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One

 

Phillip smiled and waited politely for his aunt to finish with her story.

Chances were good that she wasn’t actually going to finish any time soon, but that was irrelevant to how he was expected to behave.

He was at least thankful it was a story he hadn’t heard her tell before. So it was at least mildly entertaining.

“-the daft woman couldn’t seem to be bothered. I ended up backhanding her and having her escorted from my house,” said Elizabeth with a bored hand wave.

“So what are you doing for a wet-nurse then?” asked one of his older sisters.

Looking from his older sister, to his aunt, or even himself, one could easily spot them as familial. The stamp of house Curis was heavy and seemed almost unavoidable.

Straight blonde hair, bright-blue eyes, and handsome.

Man or woman, they always came out handsome.

Which didn’t seem to bother the women in his family in the least. In fact, there was a certain aesthetic to it that made his household highly sought after for marriage candidates.

Giving them quite a bit of leeway in choosing who they wished to marry. That of course also opened up more family alliance possibilities by the score.

Unless you were one of the men in the family, of which there were quite few. Those marriages tended to be high state affairs in the Curis household. Alliances that needed to be made or mended. One way, or another.

Political alliances arranged through marriage well in advance as soon as a male child was born. Sometimes they would change, as fortunes and families changed, but more often than not they remained steady and pre-determined.

“Oh, I just grabbed one of the house guard who’d just given birth and hired her directly,” his aunt said, shaking her head. “I forbade her from speaking around Stephanie while feeding her though. I swear, sometimes I think I need to do a cleaning of the cadet-family house-guard and get rid of all these rough-tongued clods.

“Though she does seem to produce more than enough milk for Stephanie and then her own daughter. Her husband is a rather cute little thing. He came around with their daughter the first day when she hadn’t come home.”

“Oh?” his sister asked, a rather scandalized tone to her voice. “Aunty… you know better.”

“I do, I do. I didn’t touch, I only looked. She didn’t seem to mind me looking either. I gave him a silver just for coming around. I was hoping he’d come around again,” Elizabeth admitted, then laughed. “Must’ve scared him off. Oh well. Do remember that, Louise. You can look at the commoners, but never touch.”

“Of course. Especially after Grandmother disinherited poor Gerdie,” said his sister with a shrug of her shoulders.

“I heard from her recently you know. She’s apparently working as a bartender. Her and that man she ran off with bought an inn and are doing alright for themselves. I’d bet that fox of a Duchess of ours gave her some money anyways, despite disinheriting her. Just how Mother always was,” said Elizabeth with a smirk. If anyone knew the Duchess, her mother, it was her own kids. “Can’t say I have much pity for Gerdie though if I’m being honest. She was warned. But at least she’s doing well.”

That’s good. I liked Gerdie. She always treated me rather nicely.

And I bet she’s right. Grandmother probably did give her money.

Elizabeth picked up her teacup and drank from it noiselessly, leaning over one side of the arm of the sofa. Her tight pants squeaked at the movement, the only sound in the room.

Glancing into her cup as it came away from her lips, Aunt Elizabeth set it back down onto her saucer.

Phillip of course hadn’t missed the look, nor the sound the teacup had made when it was set down. He imagined it was empty, or nearly so.

Which meant he needed to take up his duties.

“Aunt Elizabeth, would you care for some more tea? Perhaps a pastry at this time?” Phillip asked, slowly standing up from his seat. Moving over to the tea-trolley, he repositioned the tea-pot and turned to his aunt, awaiting her response.

“Phillip, it’s a shame you’re in my household,” Elizabeth said, smiling at him. “I still wonder sometimes what I’d have to give to Mother to get you wed to my Bethany.

“And yes, I’d love another cup. Thank you. No need for a pastry however. Still working off the poundage I put on for Steph. Though… well… add a sugar cube for me actually.”

“Ew, Aunty, that’s just… gross,” Louise mumbled, looking to Phillip. “Phillip is… Phillip.”

“Hah, you’ll think differently once you start your own courtship. Your brother is a very fine specimen of a man,” Elizabeth said as Phillip came over with the teapot. “If I could find a man a third as talented as your brother for Bethany I’d be far more at ease with her future. And I wasn’t quite kidding. I have considered going to Mother in the past. Bethany needs all the help she can get.”

He’d already glanced inside and confirmed the tea was still fit for use and wasn’t too dark. The mesh inside was also still quite firmly in place and would keep the tea clean and clear.

Retrieving his aunt’s saucer with the cup still on it, he pulled it closer to himself.

Judging the contents, he quickly poured in an appropriate amount. Setting the teapot back to its position, he came over with the small pair of tongs and the plate of sugar cubes he’d prepared.

Looking to his aunt, he placed a single cube into the teacup and waited her approval to continue.

Smiling, she nodded her head at him and looked back to his sister.

“-ill gross. I mean… he’s Phillip,” Louise was saying.

“Yes. And he’s intelligent. Handsome. Respectful. Understanding. He can cook, read, and maintains the household when your father isn’t available,” Elizabeth tried once again. “As I said. If I didn’t know the answer, and that honestly it really shouldn’t be done, I’d have tried to set him up with Bethany, rather than only think about it.”

I’d like to firmly pass on that one, please.

She’s about as tactful as a muddy dog during white-linen tea-service.

Picking up the small spoon that’d been laid on the back of the saucer, Phillip neatly and quietly stirred the tea. Moving it back and forth across the center of the cup without making any noise as he did so.

Laying the spoon down on the back of the saucer, he angled the handle to match the teacup’s handle. Then adjusted the teacup slightly so that the handle was the appropriate angle for his aunt.

“Such a shame his original betrothal fell through. House Harkal would have been a good match,” Elizabeth complained. “Well, right up until they lost the family manse and fortune. Then again, house Rias is quite the family, too. I hear his betrothed is already on the way here.”

Phillip nearly lost control of the saucer as he set it back down in front of his aunt.

He’d handled it so smoothly though, no one seemed to have noticed the near faux pas.

“Aunty! Phillip… Phillip doesn’t-” Louise’s voice trailed off as Phillip turned back to the tea-trolley and organized it briefly.

“I think I’ll need to freshen the pot if you’d like more, Aunt Elizabeth,” Phillip said in the quiet stillness that’d come over both women.

“Ah, that’d be a good idea, Phil,” Elizabeth muttered. “You’re a good man. You’ll make some girl real proud some day.”

Smiling, and feeling like his heart had dropped into his feet, Phillip quickly unlocked the wheels on his trolley, and began pushing it out of the room.

“Mother hadn’t told him yet,” Louise hissed as soon as the door closed behind him as he left. Standing there, he knew he’d hear what they said, and that he should leave, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.

“What? Why not? House Rias is a great house for him. It’ll be great for our house as well,” Elizabeth asked, clearly confused.

“Because… well, Phillip is her only boy. Only boy in the entire family. He’s the little prince,” grumbled Louise. “They spoil him.”

“Given his fiancé is only a day or two away, that seems like a silly thing to do. Not tell a man to prepare for his bride showing up to take him away,” his aunt declared. “He deserves better than that. I’m going to go give your mother a piece of my mind later.”

His aunt was always one of the first to his defense when he ever needed it.

“As to being spoiled… I’d say he deserves to be spoiled. Your mother and father truly lucked out with him. You really have no idea, dear. You’ll look at your husband down the road and be lucky if he’s an equal to your brother,” said Elizabeth. “Now, look at your father if you want a good example of how any man should grow into themselves. He-”

Walking away from the doors, Phillip wasn’t quite sure how to handle the situation. He felt like he was sprinting through an icy field, even though it was the middle of spring.

A day or two away?

House Rias?

Goodness, me.

 

***

Tapping firmly, if lightly, on his mother’s study doors, Phillip waited quietly.

The two members of the main-branch house-guard were all smiles at his presence.

Coming from a better class of commoner gave them a better sense of self and what most of their employers were like.

There wasn’t a guard or soldier in the Curis main-household that didn’t like Phillip.

“I’m sure she’s just reading,” said the guard on the left. “Give’er a moment and I’m sure she’ll respond.”

“Or… just knock again in a minute,” said the second guard on the right. “We wouldn’t fault you for waiting here with us.”

Phillip smiled at that and ducked his head, not wanting to meet either woman’s eyes.

They were armed and armored, dressed for combat and war.

Additionally they were considerably taller and stronger than him, each woman reaching six foot five or six foot six easily.

He was just a bit above average for a man at five foot six, which put him on a fairly even footing with most women.

Just not those who joined the military careers.

“Enter!” called his mother through the door, her voice partially muffled.

“See? Told you so, young master. Now, chin up, smile, and ask your question directly,” said the guard on the left. “Your mother seems a bit harried but in a good mood.”

Glancing to her, Phillip was grateful. She was only older than him by a year or so, but Mildred had always been kind to him.

The cool-green eyes inside of the helm watched him quietly for several seconds. He could see several locks of her dark-brown hair wedged back into the sides of the helmet.

