner of the other herbalist shop here.”




I said nothing, but if her story proved true, I could guess how the fire had started. It was just as well we were leaving; staying might have tempted me to act on my sense of justice.




As we rode, I questioned her about the family trade: recognizing herbs and their uses, where to find them, how to harvest and process them. She answered well. I asked about making potions, powders, and poultices. She knew enough to pass the first-year Botanical Lore exam and likely the second in half the time. Better still, she had learned not only from books but from working in the field. She could also read and write. Satisfied she had skills worth nurturing, I let her rest until we reached Gournay-en-Bray.




At the barracks gate, I told Sergent Agode I would take Emmelote to an inn and return by dinner. I went first to the tavern where I had once announced healing and asked the barman where to find a cheap inn for my patient. He gave me a look, so I clarified, “An injured patient, not a girlfriend.” With a sigh, he gave directions. I thanked him and guided Emmelote there.




After explaining that she was my patient and needed lodging, I paid for two nights with dinner and breakfast. I arranged for her to bathe and asked if there were clothes she could wear while hers were washed. I bought a nightgown that had belonged to the innkeeper’s daughter. Leaving her with a promise to return after breakfast, I departed to keep my own schedule.




I got back to headquarters just in time to grab my dinner before Private Fallon put everything away. As soon as I was done, I went to see Sergent Agode. Once I found him, I asked how supplies were purchased. Then I remembered—I hadn’t asked how or when we got paid, nor whether I, or Private Festu as medic, had a budget.




Agode grinned. “Now you’re thinking like an officer.”




He answered the easy questions first: we would be paid in the morning, as we always were upon returning to headquarters each week. I hadn’t been paid the last time because I hadn’t asked, and Lieutenant de Vair hadn’t bothered to arrange it. Having been ignored, I would get two weeks’ pay this time.




As to a separate healer’s budget, Agode was unsure. Festu, as medic, did have a small one. Agode explained that Festu would submit a report tomorrow after breakfast, listing what he had used during the patrol. He would then receive funds to replace those supplies. It was possible, he said, that a similar arrangement could be made for me, and he promised to investigate and let me know tomorrow.




I went to find Festu and discussed our week’s use of healing materials. I made sure he recorded the items I had provided from my own stores as his own usage, so replacements could be ordered—just in case I didn’t get my own budget. He agreed easily; it could be seen as trading one item for another. Of course, I thought my remedies superior in every way, but I wasn’t going to argue with a man who was willing to reimburse me.




In the morning we were paid—two weeks for me. Festu said he’d reimburse me after he priced everything on his list and bought what he was actually missing. Agode reported that I did indeed have a budget and could submit my report on the morning of our day off, just like Festu. It wasn’t as much as I would have liked, but it was probably enough for normal needs unless we had an unusually heavy week.




With money in my pocket and answers in hand, I went to the inn to retrieve Emmelote. She already looked healthier—clean now, her bruises fading—though still gaunt, which I knew would take weeks or months to change. I took her to a bench in the town square and asked if she had any thoughts on how to proceed; I didn’t believe it appropriate to impose a solution on her.




“I need a job, obviously,” she said. “The only skills I have are those my parents taught me, which suggests I should work for an herbalist like my father. What do you think?”




I told her she was thinking in the right direction and showed her my herb notebook. “Read a few passages for me,” I said.




She eyed me. “You’re testing me, aren’t you?”




“Of course. I can’t tell your prospective employer that you can read if I haven’t seen you do it myself.”




She read several passages—well enough, given that my handwriting still made Mage Dorget cringe. Then I turned to the last page and asked her to write something about the herb she knew best. She filled two pages before handing the book back. Her handwriting was enviable, and I told her so. I also acknowledged that she knew as much as many second-year Botanical Lore students at the academy. That made her smile. I found that I liked seeing her smile, and I hoped to see more of it.




I told her we were ready to look for a job. Gournay-en-Bray, larger than her home of Marseilles and lying on the direct route from Rouen to Reims, saw plenty of trade wagons and supported three herbalist shops. I’d already asked Festu for his opinion of the owners. All three were respectable; his preference for one was mostly due to its location near our headquarters. The one furthest away was run by an older man with no children in the business—a sign, I thought, that he might welcome an apprentice.




I guided Emmelote there and suggested she speak to the owner alone. It would show her independence and give her a chance to see how he treated her without the influence of my uniform. I offered to come in later, if she felt a recommendation would help.




I waited out of sight until she returned. “It went well,” she said. “Maître Lambert hadn’t been planning to take an apprentice, but my experience interested him. He asked me to come back in a few days. If he’s still interested, we’ll discuss compensation.”




We tried the other two shops. The second already had two apprentices, one a relative, and didn’t need another. The shop closest to headquarters was willing to talk but was too busy with a large order to do so that day.




It was nearly lunchtime, so we ate at the second tavern I’d discovered the previous week. Afterwards, I kept her company while she stopped at a number of small shops. No one could pay enough for her to live on her own. She might need to take two or three occasional jobs to get by. I hated being unable to solve this for her, but I knew she would be better off if she solved it herself.




On the way back to the inn, I offered to buy her another set of clothes so she could wash one while wearing the other. We stopped at a couple of shops she hadn’t yet visited, and she found clothing that was well-made, fit her small frame, and was reasonably priced. I didn’t need to reject her choice—she already understood my resources were limited. She also asked about work, but found no one hiring.




With her new clothes came a little dignity; she stood straighter. Back at the inn, I arranged with the owner for her to stay a week and a day at the same daily rate as before, with the extra day free. I paid in advance. Explaining to the owner that she still needed medical treatment, I went with her to her room—leaving the door open to avoid suspicion—and gave her a massage treatment, clothing on, as I would for any other patient.




“I’ll visit tomorrow after dinner for another treatment,” I told her. “The patrol leaves the next day, and I’ll check on you when we return.”




That evening I worked clinic hours alongside Festu. Nothing unusual occurred, and after dinner I returned to treat Emmelote. She’d gotten the same news everywhere she’d asked about work. The old herbalist remained her best hope, though Festu’s preferred shop might be promising. She planned to try there tomorrow, but I wouldn’t hear the outcome for nearly a week.




Later, I stopped at the tavern for a beer and, more importantly, to listen for news. The only item of interest was a rumor of bandits near Gisors, but it was third-hand and without useful details.




We left early the next morning for our southern patrol, stopping in La Feuillie to treat anyone in need. As on the northern route, we saw many farm-related injuries and illnesses. After lunch we moved on to Vascoeuil, where Fallon prepared dinner while the rest of the unit set up camp. The next day took us through Fleury-sur-Andelle and on to Frenelles-en-Vexin for the night. From there we went to Les Thilliers-en-Vexin and finally to Gisors.




When Lt. de Vair returned from speaking to the chef de village, he told us there had been reports of bandits in the area about ten days ago, but nothing since. We would continue as normal but stay alert until our return to Gournay-en-Bray.




On the last day of patrol, we stopped in Talmontiers for lunch and medical care, then rode into Gournay-en-Bray without having seen any sign of trouble. As we approached headquarters, I noticed someone sitting on the steps. She stood as we drew near—it was Emmelote. I acknowledged her with a nod. She made no move to interrupt as we dismounted. I held up a finger, indicating she should wait, and stepped inside to drop my gear in my room. Then I went out the front door to see her. She gave me a big smile and a hug — the latter surprised me. Her face no longer looked as gaunt as it had a week before, and she appeared healthier overall.




After we greeted each other, I asked what had brought her to see me. She replied, “Maître Lambert hired me on a trial basis, and the week has gone well so far. He wants to speak to you at your convenience.”




Her excitement at finding even temporary work was palpable, and I smiled for her. “Thank you for coming to see me. I’ll be happy to visit Maître Lambert on my day off. Are you fully recovered, or should I plan to visit you at the inn in the morning after breakfast for another treatment?”




She shook her head. “I’m as well as I’ve ever been, thanks to you. I’ll not take you away from your duties needlessly.” Then she caught my collar, kissed me on the cheek, and scampered off.




While I waited for dinner, I put away my gear and visited the horses in the stable, giving them my usual massages and a touch of healing energy. Calot remarked that they all seemed in better health than before I’d arrived — they behaved differently now, more content.




“I treat them with the same healing energy I use on injured patients,” I told him. “In fact, treating horses is how I first learned to heal, and how Mage Viart noticed me.”




He looked a touch envious, but thanked me for helping the horses, saying it made him happy when they were happy.




The next day began with my morning exercises. After breakfast, we inventoried our supplies and checked our gear. We made lists of what needed replacing and what repairs were required, then divided the chores. Since all the treatments had come from Festu’s stores, I had little to do.




With the free time, I spent an hour in a chair, reviewing my notes from the two patrols, trying to organize my treatment data for patterns. I knew I didn’t yet have enough information to draw real conclusions, but it seemed prudent to prepare my notes now, so I could make the most of them later. The rest of the day I devoted to studying the optics book.




After dinner, I invited Sergent Agode out for a beer. We returned to the first tavern I’d found, which I finally learned was called the Rooster House. We spoke of nothing important, just our lives. Being twice my age, he naturally had more to say, and I was content to listen.




During our comfortable silences, I kept my ears open for gossip, but nothing of interest surfaced. Back at the barracks, I turned in early.




I’d already decided that the next day I would visit Maître Lambert as Emmelote had asked, and afterward head into the surrounding forest to search for herbs.




When I arrived at the shop, I spotted Emmelote at a table, grinding away with a mortar and pestle. She was so focused she didn’t notice me. Once Maître Lambert finished with his customer, he gave me an evaluating look and rapped the table to get her attention.




“I’m going to step outside with your mage friend,” he told her. “Keep an eye out for customers until I get back.”




Emmelote looked up and smiled at me.




Maître Lambert led me away from the shop, far enough that she wouldn’t overhear us. “You’re younger than I expected for a healer who can do what she says you can do.”




“I’ve just finished my first year at the Académie de Magie,” I said. “So yes, I am young — but she doesn’t know half of what I can do.”




“Proud of yourself too, eh?”




“Yes — but not too proud to admit I have much to learn. Even two years from now, when I finish at the academy, there will still be more to learn.”




“At least you aren’t arrogant. What’s your interest in Emmelote?”




“I want to make sure she can care for herself so she doesn’t suffer again the way she did in Marseille — with no home and nothing to eat unless she stole it.”




“She says you haven’t taken advantage of her. I’m not sure I believe her. You’re young, good-looking, a mage… Many of your kind take girls like Emmelote and leave them worse off.”




“If you don’t believe her, you won’t believe me. I care for Emmelote as a patient, and as someone who’s had similar life experiences. I want her to get at least one chance in life to blossom. I was orphaned at eleven, and only because the chef de village was a decent man did I end up in his home, where I was fed and cared for. I learned botany and alchemy from the local herbalist, reading and writing from the chef’s daughter. Then a traveling mage  to the academy. You could say I’ve led a charmed life — if not for the sadness of losing my father. All I can do for her is smooth the road a little so she doesn’t stumble again too soon.”




Maître Lambert nodded. “I’m an old man, and my wife and I don’t have many years left. Our children have grown and moved away. My last apprentice is now a friendly competitor — not fond of women in the trade. I hadn’t planned on taking another apprentice. I get by on my long relationship with my customers, and our needs are few. For Emmelote to earn enough to live on, she’ll need more customers, and that will take skills I don’t have. I’m just a simple herbalist, not an alchemist.”




“Then the only hope is that the herbalist closer to the barracks decides she has potential,” I sighed.




“Perhaps not. How long are you assigned to Gournay-en-Bray?”




I thought for a moment. “About ten weeks. Why?”




“If you can teach her some alchemy, I’ll get her the books she’ll need to continue after you’re gone.”




He was asking me to teach her in just over two months what third-year academy students learned in nine. On the other hand, their classes lasted only an hour, three times a week. With just one student, I could focus my attention and accelerate the pace. If I dedicated my days off and the afternoons before and after patrols, we might manage most of it.




“I’ll need access to materials and equipment,” I said. “I’ll need the workshop in the afternoons before and after patrols, and all day on my days off. If you can provide that, I’ll teach her everything I can in the time we have.”




“I’ll give her a key to the shop. You can work with her as you like — the workshop will be open even during business hours.”




“If I do this, will you let her take over when you’re ready to step away?”




“I will — if she agrees to care for my wife should I pass first.”




“Then we should discuss this with Emmelote before I commit.”




When we returned, Emmelote was alone, packaging her work. I let Maître Lambert explain the proposal.




Tears filled her eyes, and I put an arm around her until she’d let it all out. Then she hugged the old man so fiercely I feared she’d break him, and flashed me a smile so wide I thought she’d split her face. She hugged me just as fiercely and said, “I’m honored you’d offer me so much for so little as I have done. I can’t thank you enough.”




I told her to be ready to start lessons that afternoon. Then I asked Maître Lambert if he could suggest a direction to search for herbs. He recommended the western side of town — his preferred ground back when he could still pick — but cautioned me about boars.




I set out soon after and gathered a decent haul for Fallon, plus a few samples for Emmelote and me to work with later. Our first lesson would mostly be about safety, as alchemy — unlike poultices — could involve dangerous reactions.




We worked for four hours before dinner with Maître Lambert and his wife, enjoying a pleasant meal and light conversation. Afterward, I pushed on with two more hours of work in the shop. I told Emmelote I’d return after lunch the next day and leave her with projects to work on while I was on patrol.




The following afternoon, I had her repeat the safety rules and show me her morning’s work. She’d forgotten to open a window — a key safety measure — and had used a dried herb instead of a fresh one. Not terrible for a first attempt. I corrected her gently, then we moved on to more practice. That night, I left in time to eat with my unit and get a good night’s sleep before our early departure.