“Thanks,” Phillip said and then pushed the doors open.

Stepping into what his father called his mother’s “war room”, he found himself tensing up. He never really came in here unless his father brought him here to be scolded. Or if he was trying to ask his mother something that he didn’t want the rest of the family knowing about.

Often when something had gone wrong for him and he needed an out.

“Phillip?” his mother asked, looking up from her writing desk.

She was hunched over it, a quill in hand, and an ink-pot at her elbow.

“Ah, yes, Mother,” Phillip said, closing the door behind himself. “Do you have a few minutes to spare?”

“Yes, have a seat,” his mother replied after a moment, then motioned to one of the chairs in front of her desk. She went back to her paper, her quill scratching across the surface quickly and neatly.

Phillip walked over to a seat as indicated and folded his hands in his lap, and then crossed his ankles. He was dressed in the house tunic and trousers that most of his family wore around the manse.

Though his riding boots were a gift from his father and weren’t quite house approved, his mother always overlooked them.

Watching her, he saw the same broad-strokes that were part of the rest of his family so clearly in her face.

Short blonde hair, blue eyes that nearly glowed, and a handsome face and set of features.

She also looked somewhat tired and worn, but nothing that would cause any alarm for Phillip. His mother often worked late into the night, he’d found. On queen’s business, her family’s, or her own. As the Countess of Curis, next in line for the Duchy of Curis, there was a large weight that rested on his mother’s fair brow.

Finishing up, Countess Clarissa Curis leaned back from her work. Inspecting it critically she frowned and began chewing at her lower lip.

“Phillip, read this over and tell me what you think,” his mother said then picked up the paper. Flipping it around, she set it down in front of him, wiped off her quill, set it in its place, and got up from her desk. Walking around to a bookshelf, she began to casually finger through her own books for a moment before moving on toward a map of the Queendom.

“Of course, Mother,” Phillip said, looking to the document and then started to read it.

He quickly realized it was a trade agreement with house Rias and that there were a very large number of concessions coming their way.

So many in fact that this almost felt more like an ultimatum rather than a trade deal.

Except everything was penned in an acceptance form of verbiage. This wasn’t someone asking for these items, the Curis family was agreeing to receiving them.

Realizing that this agreement was likely part and parcel to his own marriage, Phillip had a number of concerns and doubts well up in him.

If house Rias found him wanting, it was quite likely this deal would never happen.

And while his family didn’t need the deal, it would help them out considerably.

“It reads fine, Mother,” Phillip said, moving around to the other side of his mother’s desk. While he didn’t often visit her study, she’d often included him in her works.

Even going so far as to having him close up her correspondence for her and have it dispatched.

“Shall I finish and post this, Mother?” asked Phillip as he picked up the pounce pot and unstopped it.

“Finish it, but don’t post it. We can hand it off to them when they arrive,” his mother said, still standing near the map.

“It’s true then?” he asked, feeling like she’d used this moment to help facilitate the point to him about why this was happening.

Phillip lightly shook out pounce powder all over the document. He held it above the collection tray so that the possibility of reusing the pounce was possible. Though he knew his mother wouldn’t. She’d likely toss it and use new powder.

But there was no reason to not at least practice being economical.

Or so Phillip believed.

“Yes, dear. It is,” his mother said with a heavy sigh. “To be fair, I felt like you and Kathryn were a better match. You were both rather sweet on one another.”

Nodding his head, Phillip closed up the pounce pot and set it aside. Kathryn and he had gotten along quite well indeed.

They’d grown up knowing they’d be married and had shared a great deal with one another.

She’d even been his first kiss when they were but ten years old.

Later on that followed along with a great deal of “exploring” that they really shouldn’t have been doing.

“How… is Kathryn?” Phillip asked while holding up the document. Touching the tip of his pinky to the ink of one particular spot, he found it to be almost completely dry. There was just a hint of tackiness to the ink.

“Oh, she’s fine. Last I heard they found a very nice man for her to marry. The son of an earl with a small estate,” his mother said. “They had their ceremony last month.”

“I see,” Phillip said, feeling like his heart was in his throat. He hadn’t even known Kathryn was married, let alone already living her with her spouse.

“Given the situation, and what was available to us, I feel like this opportunity was a masterful stroke of luck for us. To the point that… honestly I can hardly believe it.”

The soft clump of his mother’s boots heading back his way made him look down to her desk, rather than at her.

“I understand, Mother.”

“Ah… I’m sure you do. In fact, I don’t doubt you do at all. I just wish it wasn’t this way. I can’t imagine we’ll get to see much of you after this.

“Their main estate is a week away on a fast horse. Practically the other side of the country.”

A warm hand was laid down to the back of his head.

“I’m going to miss you, my Phillip. Phil. My son,” murmured his mother, her fingertips likely moving through his hair.

His mother wasn’t great with showing emotions. In fact she was pretty stoic if he had to put a term to it.

The fact that she was touching him while admitting her feelings made him rather nervous.

“I came… to ask who it was I was marrying? Aunt Elizabeth didn’t say,” Phillip said, deciding to put his all into this marriage. He needed it to work out for his mother, if no one else.

“I swear… my sister was always a problem. Is always a problem. Reminds me of Louise sometimes. If she doesn’t get her act together, it’s likely Jamie is going to have to move her out of the main family and into a position similar to Elizabeth’s when she takes power. Certainly did wonders for Elizabeth when I did it to her. In fact, we’re better sisters for it.”

Oh, that’d be… different. Jamie and Louise never really got along.

I could see her doing something like that.

“And your wife to be… her name is Alice. She’s third in line to inherit. It’s likely her estate will end up rather large even with being down two rungs. But that’s not how the Rias family normally handles inheritance. I think Alice will surprise everyone,” his mother said, her hand now smoothing his hair down against the back of his head. “I met her several times last year while I was on campaign. She was there with her mother and two sisters.

“She’s a year older than you but will be a good fit for you, I believe. Very intelligent, very kind. I imagine she’ll end up managing the mercantile side of their family and fully inherit.

“They may only be the barest of landed nobility on paper, but their power, prestige, and money easily equate them to what was the duchy of Harkal.”

Mercantile.

Mercantile? Well. Better than… better than marrying into a warrior family, I suppose. Not a whole lot I can do there with that one.

Though it would have been easier given it’s what I’ve known my whole life.

I’ll need to start studying as quickly as possible to figure out what kind of goods they produce.

Their… their imports and exports and… and what their taxes are and-

Phillip let out a slow shuddering breath.

He knew the day would come when he’d leave his home. Where he’d spent his whole life. But it didn’t mean he was ready for it.

Whether it was Kathryn or this Alice he’d never met, he likely wouldn’t have been ready either way.

But with Kathryn, I’d at least know my wife. Know the family.

I don’t even know what Alice looks like, let alone the sound of her voice, or how she likes her breakfast.

“Oh my boy,” his mother said, her arms wrapping him up around the shoulders and drawing him into a hug.

Her strong and rough embrace was a reminder that while his mother dealt in trade, and handily swam with the merchant families as if she were born for it, she’d originally earned her prestige through the military.

And continued to serve the queen in that capacity as needed.

Unable to fight his mother off even if he tried, Phillip just let himself be hugged, and found he was hugging her back tightly in return.

He didn’t want to leave home.


Two

 

Standing next to his father, Phillip felt rather odd.

Normally this position was reserved for his oldest sister. Right now though he was occupying a space he didn’t feel at all comfortable  taking.

“Relax, Phil,” Jamie said, leaning down to whisper into his ear. “You’re the man of the hour. It’s only right that you stand there. It’s not like you tried to argue for it yourself. I did.”

A small smile curved his lips as he turned his head and looked at his sister.

She looked a lot like their mother, though taller, and even more broadly built. If ever there was someone to carry on the military name of Curis, it was Jamie.

“And besides. If something happens, you just write me. I’ll come get you. You’ll always be my little brother, even if you marry into another family,” Jamie said, her large hand resting on his back gently.

When his mother had been away at war, Jamie had often cared for him. Feeding him, cleaning him, bathing him, and even teaching him far more useful things than what their parents wanted.

Like how to raid the pantry without any of the household servants noticing.

“Don’t… don’t do to Louise what mother did to Elizabeth,” Phillip said, meeting Jamie’s eyes dead on now. “Let her grow up a bit first, okay? She’s just a little spoiled.”

Jamie’s blonde eyebrows crawled up to her hairline slowly. Then she smiled and then laughed softly.

“Fine. We’ll see what happens for now and… I’ll try to tolerate her. I promise,” Jamie grumbled.

“Thank you,” Phillip said, then grabbed his sister and hugged her. Hard and as rough as he could manage.

“Oh, Phil. Stop it. Alice’s carriage should be here any moment. The last thing she needs to see is you hanging onto your sister,” Jamie chided him, but didn’t push him away.

Seconds passed, and he still hadn’t released Jamie. If anything he was holding onto her even more tightly.