Chapter 32




When I woke, I did my stretching exercises. After breakfast was cleared away and the wagon hitched to the team, we set out for the east patrol. Our trip to Beauvais and then to Saint-Just-en-Chaussée passed without incident, and the medical treatments we provided at each stop were routine. Festu still offered his recommendations for treatment, explaining his reasoning when the injury or illness differed from what we had seen before. More often than not, his conclusions matched my own. When they didn’t, we discussed our views.




In the days that followed, we visited Compiègne and Clermont, then Méru  and Auneuil, and finally Villembray before returning to headquarters in Gournay-en-Bray.




Lieutenant de Vair still didn’t speak to me, but I got to know the rest of the unit. We had plenty of idle time while riding or after dinner during patrols. Sergent Agode continued to repeat his reports to me and discuss the orders given by Lieutenant de Vair, so I was still getting some training out of my time on patrol—though not as much as I thought I should.




While in Gournay-en-Bray, I provided the lessons I had promised to Emmelote and Maître Lambert. She absorbed them like a sponge, and I was growing increasingly fond of her.




Nothing much changed for many weeks as we rotated from the north patrol to the south, then to the east. Reports of banditry around Gisors persisted, but we found no trail—even when we visited the site of an attack. Either too much time had passed, or they were very good at hiding their tracks—or a little of both.




One evening, as we arrived in Gisors, we could not miss the fair-sized caravan in town. Sergent Agode suggested to Lieutenant de Vair that they approach the caravan about the banditry and their next destination. Upon their return, Agode caught my attention and met me on the far side of camp from de Vair’s tent to tell me what they had learned. The caravan had stayed in town for two extra days once they learned of the local bandits. While they had more wagons—and thus more men—than most caravans passing through that summer, they also carried high-value goods that made them a tempting target. Knowing our patrol would be passing through, they had waited in the hope of an escort.




Lieutenant de Vair didn’t exactly agree. Instead of openly riding with the caravan as its guard, he proposed embedding our men within it—some as drivers, others hidden among the cargo.




Previous attacks had occurred both east and west of town, but usually within three hours’ ride. The town guard commander believed the bandits either lived in Gisors or had informants there, which made it difficult to embed ourselves unnoticed. Normally, we would either ride with a caravan or leave first—either way, our movements would be noticed.




De Vair’s solution was to split us up. I would take command of Fallon, who would drive the wagon, and Calot, along with a group of boys the guard commander promised to provide. The boys, dressed in our uniforms, would ride out early for Talmontiers, where we would wait for the caravan and recover our troops. A spare wagon would then return the boys to Gisors.




I understood the necessity of the diversion, but I didn’t appreciate being sent away as if I were unable to contribute. Fallon and Calot were the least experienced in combat, and I knew that was part of the reasoning. Still, I had one advantage: the flares I had carried since my Botanical Lore field trip last spring. I gave one to Agode and another to Festu, explaining that they only needed to pull the string to light the fuse, point it upward, and let it rocket into the air. If they used one, I would know they were under attack and rush back. Even if I was too late to join the fight, I could still treat the wounded.




Whether Sergent Agode told de Vair about the flares or decided it was easier to seek forgiveness than permission, I cannot say.




As planned, I rode out of town leading the diversion group, with Calot acting as my sergent. I reminded him to keep the boys from talking too much; we didn’t want the bandits overhearing and realizing they were not real soldiers.




The caravan was to leave less than an hour later, and I tried not to move too quickly—I wanted to remain close enough to return in time if an attack came. Just over halfway to Talmontiers, I heard voices off to my left. They could only belong to bandits. I said nothing to Calot or Fallon and kept our pace steady.




When we had gone far enough for the terrain to mask us from where I had heard the voices, I called a halt and ordered everyone to dismount for a water break. Then I called Calot and Fallon aside and quietly told them my plan: I would circle back and get behind the bandits so I could be there when they launched their ambush. They were to rest for a while, then move forward another thirty minutes before stopping to watch for my flare. If they saw it, they were to return as fast as the wagon could safely travel; if not, they were to continue to Talmontiers.




I estimated it would take me thirty minutes to get back, which would be close timing. At worst, I would arrive during the battle. As our Military Science class had taught, the best way to intervene was to attack from the rear and cause confusion in the enemy ranks.




The terrain was rougher than expected, and by the time I drew near, I could hear the clash of steel. I had managed to get behind the bandits.




One lesson from Mage Anceau’s class was how to create smaller, less intense fireballs inside an enemy. Sometimes, a dramatic statement—such as an exploding head—was useful for shock and fear. Other times, it was better to kill without the enemy realizing it, so you could keep striking before they took countermeasures. Smaller fireballs also cost less energy, though that mattered less to me; I had once killed half a dozen foes using far more power, then spent even more healing Marion. I had only improved since then.




Now in position, I moved quietly through the trees until I had the crossbowmen in sight. About a dozen of them fired in two groups, keeping the guards and our patrol from uniting. Half a dozen men had already fallen, and the rest were close to being overrun. I targeted the nearer row first so the front line might not notice until their support stopped firing. I killed five of the six quietly, frying their brains without causing visible damage. The sixth cried out as the fifth dropped his weapon. The front line turned, saw their dead companions, and began looking wildly about. I took down two more before they bolted toward the caravan, hoping—foolishly—that would save them.




With the crossbows silenced, our soldiers and the caravan guards joined forces for a stronger defense and began to counterattack. When the crossbowmen drew close enough to shout about being attacked from behind, I decided it was time for an exploding head. The first was a swordsman behind Sergent Agode, mid-swing in what would have been a killing blow. The sight stunned many of the bandits, giving our men an opening.




Once our troops and the bandits were mingled, I switched back to silent kills; bone and blood in a comrade’s face at a critical moment could be disastrous. The bandits’ numbers dwindled, and soon we were no longer outnumbered. Three, not liking the odds, fled into the forest, and I let them go, occupied with the swordsmen still pressing us. Moments later, Agode called for surrender. Only four remained; three dropped their weapons, while one charged Festu. I killed him instantly—too hastily—splattering poor Festu. Better that than losing him.




The prisoners were tied, the wounded gathered. I knew my role: triage and healing. Festu and I worked through the injured, starting with Lieutenant de Vair, who had a crossbow bolt in his chest. His wound was not as severe as Marion’s had been during the picnic attack, and I was more experienced now, so the repair was faster. Then came a man with a belly wound—deadly within hours if untreated—and then others, one by one. We worked for two hours until all were as stable as possible.




Only then did Agode seek treatment for himself—late, and looking pale. Calot and Fallon had arrived with the boys and wagon, helping load the worst cases.




I told Agode I had seen three bandits flee. He decided to let them go; by now, they would be too far ahead, and hunting them without a dozen men was too dangerous. Being closer to Talmontiers than Gisors, we continued on, arriving in the late afternoon. I rode with the most injured to stay close in case they needed more help.




Ordinarily, we would have reached Talmontiers in the early afternoon and already been on our way back to Gournay-en-Bray. But between the battle and tending the wounded, we were far behind schedule. It didn’t matter—I wanted to suggest staying for a few days so Lieutenant de Vair could recover without risk.




Upon arrival, Sergent Agode sent Calot to fetch the local guard commander, report our prisoners and wounded, and request he come to our campsite. Those able to work made camp while Fallon prepared an early dinner, as some had missed lunch.




The guard commander heard Agode’s full report, agreed to take the prisoners, and was told we would remain at least two nights—longer, if Lieutenant de Vair’s condition required it.





Chapter 33




Two mornings later, we packed up and returned to Gournay-en-Bray with the Lieutenant resting in the wagon. The wound had largely healed, but it had drained much of his energy; he needed rest and good food to recover his strength. When we arrived at headquarters, quite a crowd had gathered—word had spread that we had returned with an injured man. Being more than a day late had primed the locals’ curiosity, and as soon as we were spotted coming down the road, the rumor mill must have churned at full speed.




We largely ignored the crowd, helping the Lieutenant down from the wagon first before starting the process of unloading and stabling the horses. Once de Vair was in his room resting again, Agode stepped out and gave a very brief report—stating that we had fought a large bandit gang and succeeded in killing or capturing all but three—so the onlookers would disperse. I treated the members of the unit who were still healing, including de Vair, and then it was time for lunch.




After lunch, I was surprised when Sergent Agode approached me and told me to report to Lieutenant de Vair at my earliest opportunity—which everyone understood to mean immediately. I knocked, and after a grunt of acknowledgment, I entered and saluted. Lieutenant de Vair promptly returned the salute and told me to be at ease.




“I’ll never like mages. I don’t like you. However, I have firsthand experience that you at least take your duty to the unit seriously, and I personally owe you my life. I will treat you with the respect you’ve earned. In this case, since we are off schedule and I am still recovering, I am assigning you to lead the next patrol. You’ll be short-handed, as at least one other soldier besides me won’t be ready when you leave—but you’ll be able to handle it.”




“Oui, sir. When should I expect to leave?”




“We’ll treat the schedule as if we had arrived last night. Everyone will have tomorrow off; the next day, you’ll finish preparations and leave the following morning. You are the acting commanding officer from this moment until you return from patrol. You are responsible for ensuring the unit is ready to go on time. Coordinate with Sergent Agode and heed his recommendations. Dismissed.”




I came to attention, snapped a salute, then marched out the door. The next order of business was to find Agode, which wasn’t hard—he was just down the hall, apparently waiting for me.




I asked if he knew my orders; he said he did. Then I asked him what I should do to ensure we were prepared to leave on schedule, and I proceeded to implement his recommendations. The first step was to inform the men and remind them that they had half a day to complete a full day’s worth of preparation. In truth, it wouldn’t be difficult, as many of the usual tasks were busywork—polishing boots, for instance. Those tasks, while good for maintaining readiness, could be skipped once if necessary to make time for more important work, like repairing gear before departure.




I spent the afternoon reviewing inventories and the work that needed to be done, discussing with the men their plans for accomplishing it all in time. They knew what had to be done and how to do it, and I had confidence it would all go smoothly—though experience had taught me that something always went wrong. I would need to keep watch and deal with any problems as they arose.




After dinner, I made my way to Maître Lambert’s home to check in with him and Emmelote. I gave them a similar report on our adventure so they would understand my delay. I told Emmelote I’d be back in the morning, as my day off was still mine, though I warned her I might not be able to come the following afternoon since I’d be overseeing final preparations for departure.




Emmelote was a joy to teach, and I would miss our hours together when I returned to the academy. I would miss her simply for herself, too—since I had developed deep feelings for her that I refused to voice. Perhaps I was missing Isabel and my other lovers; perhaps I had fallen in love with Emmelote. But I couldn’t take her with me, and I wouldn’t upset her by confessing my feelings and then leaving. My heart ached, yet I had a commitment to keep, and I would not walk away from it.




I had prepared more projects for her to work on while I was gone, so we reviewed them together and went over all the safety protocols. I reminded her that her safety was the most important thing—no project or customer order was worth her life or health. Better late than never completed.




The next day’s preparation went well, with only a few matters requiring my attention—mostly reallocating men to resolve small issues. That evening, we loaded the wagon and had a good dinner. I reported to Lieutenant de Vair that everything was ready and that we would leave on schedule in the morning. All he said was, “Good.”




That week was the East patrol. We made our way to Beauvais, then to Saint-Just-en-Chaussée, without incident. It wasn’t until we reached Auneuil on the evening of the third day that anything unusual occurred. The guard commander reported that the three bandits who had escaped after the failed attack had been captured by the Gisors guards while trying to steal horses in town. Apparently, their own horses had gotten loose after the battle when they’d fled in the opposite direction from their camp. One of them had led the guards to the campsite, where some stolen goods were recovered. Now that all the bandits were dead or in custody, travel in the area should be much safer—at least for a while.




In the morning, we began the final leg of the patrol, heading to Villembray and finally back to Gournay-en-Bray. It was an uneventful journey, and I was thankful all the men returned safely. Next week would be our last patrol before my return to the academy. I looked forward to the new things I would learn—almost as much as to seeing Denise and Marie. While I worked well with the men and respected Sergent Agode immensely, I hadn’t formed strong friendships with any of them. Emmelote was the only person I would truly miss from this summer.




The day after our return, I fulfilled my obligations to the unit, then met Emmelote for her lesson. Her work on the projects I’d left her was as good as any student’s at the academy—a testament to her dedication. On my day off, I lectured and then watched over her as she practiced what we had covered. Before I left that evening, I checked to ensure she had fully healed from both her injuries and the malnutrition she’d suffered after losing her family and home. She let me give her another treatment, and I felt better for it, even if she didn’t truly need it.




The entire North patrol was uneventful. Upon our return, I spent another afternoon and a full day with Emmelote, having her perform all the alchemical procedures we had covered over the summer. I was convinced she could work as well as any third-year academy student—aside from the obvious limitation of not being able to produce magical items. She would make a fine herbalist in this town and could hold her own if she kept studying and learning new formulas. I had no doubt she would.




On my final afternoon in Gournay-en-Bray, I took Emmelote to dinner at the Rooster House to celebrate her graduation. Her smile lit up the room, and I felt once again like I was leaving a lover, though I had never touched her that way. I enjoyed her company and her youthful enthusiasm. After the meal, I walked her back to Maître Lambert’s home, said brief goodbyes to him and his wife, kissed Emmelote on the forehead, and wished her success in all her endeavors. Then I returned to the barracks to mope until I fell, blessedly, asleep.




The next morning, we mounted up and headed for Reims. We stopped to offer healing in the towns we passed and stayed overnight along the way. The closer we came to Reims, the more anxious I became to arrive. I spent hours in the saddle daydreaming of Denise and Marie in my arms and in my bed. I thought about making babies with Loyse and Ysebeau. I looked forward to seeing Collette and meeting our baby. I tried not to dwell on the fact that I might never see Isabel again.