“Phil… it’ll be alright. I promise,” Jamie murmured, realizing he wasn’t going to let go. “We’ll see Alice and her family, talk to them, figure out if they’re a right match, and go from there. It’ll work out. Okay? It’ll be fine.”

Letting out a shuddering breath, Phillip nodded and released his sister. Moving back into position next to his father, he looked to the slightly taller man.

Where his mother was broad, rough, and built to fight, his father was much more like most men. Lighter, thinner, less muscular, and certainly not built for combat without a great deal of training.

His short brown hair and pale grey eyes set him apart from the rest of the family. Though not terribly so. It was one of the reasons his grandmother had chosen him for his mother.

“It’ll be alright, son,” his father said, turning his head and smiling down at his son. His voice was warm and low. “You know, when I married your mother, I was more or less strapped to a horse and sent off alone. Just my dowry, guards, and I.”

His mother snorted at that.

“Guards. They were little better than stable-hands. Your mother didn’t know what she was giving away when I lucked into you,” Clarissa said, putting her hands on her hips.

His father, John, leaned into his wife and put his arm around her hips.

“Only you ever thought that way,” his father said quietly, more for his mother than anyone else.

“And I’m right. Your mo-”

His mother’s voice trailed off as she leaned into her husband in return and whispered quietly to him.

Phillip’s attention was broken by the sound of horses’ hooves pounding. Leaning forward, he looked down the entry way into their family estate.

They were somewhat removed from normal city life and lived primarily in their country holding. Away from everyone and everything.

A horse riding this hard and at this time could only be the Rias family.

It was just odd to him though as it didn’t sound like a carriage.

Just a single horse is what he believed it to be.

“Rider,” said Louise at the far end of the line. “Queen’s uniform.”

There was a general sense of unease in the family now. A queen’s rider never bode well for anyone at the Curis home.

Given the state of the country, it was very likely this was a deployment request coming from the queen. To recall Countess Clarissa Curis, noted and respected general. Heir to the Duchy of Curis and first-born daughter to the Duchess herself.

A war veteran and hero decorated many times before the nobility.

Coming to a stop in front of the Curis family, the messenger seemed quite flummoxed. Looking from the daughters of the Curis family, to Phillip, his father, and then finally his mother, the messenger was at a loss.

“Well?” Clarissa asked in a stern tone. “What is it you want?”

All around her, the guards of the Curis family main-branch family were closing in on the woman on the horse.

“Ah… dispatch from the queen. To recall General Curis and her command group to action for immediate redeployment,” said the messenger. Reaching into her leather saddle bag, she pulled out a hardened scroll case and held it out to Clarissa. “Uprising in the east. Several nobles have banded together. It’s rebellion raising its fangs to the queen.”

“What?! How dare they!” Clarissa growled, snatching the case from the messenger. She tore the top off it and fished out the letter inside. Holding it up, she began to read over it quickly.

“They’re already massing and have soldiers at the ready. The queen is mobilizing the entirety of the army. She’s looking to leave by tonight,” said the messenger.

Phillip had no idea if that was what was in the message, or if the messenger was just ticking off more salient points. 

“Jamie, you’re my second as of this moment. Pick one of your sisters as your assistant. They’ll end up being your second down the road, so pick dutifully,” Clarissa growled. Rolling up the tube, she held it out to John and then looked down the road toward the entry of their estate. “We’ll just have to… make this quick. I suppose.”

What?

Phillip followed his mother’s gaze. Rolling down the entry way toward the house were two carriages. Both were in colors and house designs he didn’t know.

The Rias family. But… if… Mother’s leaving-

Phillip felt his heart quiver in his chest and his stomach flipped over.

If his mother was leaving to war, there was no way the Rias family would want to remain behind. They’d likely take Phillip, his guards, his dowry, and be off with him.

The chances of them being willing to sit and converse with them while the head of the household went away was quite slim.

“It’ll be okay, I promise,” Jamie said, her hand on his back pulling him closer to herself. “It really will. Okay? It’ll be okay.”

The messenger moved out of the way to allow the lead carriage to arrive exactly where it would be expected to.

An older woman with dark-black hair and dark-green eyes opened the door and stepped out. Where his mother looked like a soldier slightly past her prime but still quite fit, this woman was certainly not that.

She was clearly older than her mother, or so Phillip would judge on the gray hairs starting to show in her hair, but she also didn’t seem to have the same aging his mother did in the face.

Over-pampered merchant?

“Ah, Clarissa. You really do have quite the charming manse out here,” said the woman with a smile, walking over. “And goodness, your entire family really is quite lovely. You really all do have that… Curis stamp, don’t you. Just like your mother said.”

Clarissa laughed, nodded her head, and then sighed.

“Yes. The… Curis stamp is quite heavy. It never really seems to fade even in the cadet families,” Clarissa muttered. “I’m afraid I have to cut this painfully short, my dear friend. To the point of being rude, in fact.

“Matilda, I just received a deployment order from this messenger here. You might be turning around with Phillip in tow even just as you’ve arrived.”

Gesturing at the messenger nearby, Clarissa then took the message from John and held it out to the other woman.

“You’re welcome to read it. There’s nothing secret in there. Though I would hope in reading it, it would assuage any hurt you feel over my departure before we even have a chance to talk,” said Clarissa.

“What…?” asked Matilda, taking the paper and unrolling it to read it. “Oh… oh, goodness. This… we’re at war.”

“Yes, its full rebellion. Eastern estates. Looks like it’s Karen and her bunch, if I don’t miss my guess,” complained Clarissa. “And now… now I have to hand Phillip off to you without even a dinner party. I’m… I’m so sorry, Matilda.”

There wasn’t even the possibility of them simply waiting, or having his father host the dinner. His mother had just suggested that he’d be given over, and they’d all go their ways.

Sighing, Matilda shook her head and looked genuinely upset about the news.

“I had really looked forward to having this little get-together,” Matilda grumbled, handing the missive back to Clarissa. “I thank you for sharing this with me. As your son’s mother-in-law, I thank you for the respect shown to me.”

“Of course, Matilda,” Clarissa said with an easy smile. “Now… I can offer some wine for the road, and some pastries and warm food. But I’m afraid I must saddle and depart. The queen calls for my sword. Immediately.”

“That’d be wonderful, actually. If you don’t mind?” Matilda asked with a smile.

“Not at all, not at all. Please. You’re family now after all. I’ll have everything brought out,” said the Countess, turning to catch the eyes of one of her personal aides.

The message was clear.

Do what I asked and now. And the aide knew it.

They were off in a flash, practically sprinting for the house.

“Phillip, this is Matilda Rias,” Clarissa said, laying a hand to the other woman’s shoulder and directing her toward Phillip. “She’s now your mother-in-law and the head of the family. This’ll be once the marriage is observed, of course.”

“And that’ll be the day after we arrive back home,” Matilda said, unloading a wide smile on Phillip. “I’ll have you and Alice in the second carriage along with a chaperon for you. Perhaps someone from your guard?”

Phillip blinked at that. Everything was going too fast for him.

Turning to his mother, he didn’t know what to say or do.

She nodded her head minutely but said nothing.

Realizing he was now on his own, Phillip smiled in return at Matilda and dipped his head toward her.

“That would be most welcome, thank you… Mother. I appreciate the courtesy,” Phillip said.

“His guard is already assembled and ready for travel,” his mother finally added. “I picked them personally from volunteers. They’re all very well trained and know their business. They’ll defer to your house guard in all matters excepting of course Phillip’s safety. I already had his dowry shipped off via armed courier to your home. They’ll likely arrive the day after you get back home. I had them take back roads.”

You… what?

This was all already… done. There was never going to be any possibility of breaking this.

Even if Alice is an evil dog-monster, there was never any backing out of this.

Was there.

Still smiling, Phillip pretended that he hadn’t realized what his mother’s words meant. Instead he merely looked back to the second carriage waiting behind the first.

Sticking out of the window was a young woman’s upper torso. She had dark-black hair that fell down behind her back and shoulders. Green eyes that almost seemed crystalline in the sun.

And a curious look on her face like she wasn’t quite sure what she was looking at.

Phillip thought she was certainly on the “cute” side from what he could see of her already. Admittedly he couldn’t get a full picture of what to expect from just this.

“Jamie, get Phillip in the carriage. I’ll speak with Matilda as I ready myself, and then we’ll be on our way,” Clarissa commanded as she turned away, walking away with Matilda. John followed along placidly, saying nothing. If he had anything to add about Phillip departing, he seemed determined to not say it in front of others.

Jamie came up to him and gave him a warm smile. Except he knew it was forced. Forced and fake. Put on display only to convey a feeling to him that everything was well.

“Alright, come on, little brother. Give me a hug. Sounds like you’ll be on your way and so will I,” Jamie said, grabbing Phillip up in a bear hug.

“Don’t be angry about Father. You know how he gets. He’ll be up late brooding and upset that he didn’t say goodbye to you,” Jamie muttered. “You’ll probably get a letter about it in a week.”

That… sounds almost too correct honestly.

Looking around he realized Louise had slipped away at some point as well. As had the rest of his sisters.

Madeline, Abbey, and even Francis. Not one of you stayed.

He was alone with Jamie. The rest of his family having fled, vanished, or disappeared.

“You know they’re too young to understand,” Jamie said, starting to guide Phillip over to the second carriage. “They’re as different in age to you, as you are to me.”

Their mother’s campaigns and constant war had kept her away from their father, making their children’s ages have some rather interesting gaps in them. Louise was barely a teenager, while Phillip was already seventeen, and Jamie twenty-two.

“Will you write me once you have a fiancé? I want… I want to be there,” Phillip asked even as his sister kept him moving.

“What? Me? Marry? Ha,” Jamie said as the young woman who’d been watching Phillip ducked back inside the carriage. “No one will want to marry your big sister. Too strong. And I pick my nose. I fart, too.”

“So does Mom, Dad loves her,” Phillip argued.

“Yes, yes. And Dad is a saint. Now, up we go,” Jamie said, pulling open the door to the carriage.

Looking inside Phillip found that there was only one occupant. If there’d been anyone else in here, they’d departed before he’d even realized.

“Hello,” Phillip said, looking at the young woman he’d seen earlier.

“Good afternoon,” said the woman, eying Phillip. “You would be Phillip Curis?”

“Indeed. I assume you’re Alice Rias?” Phillip asked, getting his foot up on the first step and grabbing the door frame.

“That I am. You’ll be my husband,” Alice said, then gestured to the bench across from herself. “Come. Let’s get to know one another since we’ll be maritally bound together.”

Great… she’s about as warm as a snowball.

Why couldn’t it have been Kathryn. She was warm, kind, caring.

“Up you go. Bye, little brother, I love you,” Jamie said, pushing Phillip up and into the coach. Then she closed the door behind him and was off at a jog.

“They seem quite eager to be rid of you,” said Alice. There was a question in her comment.

“Mother is… going off to war. They got the message just before you arrived. Theres a rebellion in the east,” Phillip mumbled, sitting down on the bench slowly. “A raising of nobles and armies.”

“Ah, I see. That’ll be interesting for our business ventures in the area,” Alice said, looking rather thoughtful. “War can bring money or take money. One can never be sure.”

Does she just care about coin then? Is that what drives her mind?

Kathryn… why… ugh.

Putting on the same smile he’d been forced to wear a good part of his life, Phillip folded his hands in his lap, and sat there.

Whining about his lot in life wasn’t going to fix anything. Kathryn was gone. Her family nothing of worth anymore.

And she herself was already married. She’d found a man and had been brought into the family.

I must make my life… my own. And that starts today.

I’m not a petulant whining child.

Not some man with a weak spine. I’ll make my life my own.

“So… Alice,” Phillip said after it was clear that his conversation partner was going deep into thought. “What can you tell me about yourself? Do you have any hobbies? Anything you like to do?”

“I like studying market values,” Alice said, her eyes staring at the point between Phillip’s boots. “Reading. Going over ledgers from the stores. That sort of thing.”

Money.

Great. Okay. Yes. I can… I can do this.

Yes.

Money is certainly relatable and I can easily get involved. I’ve made deals of my own, after all.

“I see. You’ll have to acquaint me with all of those things so I can understand them,” Phillip murmured. Noticing a small piece of grass on his knee, he flicked it off with a finger and adjusted his posture again. “It would be good to have a solid understanding of what makes my wife tick.”

Alice said nothing, still staring off into nothing. Thinking about the wars, battles, and coins most likely.

Damnit all.

Why did it have to be so obviously strained already?

Kathryn would have-

Remembering once again that not only was Kathryn gone, but married, Phillip felt like he was about to hit a wall.

The door to the carriage opened and Mildred looked inside.

“Ah, young lord Curis. I’ve been assigned as your chaperon for the ride,” said Mildred, giving him a bright smile as she clambered into the coach.

“You…? Does that mean you’re one of my guards?” Phillip asked hopefully. If Mildred was coming along, he’d at least have her to talk to.

“It does indeed. I’ll be a lieutenant. Reporting up to Captain Mary. I’ll be commanding one of the three squads going with you,” Mildred said, making a hand gesture for Phillip to scoot over.

Doing so, he smiled at the guard, feeling like he had a burst of sunshine when he’d expected nothing but gray clouds.

Closing the carriage door, Mildred re-arranged her sword, her hand-axe, and then sat herself down next to Phillip.

“Good afternoon, Miss Rias,” Mildred said, bowing her head to Alice. “I’m Mildred. Mildred Aims.”

“Afternoon, Mildred,” Alice said softly, her left hand coming up to her mouth. She began to run her finger back and forth across her bottom lip as she continued to go deeper into her thoughts. “Call me Alice.”

“As you like, Alice,” Mildred said, then turned to Phillip. “Goodness. A rebellion and a wedding in one day. You’re just all sorts of luck aren’t you. Good, bad, neutral, you got it all and left nothing behind.”

Phillip laughed softly at that, then shrugged his shoulders.

Grabbing Mildred’s leather gloved hand, Phillip hung onto it.

“Yeah, guess you could say that. Or something,” Phillip said then started to laugh again. “You’re the one who got sent off though. Isn’t that bad luck for you?”

“I wasn’t sent off. I volunteered, remember?” Mildred said, squeezing Phillip’s hand in her gloved fingers. Then she gently pulled his hand out of hers and set it back into his own lap. “Now, let’s talk about your security. Because I’m thinking you haven’t put any thought into it.”

“Not at all,” Phillip admitted. “Talk away, Mildred my dear. Talk away.”


Three

 

The door clacked open and Phillip found the light pouring in was rather bright.

Before he could contemplate what to do, his bride-to-be exited the coach and stepped out into the sunlight.

“Well, let’s not keep everyone waiting,” Mildred said and gave Phillip a smile. Pulling at the mace at her hip Mildred exited the coach as well and stood there, looking around. Her weapon was halfway out of its loop but it wasn’t actually drawn.

Phillip was reminded in this moment that Mildred had served with his mother in the last war. She’d come back with her when it ended.

This was no country-fed idiot or city-born fool. Mildred was a soldier who had served and fought. He also knew for a fact that she had served in the front lines. Where she’d earned her notoriety and awards.

By his mother’s own admission and awarding.

Glancing over her shoulder, Mildred gave him a subtle head nod and then walked out of view.

Clicking his tongue, Phillip got up, exited the coach, and put his feet down on firm ground once more.

They’d more or less ridden the entire way non-stop. Nearly at break-neck speed in fact. To the point that he’d wondered if the coach wheel or axle might snap as they bumped and flew along.

Looking around quickly, Phillip had to practically squint. The morning sun was blasting him full in the face.

We really did ride for an entire day at that pace. I wonder how-

There was a loud thump and crash from behind Phillip that startled him. Moving forward several steps, he looked back at where the noise had come from.

One of the horses that’d led the coach was down on the ground. Its chest was heaving and it was clearly in distress.

He was well aware that they’d changed the horses out repeatedly. There had even been a time or two he’d been allowed out to empty his bladder.

But even changing when they had wasn’t enough to save all the horses.

Grimacing, Phillip went back to inspecting his surroundings.

They were in a walled-off yard that went up to the front of a large manse. Flower beds, fountains, and vine-laden trellises were in abundance throughout. The grounds were quite well cared for and clearly cost a significant amount of coin to maintain.

Most surprising to Phillip though was the fact that he could see other buildings not far off. As if they had neighbors. Then he realized what he was hearing wasn’t the sounds of nature, either.

It was the dull clamor of a city. Filled with the sounds of people, horses, wagons, and all manner of things he couldn’t quite identify by ear alone.

We’re not in the country-side. I thought… that was where we were going?

Not far away he could see Alice with her mother, and a number of other women who looked like they might be family members.

All throughout the grounds were a number of women in uniforms that matched the crest he’d seen on the coach furnishings.

Rias guards, so… that means this is a Rias… home?

Just not the one I was expecting.

Nodding his head, Phillip brought his thoughts into order.

Of course they changed their plans. They’re a mercantile family. They just found out a war was about to kick off and Mother was deployed.

The Rias family can use this to get ahead of the market and… and make money. Be a mercantile family.

Yes.

That’s what they’re doing.

And Mother always says that war will make or break some folks. The Rias wants to be on the side that makes it.

And… and I’m a Rias. Okay.

Mildred and her nine compatriots were all forming up nearby. She was speaking with another guard that had a captain’s insignia at her collar and shoulder.

There was two other lieutenants, and twelve sergeants.

Mother sent sergeants as if they were privates. These are all experienced soldiers. None of them green or inexperienced. I can leave myself in their care as I… as I become a Rias.

Taking in a short breath, Phillip squared his shoulders, put his hands behind his back, and began to calmly walk over to where Alice and her family were.

If he was a Rias, he needed to be included in family affairs.