We reached the gates of Reims on the evening of the fourth day, and I said my goodbyes to the men. I had privately thanked Agode profusely for his guidance and commitment to my training the night before. Then it was time to ride with Lieutenant de Vair to the academy to return me and hand in his report. He spoke to me only once, telling me that Sergent Agode had written the report and that he had signed it. I thanked him and left it at that.




At the academy, we went to the administration building, where de Vair asked to see Mage Le Borgne. We were told he was with someone and that we were welcome to wait. A little later, an officer left Le Borgne’s office, and Lieutenant de Vair was called in. He wasn’t inside long; when he came out, he ignored me and left. I smirked at the thought that he had probably been no more courteous to Mage Le Borgne than he had to me. I was told to keep waiting, as I would be interviewed before being given my new dormitory key.




I can’t say the academy felt like home, but it was where I belonged—at least for now. Waiting in the lobby for my interview felt like smelling dinner but not being allowed to sit and eat yet.
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Chapter 1

Lt. de Vair had left Mage Le Borgne’s office an hour ago and I’d been told to wait in the lobby at the time. While I’d been waiting several more pairs of officers and students had arrived and checked in with the administrators. I noticed that no other student had waited more than five minutes to be called to see whichever administrator was handling their return after the lieutenant that escorted them left. I also noticed that no other student was being handled by Mage Le Borgne, the Chancelier.




I was anxious to get to my new dorm room and see what letters and messages had been left for me. I was more anxious to see my lovers Denise and Marie as well as my young friend Robin. I wanted to know how my dear friend Nicole’s pregnancy was progressing. I couldn’t wait to see Collette, the woman who paid me to get her pregnant, and our child. I was concerned about how the women at the brothel in the building I owned were doing. I wondered if Madame Berthier’s wedding to her gay dear friend had successfully relieved the pressure she was under from her deceased husband’s family and whether or not she and her maid Ysebeau would still want me to father their children. I had a lot on my mind and waiting here in the lobby wasn’t getting me any closer to seeing the people I cared about or answering those questions. Unfortunately I wouldn’t get my new dorm key until I had my interview so wait I must.




Finally a clerk called my name and escorted me to Mage Le Borgne’s office. As soon as I walked in the door I started to salute before remembering I was no longer operating as an army officer and was once again a student. The chancelier pointed at a chair and said “Sit, you’ve had an eventful summer.”




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

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




“Non, he’d decided he hated mages before he ever laid eyes on me as his fiancé dropped him to marry a mage.”

“Ah, that would explain some things. Regardless, it seems you made quite the impression on Sergent Agode because in addition to the report on you that he apparently wrote and which Lt. de Vair signed, he also wrote a recommendation that you be commended for valor in combat for having single handedly killed over half the attacking force and then saving de Vair’s life as well as another with your healing magic.”




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




“I also see in a private addendum to the official report that you took it upon yourself to provide for the meals and lodging of a young woman that you encountered being beaten and then provided training to help her earn an apprenticeship.”




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




The chancelier nodded in understanding then said, “I wasn’t happy when Mage Viart brought you here due to your age but you’ve behaved more maturely than many of the third years or for that matter graduates. You’re a fine young man Jacques and we are honored to have you here as a student. I regret my reluctance in enrolling you. Now on to business, here is your schedule for the coming year and here is your dorm key which is of course now on the second floor with your fellow second year students. The belongings you put in storage when you packed for summer duty have already been moved into your room. Your friend the messenger wouldn’t allow anyone else to handle your belongings, he was quite adamant about it.”

I smiled, “Robin is a good friend.” I looked at my schedule briefly and was shocked. I said, “There must be some mistake because this says I have Botanical Lore first year but as I’m sure you’re aware I completed the third year class months ago.”




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




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




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




Now that I was over the shock of seeing my first class I looked at the rest of the schedule and saw that I was indeed scheduled as research assistant to Mage Dorget in addition to Madame Martin the Biology instructor. I also had Calculus, Economics, Military Tactics, Fitness, Literature, Dance, Healing, and Advanced Spellcraft. Not seeing anything else surprising I looked up at the chancelier who again nodded and said “Enjoy your evening. Classes begin tomorrow.”




Knowing a dismissal when I heard one, I thanked him and let myself out of the office. When I got to the dorm and opened my door I found that all the belongings I had been left in storage had been put away so I only had the gear I carried with me on my summer duty to deal with. I also noticed a stack of letters and messages on the desk which to me were far more important than unpacking so I dropped my gear near the storage cabinet and walked over to the desk to begin reading.




I saw Nicole’s handwriting as well as Denise’s and Marie’s, there was also one from Robin. Since Nicole’s would have the most news and I wouldn’t see her for at least a week or two I read hers first. 




Mon chéri Jacques,




I hope your summer duty was uneventful and you are back at the academy safely. I look forward to seeing you soon so that you can regale me with the details of your hopefully boring 3 months in the countryside. Of course what I wish for and what you get up to are often different things so I’ll settle for anything as long as you are well.




My baby is growing nicely according to the mid-wife and is due sometime near the end of the year. Andry and I have been successful building business on the new routes we’re developing and my side business is expanding as well.




Your tenants have not sent word so I have to assume all is well there. Your first client and her maid are most anxious to see you October 10-16 and October 27-November 2. You know their expectations so plan accordingly.




C’s child was born while you were gone and she had a baby girl. She’s quite excited to show her off to you. She wishes to resume services and is anxious for a repeat of your original meeting. Her schedule begins October 13-19.




I’ll hold off scheduling anyone else as you’ll be unable to take countermeasures for a while. Of course if anyone else decides they want the same service I’ll let you know as you might as well deal with all such requests at once.




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




Amour,

Nicole Remon




Wow, I now had a child and would likely soon have three more on the way. All would be happily claimed by the women’s spouses.




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




Jacques,




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

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

M




Then I opened the note from Denise and found it equally brief.




Dearest Jacques,




I hope your summer was more pleasant than mine. The only good thing to come to me lately was winning the coin toss with Marie so I get to see you this Saturday. I’ve already made a reservation through your friend Robin under your usual name. Don’t let me down I need something look forward to. Look for me at meal time as I look forward to hearing about the adventures you must have had as excitement seems to follow you.

D




Finally I read Robin’s note.




My friend Jacques,




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




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




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

Robin




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




Once I put my gear away I went down the hall to take a shower and put on clean clothes. On my way back to my room I greeted a handful of classmates as they were arriving to their rooms or heading to the showers. After stopping at my room I wandered down to the lobby near the stairs to see who else had arrived and say hello. I noticed Thierry right away and greeted him.




“Hello there, Thierry.”




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




“Oh, you know, just riding on horses from town to town for three months offering healing. Nothing special besides the bandits and damsel in distress,” I said.




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




I didn’t care for the second question. Even though he didn’t know about all my girlfriends he certainly did know about Isabel, she not only hadn’t hid our relationship she openly flaunted it. So I guess I couldn’t blame him. “It’s interesting that your mind immediately jumped to a woman and not my adventures with banditry. Does that mean you found a woman while away from Genevote?” I got my dig in.