He’d often sat in on his mother’s business dealings, war councils, or family business. While he didn’t have the experience of those who lived and breathed it, he was no wet-behind-the-ears fool, either.

“-work at the blacksmith guilds,” Matilda said, speaking to a woman who looked to be a few years older than Alice. “Let’s see if we can’t get contracts for arrow heads, horse-shoes, and nails. Everyone will need those regardless of anything else.”

Coming to a stop just behind the circle of women, Phillip remained quiet.

“Try not to go too overboard though. There’s no telling how far word has spread. Clarissa had only just received the order it seemed,” Matilda continued, slowly making eye-contact with each of the women around her. “Suffice it to say if we can get ahead of this we can make some money. And then we-”

Matilda froze in mid-sentence as her eyes caught Phillip’s.

Staring at him, she looked as if she had no idea what she was seeing.

Slowly, each woman in the circle turned to find him and looked equally unsure in realizing he was there.

“I would suggest the coopers,” said Phillip with a smile. “Their guild wouldn’t likely find out about what was going on until it’d almost be too late. Barrels are handy and over-used for anything and everything. Additionally, the army loves to break them apart and reuse them for other purposes. Which means they always need more.”

Matilda made a facial expression that Phillip couldn’t quite figure out.

“I… that’s a very good idea, Phillip,” said the woman after a pause. “Everyone, this is Phillip Curis. Alice’s betrothed and soon-to-be husband.”

There were a brief series of smiles that flashed across most of the women’s faces. Alice herself looked as if she were already wishing the conversation would return to business.

“Phillip, given that your mother is being recalled to service, I think we should move the ceremony to today for you and Alice,” Matilda said while waving over a servant with her other hand. “Michael, be a dear and escort Phillip up to Alice’s apartments and show him around the home in general? I’ll call Priestess Minnie and have her come over to conclude things.”

“Of course, madam,” said a man in his twenties wearing Rias’ house colors. He looked like any number of servants Phillip had dealt with in his mother’s home. “Right this way, young master.”

Conclude… things?

Goodness.

I feel like I’ve been handed off like a bag of old laundry. Only to be handed off to someone else who’s dropped me in a corner.

Keeping the same smile on his face, Phillip nodded his head to the servant and mentally checked a sigh.

 

***

 

Having gone through a very quick wedding ceremony, that lasted less than five minutes, Phillip was now a married man.

Married, in a set of rooms that weren’t his, decorated with belongings he had no attachment to.

He’d been given two rooms in Alice’s “apartments” in total. They were at least triple the size of his own rooms back at his parents’ house.

He was to inhabit these when he wasn’t keeping company with Alice.

Sitting in a chair in front of the writing desk of his attached study to his bedroom, Phillip wasn’t quite sure what to do with himself.

Alice had given him a firm, if brief, kiss, told him she’d see him later that night, and then vanished with the rest of her family.

“Rather well appointed,” Mildred murmured, casually inspecting the walls of his room. Several other guards were with her, though they were stationed at the door.

As far as he could tell, Mildred had managed to become his direct liaison for the day shift of his guards.

“Oh yes. It certainly is that,” Phillip said, turning in his chair to watch the guard. Then he turned his head and looked to the other guards at the door. He knew there were two on the other side of the door. “Could you two give me a few minutes with the Lieutenant? I… would really like to ask her for some advice.”

Both guards turned to look to Mildred for direction.

She casually gave them a hand wave and nodded her head at the same time.

A quick stomp of boots and Phillip was alone with the imposing woman.

“Mildred… should I have fought this?” Phillip asked, feeling more unsure than he ever had before.

That question got her attention, her helmeted head turning away from the tapestry she was inspecting.

He could see her eyes in her helmet staring at him.

Then she reached up, pulled her helmet off, and set it onto the pommel of the short sword at her hip.

Mildred wasn’t an unattractive woman by any means, but she wasn’t a beauty like some women could be. He’d definitely put her in the middle area of being “pretty”.

The thin scar that ran from the edge of her left eyebrow and up into her hair line, gave her a bit more of a rough feeling as well.

Phillip thought it added to her features.

“I can’t answer that one for you, my lord,” Mildred murmured.

“Please, call me Phil. Or Phillip, Mildred,” Phillip said quickly before she could possibly continue.

Mildred’s lips pressed into a thin line and she shook her head once.

“As you like… Phillip. But I still can’t answer that question. I get the impression your mother would have married you off regardless of you fighting it or not,” Mildred said, walking slowly over to him at his desk. “I think fighting would have only made it harder on your family, with no benefit at all. You’d still end up here, and they’d be left with only your anger to dwell on in your absence.”

Coming to a stop in front of him, Phillip was once more reminded that Mildred was additionally a tall woman. Standing at least six foot six or around that height.

“I mean… I could have run away. I have some money,” Phillip said defensively.

And he did.

He’d made several smart deals in the last year or two. He had more than enough to live on his own. Though it’d be a considerable cry from what he was used to, he could have easily made it on what he already had if he was willing to live modestly.

Mildred nodded her head at that, putting her left hand on her belt and her right atop her helmet.

“You could have. Likely quite well for a very long time if you found a woman who could keep you on track,” Mildred admitted. “Though I imagine… I imagine, knowing you, you’d have built your fortune up over time. I was there for the last tip you pitched at your mother. Had she listened, she could have easily made thousands of golds.”

Phillip shrugged his shoulders and looked to the side and down.

“She didn’t though. At least we made money despite that. Considering the reports of the weather coming out of the southlands though it seemed rather obvious the crops weren’t going to be good,” Phillip excused, trying to side step that he’d gone to his mother first.

Rather than acting confidently on his own.

“That’s just it though. That sort of thing happens. But you trusted it. Believed in it. You bought contracts into the market against it falling out. At a loss originally, too,” Mildred continued.

“I had a gut feeling about it. I mean, you were there. We talked to quite a few of the traders,” Phillip said, turning back to Mildred. “You heard them.”

“Oh yes, I heard them alright. I just didn’t believe them. Discredited what they said. Otherwise I might have invested what little coin I had as well,” said Mildred with a chuckle.

Phillip had a feeling about the traders. That what they’d said had been right.

Not just right, but accurate. To the point that if he hadn’t put money in them he knew he’d regret it at a later date.

“This… is this the same as last time?” Mildred asked, her question curious and nervous at the same time. “The coopers?”

Nodding his head, Phillip found himself staring at Mildred’s boots.

“Mom kept talking about barrels last time she came home from war. That they never had enough and were always ordering more. But there was never enough because every army also needed them,” Phillip murmured. “War… war seems to be a part of everyday life anymore. Not a distant idea reserved for battlefields.

“So I’ve kept an eye on the Cooper guild. They haven’t changed at all. In any way. Which means their production should be about the same. So there won’t be enough.”

“Which is why you suggested buying in now before their stock went out,” Mildred finished, getting to the end of his thought after he stopped talking.

“Yeah. Then just sit on them. Keep them in a warehouse until the stock hits zero. Maybe keep buying more and more just to make it happen. Then offer a sizable portion of it all at double or triple price to whoever. Could be an army, could be another seller. Doesn’t really matter as long as we make the initial profit,” explained Phillip. “Some army or another will want it all. And since it’s not critical material the queen can’t just seize it. I mean… they’re barrels. Not swords or shields or something.”

Mildred clicked her tongue at that and tilted her head to one side.

“That’s true. The Queen did seize a lot of equipment last time. I remember when it all showed up in your mother’s camp,” Mildred said. Then she nodded her head once. “I don’t have much in the way of coin, but I’d be honored if you’d take it and invest it with yours.”

Laughing softly at her joke, Phillip looked up to Mildred’s face.

He found she looked entirely serious. To the point that his laughter died on his lips.

“You… want me to invest your money,” Phillip repeated.

“I do. I’m going to give you my life’s savings and ask you to invest it with your own,” said the guard with a wide and warm smile. It really made her green eyes stand out. “Or is my money not good enough?”

“No, no, that’s not it. That’s not it at all. I’m just… flattered, I guess. Thank you, Mildred. Guess that makes you my first partner,” Phillip said after a second.

“Likewise,” Mildred said with a nod of her head.

“Uhm… should you ask your husband or fiancé or…? I don’t really know what your situation is and…” Phillip asked, letting the question hang. He really didn’t know how to finish it.

The fact of the matter was Mildred would be the head of her household, married or not. Even if she married upward and had a noble husband she’d be the head.

It’s just how things were.

Watching him for several seconds, Phillip got the impression Mildred was deeply considering his words.

“I’m not married, Phillip. Nor have I ever been engaged. I’m only a year older than you are, you know. I enlisted quite early,” said Mildred. “And to be honest I’m not sure I’ll ever marry. My older sisters tried it and it didn’t turn out so well.

“Then again… my sisters aren’t me so… mmm. A story for another time. Partner, then?”

“Partner,” Phillip said, nodding his head slowly. “We can go tomorrow and start making those purchases. That’ll give the Rias family time to act on my suggestion if they so choose.”