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




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




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




“More than a couple, we had advance warning and setup a trap but there were more than my lieutenant imagined and they nearly overran us. I had been sent ahead leading a group of boys in our uniforms acting as decoys and the rest of our unit was embedded in a large caravan pretending to be drivers or hiding in the wagons. When I heard the battle start I raced back and got behind the dozen crossbowmen in the woods and used “Burn” in the brains of as many as I could before the rest noticed. When they started looking for me I killed a few more and that broke them. I helped the rest of the unit defend themselves and take 3 prisoners while 3 others escaped. The other 19 met their ends that day. I then healed my lieutenant who had been shot with a crossbow in his lung and one of the guards who had been slashed with a sword to his gut.”




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




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




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




“Well I’m getting hungry, if you don’t have plans for dinner you’re welcome to come along as I’m going to one of the café’s nearby.”




“As it happens I’m to meet Genevote shortly but thanks anyway. I’m sure I’ll see you in the dining hall tomorrow if no where else.”




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




I rarely allowed a carriage to drop me off at my actual destination as I didn’t want anyone to be able to track my movements later by asking the carriage drivers where they’d left me or where they’d picked me up. This time was no exception so I walked the last couple of blocks after getting out of the carriage.




It was still a little early for the clientele at La Poule Rousse to come out so I wasn’t surprised to step in and find only the ladies in the front parlor. I was greeted warmly by Gervaise, a cute girl my age or a little younger, with dirty blonde hair and a trim figure. She wore a gauzy red negligee that really hid nothing at all. Just as on my last visit she immediately went to find Juliote. I asked the remaining ladies how business had been and if they were well. All agreed that they were happy now that they weren’t suffering Monsieur Dor’s beatings and drugging. Gervaise returned followed a few steps behind by an attractive, buxom, brunette in her early 30s wearing a red gown with a neckline down past her navel and a slit on each side all the way to her hip bones. I made sure to focus my attention on her eyes as otherwise my cock would surely become a tent pole.




Juliote seemed a little troubled when she greeted me though she gave me a chaste kiss on the cheek so I was sure I wasn’t the source of her concern. She asked me to come up to the office so we could have some privacy and not be interrupted when customers started arriving.

Once we got to the third floor and entered the office she closed the door and said, “We’ve been safe under Monsieur Quignon’s protection just as you promised and his fee has been entirely reasonable so I don’t want you to worry. Jacques, you need to know that all the ladies here know who you really are. We figured it out after the fire. We all have our secrets and we will continue to protect yours as you’ve protected us.”




I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised but I wasn’t happy about them knowing as the more people who know a secret the less likely it will stay a secret. There was no use worrying about it, I couldn’t make them forget so I had to accept that these women knew and move forward. 

Juliote continued, “I thought that you’d want to know that the man who sold girls to Dor has come around looking for him. When I told him that Dor had moved his business out of Reims I’m sure he didn’t believe me but he didn’t take offense either. Instead he offered to sell three girls to me. I wanted to be able to save them but I’d have to discuss that with the rest of the girls here as I don’t have the authority to spend their money like that. He didn’t want to wait when I told him I’d have to think about it for a day or two, he said take it or leave it now. I told him that I’d discuss it with my partners and if he had some to sell in the future please keep us in mind but he’d have to give me a couple of days notice as we don’t keep that much money on hand.




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




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




“I have and he said they had too much work and the girls probably ran away from their villages so it wasn’t his problem,” she responded.




I didn’t care for that attitude one bit. If the gendarme wouldn’t take action I would. “Oui, if he shows up again try to negotiate a price and tell him you’ll have the money in two days then send a note to me with the day and time at the Académie de Magie. If you make the appointment for 8 bells in the evening I should be able to get here. How many men did he have with him and how did he keep the girls under control?”




“There were two other men guarding the three girls, they were chained at the wrists one to another. There was also a carriage which I believe was his as there was no other driver.”




Since the ladies here knew I was a mage I would no longer need to hide my every action from them so dealing with the slavers would be simpler than dealing with Monsieur Dor and his thugs. The vile man had enslaved these women through drugs and beatings.




“Good, when he comes to get his money tell him it is being delivered then bring him into the kitchen and make him some coffee, leave the back door unlocked. When I step in the door I’ll have a bag that I’ll let him believe is his money. I want you to leave the room when I get in and I’ll take care of it from there but stand outside the kitchen door so I can call you back in. Keep everyone else away from the kitchen as it could get a little noisy when I try to get information out of him. I want to insure that he isn’t working for someone else because if he is I’ll have to find that person too.




If one of the other ladies plays music or sings it would be a useful mask for any stray sounds coming from the kitchen.”




“Gervaise likes to sing and one of the others plays a flute so I’ll make sure they’re available to provide cover for you.”




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




“Oh non, we’re all just trying to thank you. Since you aren’t trying to profit off our work and haven’t any interest in taking us to bed we feel you’re sincere in your desire to stop these men so we should help you,” Juliote said emphatically.




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




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





Chapter 2

After a hasty breakfast I found the room where the Botanical Lore class that I was to teach would be held and saw the room was setup the same as it had been on my first day of class. There were 20 large drawings of various herbs with numbers in the corner of the page as an identifier. The students would be asked to identify as many as they could and list what they could be used for as well as how to prepare them. It was a placement exercise that Mage Dorget used to determine if the students belonged in the first year class or had enough knowledge of the material to be placed in the second year class. I had earned Mage Dorget’s interest enough with my thorough answers to cause him to give me the second year final exam that very evening. Since I scored so well on that exam he not only placed me in the third year class he made me his teaching assistant as well. I doubted that I’d come across another student so well versed in the material as he said my performance was extraordinary.




Just a few minutes after I arrived; a man in his early sixties with a bald head surrounded by a white fringe entered the room, it was Mage Dorget. “Good morning Mage du Pont, I’ve setup the room the same as last year but don’t think I’m going to do all the work for you for the rest of the year. I’ll be using this room for the other first year classes I’m teaching.”




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




“Since you are an instructor in this classroom. Now, when you’re my research assistant you’re just Jacques.” Then he winked.




“Thank you. Will you be providing me with a syllabus to teach from or should I make my own?”




“Oui, I will provide it as I want your students to cover the same material as the others so that they have no excuse not to know what is expected of students entering second year,” said the mage.




“Excellent, then I will do my best to insure that it is so,” I responded.




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




I simply nodded at that and waited for my students to arrive, it didn’t take long. In no time at all the room filled up, a few of the students walked about looking at the drawings on the walls. Once the signal for the start of class was heard I closed the door and locked it. I then announced “My name is Jacques du Pont, I will be your instructor.” I noticed several students seemed surprised, apparently they expected someone older. I can’t say that I blamed them. “Please be sure to arrive in class on time as I will lock the door at the signal and you’ll have to get the notes from a classmate as interrupting the lecture with a late arrival is unacceptable.” I paused to assure that they had paid attention.