“Do you think they will?” Mildred inquired.

“No. I don’t. I think-”

There was a set of knocks on the door that led into the main hallway. The door that led to Alice’s side of the apartments was closed, and he knew no one was in there.

The knocks left Phillip unsure of what was happening or what to do.

Mildred lifted her helmet up off the pommel and pulled it back over her head. Heading to the door, she opened it without a word.

“Miss Rias would like to speak with Phillip,” said one of his guards from the hallway.

“Ah, certainly. Come right in, Miss Rias,” Mildred said, stepping to one side of the door and holding it open.

Walking past Mildred wasn’t who Phillip was expecting.

It was neither Alice nor was it her mother, both of which could make sense if they called on him.

In fact he had no idea who it was.

Apparently Mildred didn’t actually know either, as she closed the door and followed the woman inside. A step behind her and to the left with one hand on her short sword.

It was a woman that was younger than either of the possible guests. In fact, she looked to be a year younger than Phillip was.

She shared a family resemblance with Alice though she was fractionally more pretty. Her black hair was a bit lighter in color though they had the same green eyes.

Dressed in pants and a somewhat loose tunic, she also didn’t have much shape to her.

“Good evening, Phillip,” said the woman with a smile that gave her a younger look.

She’s still growing into that face. Especially those cheekbones and that nose.

“Good evening,” Phillip said with a sincere smile. “I’m sorry, I’m not sure we’ve been introduced as of yet. If we have, I must confess I’ve most unfortunately forgotten your name.”

“Ah… we haven’t formally been introduced,” the woman admitted with a soft laugh. “I’m Lenore. Most of my sisters just call me Len or Lenny. Sisters, right?”

Smirking at that, Phillip could definitely relate.

“Well, Lenore, as I’m positive you already know, I’m Phillip. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Phillip said, inclining his head to her.

“Yes, I do indeed know. I was even there when you arrived,” Lenore said, moving over and taking a seat in one of the chairs nearby.

Phillip realized belatedly he hadn’t offered her anything to drink, or snack on.

Then realized he had no idea where he could procure either of those things. Michael hadn’t actually given him a much of a tour and had quickly dumped Phillip in his room.

“The barrels,” Lenore continued, making a hand gesture toward Phillip. “I wanted to talk to you more about your idea. And if I understand what you meant… or where you were going with it, I think I’d like to invest with you. We can make a trip tomorrow together.”

Oh?

Well.

Alright then.


Four

 

Phillip rolled off Alice and lay on his back, taking in slow breaths.

Staring up at the ceiling, he had the pleasant boneless and empty feeling he’d come to expect from sex.

At this moment he was suddenly thankful for the experience he’d had with Kathryn and a rather forward lady-in-waiting to his oldest sister by the name of Fran.

She’d left shortly after their dalliance, having gotten a more stable job working for the Queen in some fashion.

“That was rather enjoyable,” Alice said, fanning at her face with one hand. “Thank you for that, husband.”

Nodding his head, Phillip could at least feel like he’d accomplished his goal. Being able to please his wife had definitely been a pre-eminent concern in his mind.

“Well, with that we’re formally wed and can move forward,” Alice murmured, then set her hands atop her stomach. “Alright. I’m going to go to bed now.”

Sliding herself off the bed, Alice picked her clothes up off the ground and left Phillip there. The door clacked loudly behind her as she pulled it shut behind herself.

Not even a kiss goodbye.

Actually, she didn’t kiss me hello either.

Or during.

Frowning, Phillip looked away from the door to Alice’s personal bedchamber. Turning his eyes back to the ceiling above he found that while physically satisfied, he was feeling rather lonely.

Getting up out of his bed, he grabbed his pants and pulled them on.

Moving over to the door to the hallway, he opened it and peeked through the crack he’d made.

Two of his night guards were on duty, and both of them turned to look at him.

“Sir?” asked one of the guards.

“I was just curious who’s on duty tonight, that’s all,” Phillip said honestly with a smile. “Have a good night. And thank you.”

Smiling at that, the guard clearly brightened.

“Of course, sir. Have a goodnight,” murmured the guard, tipping her head toward him.

Closing the door, Phillip rested his brow on the frame.

Damnit. Honestly, why the hell was I even expecting Mildred to be there? Of course she’s off duty.

Stupid.

Stupid, stupid.

Faintly, he could hear a muffled conversation through the door. Only perhaps because he practically had his ear near the rack.

“-ee? Rather nice. I like him. It’s good money, working for a good person, and it’s not like we have to actually worry about the Rias family,” said someone.

“He was handsome,” said someone else. “I’d like to lick the sweat off his face and maybe some more. Even if it’s sloppy seconds I’d like to give him a ride.”

“Ugh, don’t even start that. You know what’ll happen if you try.”

“I dunno, might be worth it. Damn his hair looked great.”

Raising his eyebrows at that, Phillip pulled back from the door and slowly walked away.

He’d never heard such a frank conversation about himself like that before. It also suddenly made him wonder what happened to Fran. If she’d really gotten a better job or if she’d been dismissed for getting in his bed.

I’ll check into it later. Make sure she’s alright.

It’s not as if I was an innocent man in this. I didn’t tell her no and I somewhat chased her in the end.

Leaving his bedroom, he headed into his study and sat down at his work-desk.

Sitting there he stared at the empty desktop and contemplated what to do next.

We’re supposed to head into the city tomorrow with Lenore. See about the Cooper guild and getting ahold of some barrels.

Is there anything else we should get involved in?

Mm… I’m not sure.

There’s not that much going on in the world and most of the normal avenues will already have people who have turned it into a monopoly.

Holding up his right hand, he pressed his thumb and forefinger to his lower lip and leaned back in his chair.

Well. That’s not true. The drought is still ongoing in the south. Isn’t it? They’re aware of what’s happening now though and are working to curb it.

In fact they were buying a great deal of water to handle the crops this year. Make sure the harvest isn’t nearly as bad.

That’ll put food at a premium here.

Shaking his head, Phillip realized he wouldn’t make any money that way. But he should probably warn his mother.

Reaching for his ink and quill, he decided he’d put together that letter right now. Cautioning her against food and water as likely issues for her new campaign.

 

***

 

Phillip couldn’t deny he was feeling slightly overwhelmed.

It wasn’t as if he’d never been in a large city before. In fact he’d often gone with his mother or his sisters into the city.

And even the capital itself.

He’d even been in the royal palace on a number of occasions.

But right now he wasn’t with his family. He wasn’t in a controlled environment that was that way simply by the presence of his mother or older sisters.

He was on a busy and quite populated street with Mildred, Lenore, and three more of his own guards.

Lenore apparently didn’t merit any guards one way or the other, but Phillip had made sure to catch Mildred’s eyes and point at Lenore.

Just in case something did happen, he didn’t want her getting hurt due to a lack of communication.

“I didn’t send a note or a runner or anything,” Lenore said, turning her head to look at Phillip directly. She was dressed in a bit more of a feminine fashion today. A blouse, dress, and shawl. It all looked rather good on her, but none was very flattering to her figure. Mostly shapeless and hanging on her in a way that made it all seem amorphous. “I was concerned that it might alert them. Or someone else.”

Phillip couldn’t really naysay her in that paranoia.

The mercantile business was cut-throat in the best of times. Downright murderous in the worst of times.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine. This really isn’t anything to be concerned with,” Phillip assured her. “Honestly, they’ll be surprised at the size of the order but I doubt it’ll do much more than give them pause.”

Lenore blew out a short breath and then nodded her head.

“I guess I’m more nervous about my sisters or cousins seeing, if I had to be honest,” Lenore murmured. “With Alice marrying you, a Curis, she kinda threw out everything that we’d been expecting. At least as far as her inheritance in the family trade. Your family… brings a lot of weight to her name now.”

Hm.

That’s fair and likely very true.

I certainly hope my marriage becomes something more than just convenience though. Being little better than a political bed-toy would be rather depressing.

“I was surprised that Alice didn’t eat breakfast with you,” said Lenore, the subject changing rather quickly on Phillip. “Especially since she didn’t have dinner with you either.”

“Ah, yes. I saw her last night, briefly. I got the impression she needed to go make some trade deals,” Phillip said politely.

“Well, I think it’s just rude. You’re a newly married man and she’s so concerned about money that she’s missing out on the early days with you,” Lenore muttered. “I mean, I haven’t even heard mention of a honey-moon for you. That’s just weird.”

Actually, she’s right. There’s been no mention at all of a honey-moon.

I’m fairly certain Mother had contributed money to such a thing as well. I’ll have to make sure to write her about that.

Phillip’s mind turned slightly sour at that thought.

She can at least get her coin back.

“Yes, that does seem to be the case. I’m afraid that’s just the way of it though,” Phillip said then sighed. “A contracted political marriage. I always knew it was a possibility. I guess I’m just surprised it happened to me.”

Mildred bumped her elbow into his side at that moment, causing him to realize what he was saying.