Now, I want each of you to write the following about each of the 20 sketches on the walls in this order: number, name, uses, preparation. The more detail the better, don’t get bogged down though. It would be best if you identified them all first then add the uses and finally add the preparation. This exercise is used to insure you are placed in the appropriate class level based on your existing knowledge so this is the time to show off what you know. When you’re done please confirm your name is on the report then put it on the corner of this table and you may leave. Please begin.”




Fifteen minutes later more than half the class had turned in their work and left. There was no doubt they’d remain in the first year class. I looked over their work anyway and found no surprises. By the time the class was half over there were only 3 students left and one of those finished shortly after. I reviewed his work and it wasn’t bad but it wasn’t good enough to be placed in second year. The last two turned in their work within minutes of one another and left well before the class period was over. I had time to review one completely and the other would wait until I found time.




It was time for me to be a student again so I made my way to my new math class, Calculus. I’d never heard of it but based on Mage Coquin’s explanation last year I understood the main purpose of teaching mage students high level math was that it expanded our magic pool and magical stamina as did learning music and languages. The old herbalist from the village I came from had taught me algebra and geometry as well as a secret language we used when in her shop. I was confident grand-mère, that’s what everyone in the village called her, knew I had magic even though we never spoke about it and had been preparing me. Calculus was usually a third year class but I’d tested out of first year Geometry and been moved to Trigonometry. My presence in the class wasn’t as surprising to the other students as it had been last year when I first arrived in the third year Botanical Lore. I suppose the students at least recognized me as having been at the academy last year and some of them had been in the Trigonometry class with me.




As it was the first day of class the instructor introduced himself and assigned chapters to review for the next class then told us to take a book on the way out. In other words, the usual.




Economics was a real second year class though there were a few third years in it. More of the same.

At lunch I looked for my friends and noticed Marie Chambault first, perhaps Denise Feret had not arrived yet or was hidden behind some of the crowd. I still hadn’t seen anyone else I was friends with by the time I’d gotten my food so I made my way to Marie’s table and asked if I could sit. Her smile was all the answer I needed. Marie was a petite brunette with a nice figure all around.




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




“More on the boring side which is actually what we all hope for since that usually means the countryside is safe. After our first two patrols my lieutenant assigned me to run the patrols for the rest of the summer so if I were going to accept service to the kingdom after this year it would have been good experience,” she answered.




“My lieutenant hates mages due to his fiancé dumping him when she got a chance to marry a mage, so you can imagine how my summer went. On our first patrol we rescued an orphan from a beating and I took her on as student so she could earn an apprenticeship with an herbalist in the town we were based in. Near the end of the summer we got into a battle with more than two dozen bandits while escorting a caravan and that became very bloody. All the men in the unit survived though the lieutenant caught a crossbow bolt with his chest. I healed him and a guard who suffered a sword slash across his gut. I was assigned to lead the last patrol before we returned here as the lieutenant was still recovering.”




“Mon dieu, from what I understand a group of bandits that large is rare as it’s hard to find enough to steal to keep them all happy. You just find trouble wherever you go,” she said with a smirk.




“Hey, trouble finds me. I didn’t go looking for it,” I said as I smiled.




Very quietly Marie told me, “I missed you so much after about the third week I daydreamed about our adventures in bed so much while riding that stupid horse my panties stayed wet all the time. In bed I fingered myself nearly every night but rarely achieved an orgasm. I can’t wait until next Saturday night.”




“Well there is that little wooded area between the gate and the dorms that I’ve been known to satisfy mutual desire in after dark. It’s far enough from the path that as long as you don’t scream no one will ever know we’re there.” I gave her a big smile as I said that.




“You didn’t?”




“A gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell with whom, but oui, we did and she seemed quite satisfied when she pranced up the stairs to the dorm.”




“You’re terrible, but knowing Isabel I can see you two there. Now I’m not going to be able to stop having visions of us there until you satisfy me.”




“I could satisfy you tonight if you meet me there.” I smirked.




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




“Ha!”




“You’d better make it worth the wait,” she said with a lustful smile.




I winked at her then dropped off my dishes so I could get to my Military Tactics class. 




Capitaine Paru was already in the room when I arrived though I wasn’t late. As expected the room was a large enough for a class of about 40 students.




While I waited for the rest of the students to arrive I reviewed the last Botanical Lore student’s test. I was fairly impressed and it looked like he’d pass the first year final exam if given to him today.




Once the capitaine introduced himself he told the class, “This year we will continue to focus on small unit tactics. I want each of you to write an after action report on an event from your patrol last summer. Be sure to include what you specifically as well as your commander could have done differently to achieve a better outcome. If you truly had no incidents involving force of arms pick up one of the packages on the corner of my desk and write a report based on what you find in those documents. You have one week to turn in your reports. Read chapters 1 and 2 so you’ll be prepared for discussion next class. Now pick up a book on your way out.”




During my next period I was Mage Dorget’s Alchemy research assistant. I was looking forward to it. As soon as I arrived he put me to work preparing 50 sets of reagents that would be used to repeat his experiment in order to determine the results of minor changes to time and temperature. He said I could expect to do this sort of thing for months though the reagents would change from time to time. We would be experimenting to find the optimal procedure to create the best result with the least materials while being repeatable. Upon hearing that I was much less excited about the work but there was merit to it and I was sure I’d learn something from it.




The last class was Fitness. After I changed clothes I found the same crusty old soldier running the class as last year. Sergent Augier was a muscular man in his early fifties with scars on his face and arms. Since I was one of the first to arrive I approached the sergent and thanked him for his instruction last year telling him, “I put your teachings to good use over the summer. Stretching every day and running on our days not in the saddle kept me prepared for the day we ran into bandits. I was able to run through the forest in time to get behind their crossbowmen and ambush them.”




“Ha, one of my fragile little mages actually made use of all my work. How many bandits?”




“About a dozen crossbowmen and another dozen or so with swords. Disrupting the crossbowmen allowed our patrol to group up with the caravan guards and counter attack. The day would have gone much differently had I not been able to run a few miles through the woods as I’d been sent ahead leading a decoy patrol.”




“Well done lad. Too many of you mages don’t understand the value of a strong body. You need strength, stamina, and speed to get where you need to be or get somewhere else when your location becomes unsafe. Keep that in mind when you think about slacking off.”




“Indeed I will.”




The class was just like the first day last year, we stretched and ran laps around the field then we did various exercises which were measured and compared to our performance at the end of last year.




After cleaning up I went to my meeting with Mage Dorget to report on the results of the tests I’d given my Botanical Lore students. I put the best result on top followed by the other student who had taken longer than the others. I recommended that only the top student be moved to second year as the next best was good but not that good. The mage took a brief look and said, “I tend to agree from a quick scan but I’ll review both of them more thoroughly this evening. I look forward to seeing how you do as instructor.”




“It will be an interesting challenge,” was all I could say.