He was being awfully free with Lenore. Giving her likely ammunition to sink him with later if he wasn’t careful.

“I’m sure Alice will figure it out eventually. She’s just caught up in what’s been given to her,” Lenore said with a wave of her hand. Then reached over and patted Phillip on the arm. “You’re a very intelligent man who’s clearly wanting to put in the time and effort.

“And besides, if Alice doesn’t figure it out, I can always just yell at her. Little sisters get that right you know. Especially when you’re not a woman yet by their standards.”

Laughing, Phillip wasn’t able to help himself.

“Yes. My youngest sisters get away with murder. Just before I left I caught one wrist deep in the fresh jam,” chuckled Phillip. “Ahh… I wonder if she’ll get caught. Father will notice today or tomorrow but… he’s never quite the same when Mother is away.”

A soul-crushing feeling swept through Phillip that left him cold.

He’d never be with his family in the same way he had, again.

The moments he’d thought nothing of as they happened were now forever locked away from him. He was a man now with a wife. Expected to start a family all his own.

And the hollow loneliness of that idea shattered his mood into bits.

“That sounds really cute,” Lenore said with a giggle. “I… I asked around a bit. Apparently it’s very well known that your parents are completely in love.”

“Yes. They truly are,” Phillip said a bit wistfully. “Mother said it wasn’t that way at first though. Father had been rather sullen about it all. He hadn’t wanted to marry a soldier, even if she was from a good family.”

“Really?” Lenore asked. She held up her hand and pointed down a street curving off to the side. “This way.”

Mildred didn’t say anything, but her sergeants responded. They shifted the line they were walking toward the direction indicated.

“Yeah. Mother… Mom… spent a lot of time just talking to my dad. Talking to him, being with him, assuring him of her intentions. They’d known for a long while they would marry, but they’d never had a chance to spend any time together before the marriage,” explained Phillip. “So she just… locked herself in her apartments with him and spent the better part of a month with him.”

“That’s really cute.”

“Isn’t it? Dad said he fell in love with her when she had to leave suddenly in the same month she’d married.

“It was the first time she was called up to fight. She’d threatened Grandma that she’d desert on the first day if she couldn’t delay her enlistment by two weeks. Grandma pulled some strings and made it happen.

“Dad… never forgot that moment. Also really bought Grandma a lot of credit with him. They’ve actually been pretty close ever since then.”

Lenore fell rather quiet after that, putting her hands behind her back and merely walking along-side Phillip.

Looking around at their surroundings, Phillip found it was more or less what he expected. Buildings, business, houses, and people streaming this way and that. Wagons moved to and fro.

Every now and then there would be a patrol of guards or a posted guard station.

It was a lot like every other city he’d seen. There wasn’t anything really that unique about it when he inspected it.

“And my sister has more or less done the opposite with you,” said Lenore with a short huff. “I’m so sorry, Phillip. I’ll see if I can talk to her about it.”

“Don’t concern yourself with it. This is just the way of it, and if that’s how she’d like to maintain our marriage, then so be it,” Phillip said, trying to sound much firmer than he felt in his heart. He couldn’t mentally deny that he’d romanticized his marriage as a young man. Thinking of how Kathryn might treat him in the same way his mother did his father.

And maybe I ruined it all in fantasizing so much about it.

“We’re here,” Lenore murmured. “That’s the Cooper guild right there. They handle bulk orders rather than going to individual craftsmen.”

“Yes, that’s what we’re looking for. Trying to go cooper to cooper would be ridiculous,” Phillip said with a soft laugh. “Go ahead and pitch the idea for us. Let’s see what she says.”

Lenore gave a small nod of her head and then led the way into the large building, opening the door and stepping inside without a knock.

There was a muffled question from inside that Phillip couldn’t hear.

Following Lenore inside, Phillip quickly took a step to the side and moved in behind Lenore to her right.

Mildred came in after him, the rest of his guards remaining outside.

“Lenore Rias, house Rias. And Phillip Curis Rias,” Lenore said, gesturing toward Phillip beside her.

Phillip turned his gaze to the person Lenore was addressing.

It was an older woman in her mid forties, with brown hair and pale brown eyes. She had a semi-grizzled look to her that spoke to a life spent working and working hard.

Her eyes went from Lenore, to Phillip, to Mildred, and back to Lenore.

In that single look she’d dismissed Phillip entirely. Something that wasn’t worth her time and likely wasn’t worth addressing directly.

“What?” grumped the woman, not bothering to give her name. She leaned back behind her desk and seemed more concerned with anything else, other than Lenore and Phillip.

“Ah… we were hoping to purchase some barrels. But we’re looking for a large order,” Lenore said, taking a step forward. “Large enough that we felt it would be best to come here and speak with the guild directly.”

Pursing her lips, the woman was clearly contemplating that statement.

“How large are we talking?” asked the woman, her brows moving down closer to her eyes.

“How many barrels do you have?” Lenore countered with a sweet smile.

Blinking, the woman eased herself forward in her chair slowly, getting back to a more normal sitting position.

“Name’s Sofie Bell,” said the woman in a short huff. “As to how many do we have… quite a few. Always quite a few. More than we ever actually need, that’s for certain.”

“What’s the current rate for a single barrel?” Phillip asked, wanting to get an idea of where the prices were standing at the moment.

Sofie looked at Phillip for a second, then looked back to Lenore.

“I can do three barrels at three Doubles,” Sofie said, addressing Lenore. As if Phillip hadn’t even said anything.

Typical.

Holding in a massive sigh, Phillip did his best to not react. This was something he’d seen enough of that it wasn’t that surprising anymore.

There were quite a few women who simply would treat him as if he were more of side note than actually being there.

I’m right here. You don’t have to talk to Lenore like I’m a piece of furniture, thanks.

Whatever. Three barrels at a silver piece means that it’s roughly ten coppers a barrel.

This is a pre-war price I imagine. Doesn’t seem like that many people are aware of what’s going on yet, at least I don’t think so.

“What’s your bulk rate then? I’m looking to make a large purchase,” Lenore clarified. “How many would I have to buy to get you to six barrels for three doubles?”

Sofie snorted at that and leaned forward now over her desk. Lifting a hand, she pointed it at Lenore.

“You serious, little Rias girl? Cause I got a number in my head that you probably won’t like,” Sofie asked in a growl.

“Of course, I wouldn’t have asked otherwise,” Lenore said with the same polite smile.

Staring at the younger woman, Sofie held her tongue for several seconds.

“Ten thousand barrels,” Sofie said firmly.

“I see. And how many barrels do you actually have?” Phillip countered. He wasn’t entirely sure the guild even had that many barrels.

Blinking, Sofie looked away from Lenore to meet Phillip’s eyes.

“A little less than that, actually,” Sofie admitted, actually looking at Phillip this time. “But I can get those numbers shored up in a week or two. More than enough time providing you don’t need the delivery immediately.”

This would be the entire city’s stock then. There’d be nothing left.

Anything they made after this would skyrocket in price.

We’re not anywhere near the front line which means we’re likely to become a supply point, and ship everything elsewhere.

I can’t discount other cities selling their barrels cheaper, so we might end up holding onto these in a warehouse for a while.

This wasn’t going to be a short-term investment that provided results. This would be a long-term gamble that wouldn’t get paid off for at least a month.

Perhaps even far longer than that. Upwards to possibly a full year.

Doing a quick math check, Phillip realized it’d be thirty thousand silvers, or Doubles as Sofie called them by their street name.

That’d be three thousand thin golds, or three hundred thick golds.

Three hundred thick golds is a lot of coin to spend though.

That’d wipe me out and dip straight into my dowry. And that’s supposed to help with any children we have and if I become a widower, rather than an investment.

Standing there, Phillip thought on the situation. He knew that Lenore only had about fifty thick-gold coins, or Nobles as they were called. Mildred had maybe five and that was her entire life savings.

A life spent at war, and then guard duty, amounting to only that much.

That left him with the bulk of the purchase to make, and responsible for both women’s future.

It wouldn’t just dip into my dowry, it’d wipe it out.

I’d have enough left over to go home and beg my parents to take me back in.

“Fine,” Phillip said suddenly. He had a gut feeling that this would work out if he was patient enough. If he could wait.

Hold out through the rough weather that he also felt would come his way.

“You handle the transportation though. I’ll have the money brought over today,” Phillip said.

“You can pay for the transportation,” Sofie said with a chuckle.

“No, you can, since you don’t have the full order ready. That means you’ll need to have it sent over in waves until you’re finished,” countered Lenore quickly. “And I’ll have someone on hand to count them as they enter my warehouse. I’ll have a contract brought over today along with the coin.”

Sofie chewed at her lower lip, her brows slowly pressing down and together.

“Fine. Deal. Pleasure doing business with you,” Sofie said, holding her hand out to Lenore.

Shaking the other woman’s hand, the deal was concluded.

Sofie didn’t offer to shake Phillip’s hand.