Once I had completed that task I went my dorm to study before dinner. Two hours later I was in the dining hall with the rest of the students. As I stood in line I looked over the crowd for my friends and noticed Thierry walking with a plate full of food so I kept an eye on him until he reached a table where I saw Marion and Genevote seated. All three had been in my Healing class last year and we’d spent a lot of time together even after Marion’s father essentially banned me from being seen with her outside academy walls. His concern for Marion’s safety was reasonable considering she had been shot with a crossbow bolt intended for me while out on a picnic with our group. 




I kept looking around and finally found Denise in an animated discussion with another woman, probably a classmate. By the time I got my food Denise was gone so she must have been one of the first to eat. I’d catch up with her later. I found Thierry and the ladies so I asked to join them and got smiles all around, even Genevote who had seemed afraid of me last year.




While we ate we each told a little of how your summer patrols had been. Marion’s was uneventful. Genevote’s unit ran into small groups of bandits twice and overpowered them swiftly both times. There were severe enough injuries within her unit that she was called upon both times to save the lives of the men in her unit. Thierry told us his summer had been uneventful like Marion’s. Then he said, “Tell us about your bandits Jacques.”

I told them the same story as I had when I’d spoken to Thierry earlier. When I mentioned Lt. de Vair having been hit in the chest by a crossbow bolt Marion put a hand to her chest where she’d been hit in much the same way. I’m sure the memory was disconcerting. I quickly finished the story and changed the topic. We chatted and compared class schedules until we’d finished eating. I didn’t linger as I needed to get in some reading if I was going to keep up with my classes and I had to sketch out my first lecture for Botanical Lore.




Since Marie wouldn’t meet me in the park I had to dream about my lovers for another few nights until I could be with Denise at Decadence. C’est la vie.





Afterword





I've had a great time writing this book. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I did writing it. I appreciate all my readers. 




I have a favor to ask. Please leave a review of each book you read even just clicking the 5 star icon is great. Even better if you can think of a few nice things to say and write them. Remember that more reviews means more readers and more readers means I can afford to hire an editor and make future books even better.   https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DS427MHB




You can look for the status of the latest project in my facebook group page.  www.facebook.com/groups/2702151579982703/




There are a couple of communities where you can find similar stories. 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/permalink/2312587808824685/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks/
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The Chronicles of Jacques the Gigolo

Follow Jacques as he ascends from the life of an orphan in an unnamed village to the heights of magical power and the love of many women who support and cherish him.

Making a Mage: A Lover and A Fighter

Jacques was orphaned when his father disappeared on a hunt and grows up in a village too small for a name, his only friend the daughter of his foster parents. He expects nothing more than to help around the inn and the herbalist shop for the rest of his life. That all changes when an injured mage stops at the inn to recover and Jacques’ talent for healing is discovered. He is then whisked off to the Académie de Magie for training to serve the kingdom where Jacques’ life and aspirations change dramatically. His sense of honor and justice will make him fast friends and deadly enemies. A brush with death makes him realize that a mage doesn’t need a weapon, he is a weapon. Jacques will learn to be an empathetic healer and be forced to become a ruthless defender.

Diplomatic Relations

Jacques has gone from being an orphan of unknown parents to being recognized as one of the most powerful fire mages in the kingdom in less than a year. He's been a protector of women and dealt ruthlessly with slavers and bandits alike while healing the sick and injured. Now that his second year at the Académie de Magie has begun Jacques' sense of honor and justice will drive him to make new enemies as well as new lovers among foreign emissaries.

Ancient Magic

Jacques is now married to six lovely ladies and still exploring all his magic. In order to provide for his family and keep them together he must continue to develop his healing and teaching skills to qualify for advanced education in healing arts at the Académie de Magie while satisfying his obligations to the kingdom. He'll engage in more grey areas than just bringing slavers to justice without the king's approval. Under cover on foreign soil Jacques and his ladies search for ancient magical lore then tempt fate to make sure that the lost magic isn't left under the control of a bunch of power hungry old men. Jacques draws an old lover back and meets new ones.

Mage Privateer

Jacques and most of his wives have been "punished" to satisfy the Mage Council for having the temerity to provide the French Army with protection from magic. Rather than accept whatever the king's chancelier decided to dish out Jacques requested a Letter of Marque so he can go hunting pirates and Spanish ships with the blessing of the king. They will risk it all to eliminate piracy and get retribution from Spain for providing funds and magical assistance to the man who wanted Jacques dead. Jacques and his lady loves explore working magic together defending themselves with massive storms. Jacques has embraced his Sex Magic and actively pursues his romantic interests with the same determination he has his Healing magic.  
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Alchemist Militant

Finding romance and love while following his path is unexpected but not unwelcome. Earning the love of more than one woman is definitely a surprise. Navigating romance can be tricky, moving to love takes open minds and hearts. Will didn't set out to build a harem but he won't give up on the women he cares for.

Will's parents were slaughtered in a wave of monsters and beasts when the town's defenses were overwhelmed. His Uncle Mike took in eight year old Will and taught him the alchemist trade. Not being satisfied with a good job that kept him in a shop all day young Will learned archery.

Upon achieving journeyman status, the young alchemist and archer, seeks to avenge the slaughter of his parents by monsters and beasts of unknown origin, as well as adventure and fortune. After joining the Adventurers' Guild he finds the task isn't as straightforward as expected. Managing a love life between battling monsters and concocting deadly poisons takes a creative and disciplined mind.

Over three hundred years ago, humans occupied the lands stretching from the Canterlita Sea in the south to the Colossal Mountains in the north. Fortune seekers scoured the mountains for resources, while explorers searched for passages that might reveal what lay beyond.

Then came the Calamity. From the northern peaks emerged monsters—generally humanoid, yet towering up to four times the height of a man—and beasts, often monstrous versions of familiar animals, some clad in bone armor or bristling with spikes. They surged southward, destroying everything in their path.

Within only a few years, more than seventy percent of humanity had perished. Some fell directly to the claws of the invaders; others succumbed to starvation and disease brought on by the collapse of social order and the loss of farmland overrun by the advancing horde.

Nearly a century ago, wealthy merchant families, fearful that a standing royal army would enable the king to impose absolute rule, used their financial influence to force him to reduce his forces. What remained was sufficient only to protect the countryside in well-settled regions. Smaller waves of savage beasts still threaten humans living in the northernmost towns and villages.

To defend citizens near the frontier from monsters and beasts, an independent organization was founded: the Adventurers’ Guild. Its members, operating as independent contractors, accept commissions to hunt and slay such threats.


French Vocabulary




oui = yes

non = no

adieux = goodbye

au revoir = goodbye

chancelier = chancellor

chef or chef de village = village chief

c'est la vie = that's life

connard = Jerk

degage = Piss off

gendarme = constable

grand-mère = grandmother

Madame = Mrs.

Mademoiselle = Miss

Monsieur = Mister

maman = mom

papa = dad

mais oui = of course you idiot

merde = shit

mon chéri = my darling

mon dieu = my goodness

sergent = sergeant

trésorier = treasurer





French Currency




1 franc silver coin = 20 sous	

1 sous = 12 deniers  

1 franc = 240 deniers
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