Five

 

Sitting in the family living room, Phillip didn’t quite know what to do with himself.

It’d been several days now since he’d officially joined the household, and by and large, everyone treated him more like a visitor.

Or a piece of furniture.

At least they’re treating me like a nice piece of furniture.

No one’s said a bad word to me, or about me, as far as I know.

Just… not quite like a person either.

Sighing, Phillip leaned back in the rather comfortable chair and slowly let his eyes move around the room.

By and large, the vast majority of the Rias family were hard workers. Those who remained at home during the day only did so because they had no business to attend to, or meetings to be in. They were mercantile professionals who were always said to trade above board and fairly.

Phillip had the impression that might not be entirely true, but the laws they were likely breaking, or if not they were certainly bending, harmed very few people.

Except perhaps the Queen not getting her fair share.

And if that were the only failing of the Rias household than Phillip would consider himself blessed and lucky.

There were a multitude of families that could never even be mentioned without someone following it up with “had someone arrested recently”.

And if the family goes down, I’d go down.

Just like Kathryn.

Mm. I should write her. I’m sure if I sent it to her old family address it’d find its way there.

Leaning his head to one side, he contemplated all the letters he’d been sending out.

He’d already posted off two to his mother and one to Jamie.

Nodding his head, Phillip decided to get up and post off another letter.

Then he heard the tell-tale sound of armor tinkling.

Phillip turned his head to the door that Mildred was likely to come through.

There was a clack, the doorknob turned, and Mildred entered, taking several steps into the room.

“My lord, as you requested to know, the lady has returned home. Her carriage is pulling up as of this minute,” said Mildred.

“So soon?” Phillip asked, getting up out of his chair. He lightly brushed his hands against his pants and then pulled lightly at his tunic, straightening it. “Milly, do I look alright?”

Phillip moved over to Mildred quickly and held his hands up to his sides.

“I… yes… my lord. You look fine,” Mildred said with a small nod of her head.

“Great, thanks, Milly,” Phillip said and then slipped past her and into the hallways.

Moving past two guards he faintly heard one chuckling.

“Milly?” whispered the other. Phillip only barely heard it.

It wasn’t the first time he’d heard things he wasn’t supposed to. He was starting to believe he had better than average hearing.

Or at least able to hear whispered voices or soft-spoken tones better.

“Shut it,” hissed the second guard even as she chuckled as the two of them, and Mildred, followed Phillip.

 Moving quickly, Phillip got to the front of the manse just as the door opened.

Alice walked in wearing a lovely dress, blouse, and jacket. Under one arm was a leather-bound purse that looked as if it doubled as her satchel. Wide enough to carry a great deal of paperwork and other things she might need.

“Oh, hello Phillip,” Alice said as she closed the door behind herself. “Were you just leaving?”

“Ah, no. I was waiting for you,” Phillip said with a pleasant smile. “How was your day?”

Blinking, Alice tilted her head to one side, then laughed softly.

“My day was much like any other. Made money, lost money, did business,” Alice said with a shake of her head.

Walking by Phillip, Alice belatedly paused to kiss Phillip on the cheek before moving on.

“It couldn’t have been that mundane,” Phillip said, following after his wife.

“Oh but it was,” Alice replied in an offhanded way. Marching straight toward the side of the home that had the apartments, she seemed determined to not linger.

“Truly? I can’t imagine it,” Phillip admitted. He’d been in on a number of deals himself already. Quite a number as a viewer with his mother and sisters and a couple of his own.

Each one had actually been rather memorable so far.

“Alas, but it’s true,” Alice said, opening the door to her personal room and stepping inside.

Not waiting for an invitation, Phillip simply entered behind her, following her inside. It was a part of their shared apartment he hadn’t actually seen as of yet.

Alice had only visited him the one night and hadn’t been back to him since.

Nor had she technically invited him inside.

Closing the door behind himself, Phillip followed Alice as she walked to the center of her receiving room.

Stopping when she reached the door to her bedroom she paused with her hand on the doorknob. At that moment she apparently realized Phillip hadn’t simply been shut out at the door.

Staring at him for several seconds, she looked to be contemplating something.

“I’ll see you at dinner,” she said, then opened the door to her bedroom, stepped into it, and closed the door behind herself.

Closing his eyes, Phillip turned his head to the side. Slowly, his chin dipped down to his shoulder.

“Yes, dinner,” he murmured, at once feeling defeated and rather shamed.

I’ll… try again tomorrow. And the next day.

Determination. Courage. Bravery.

Hold to the tactic until it is unfavorable to me or we have results. Then re-evaluate and adjust.

Just… just like Mother would tell her aides.

Yes.

Sucking in a steadying breath, Phillip lifted his head high and nodded his head, opening his eyes.

Opening the door behind him he stepped back out into the hall and closed it.

His guards were around him, staring at him.

With so many eyes on him Phillip could only feel shame growing in his heart. That he’d somehow failed in his duty as a husband.

Alice had brushed him off as neatly as one would a fly off a table cloth.

Letter. We’ll… write that letter now.

Yes.

“I’m returning to my study,” Phillip said with as much dignity as he could manage. “I find that I have a letter to write suddenly.”

“Of course, my lord,” said Mildred in a warm tone.

The guards on every side all nodded their heads quickly.

Grinning, he didn’t miss their concern for him.

It was in the way they held themselves. How they were obviously annoyed and frustrated for him on his behalf.

“Let’s… go have tea as well,” Phillip added. “We can sit and have a talk. If we’re going to be around each other, we should learn more about one another.”

Once more, all his guards nodded their heads.

 

***

 

After recovering his nerve, and having written a rather polite and formal letter to Kathryn, Phillip ventured once more into the main family room.

Alice wasn’t in attendance, of course.

From what he could tell, she spent the majority of her day working, or preparing for the next day of work. There was little in her life that didn’t consist of business, or related to business, in one way or another.

There were a number of the younger Rias children around though.

From ages eight to fifteen they were all going about various pursuits in the room.

A number of them were gathered around playing around some type of board-game.

Smiling at memories of his own home, and many a war-game played in such a style, Phillip wandered over to a seat in the corner.

Quite a few of the Rias family turned and watched him as he entered then moved to the other side of the room.

Most immediately dismissed him after realizing it was only him. That he wasn’t a threat or a concern in any way.

Which was quite true since this was one of the few rooms his guards weren’t allowed in. As well as the adjacent kitchen and library. These were family-only portions of the estate that even servants couldn’t enter.

Sitting down, Phillip put his ankle over his knee. Then he put his elbow down on the arm rest and propped up his chin.

Watching quietly, he couldn’t help but feel a sort of amazement in a way.

His family was more like a barracks full of squabbling, yelling, children. Where things were quite likely to end up broken as someone got flipped over a couch and into a wall.

Or through it.

The Rias family were all quite reserved and quiet. Going about their personal pursuits in near relative silence, unless whatever they were doing included talking.

So far from home, and so very different.

I don’t even know what to think of this.

Especially since this is what my children would be raised in.

This environment.

Glancing to the walls, Phillip saw no patch marks of newer daub and paint. The likelihood of someone putting an elbow, knee, or head, into a wall seemed unlikely here.

To the point that he couldn’t imagine anyone rough-housing in the slightest here.

“Phillip!”

Looking to the left at the excited voice, he found Lenore heading his way.

She was dressed in what looked very similar to what Alice had been wearing.

Must be part of the accepted business clothes around these parts.

Phillip grinned and started to get up out of his chair.

“No, no, stay seated,” Lenore said, waving a hand at him. All around her, sisters and cousins from the various bits and pieces of her extended family were all looking at her curiously.

Apparently not one of them had considered actually approaching Phillip and were now curious about the fact that Lenore would.

Remaining seated as he’d been asked, Phillip instead partly turned toward the chair next to him. He assumed Lenore would either stand over him, especially if she was looking to put some type of power play on him, or would sit next to him.

He was hopping for the latter, but he’d definitely experienced the former in his life.

Dropping down in the seat next to him, Lenore leaned toward him and laughed.

“Oh my heavens, you would not believe the day I’ve had,” she said, grinning at him from ear to ear. “I was helping Mother around the office today and we had some of the silliest deals walk in our door today.”

Unable to help himself, Phillip grinned and nodded his head.

“Do tell,” he said, turning his whole body toward her now.

“Oh my word, where do I start? The first one we had was a man who wanted to sell us hammers. Bags and bags and bags of hammers. To the point that I swear he probably had to have robbed a hammer warehouse,” Lenore said, her eyes going wide and a strange expression on her face. “Had all the right credentials though, was from the south. No maker-marks either. Apparently no one needs hammers down there.”

“I imagine not. Water, seed, and food, mostly. Bad weather and all,” Phillip said with a wry chuckle.

“That’s right. I forgot about that,” Lenore said looking rather thoughtful all of a sudden.

“Don’t invest, it’s already played out. Almost everyone down there sold their futures pretty poorly for this upcoming harvest,” Phillip explained with a sad smile. “The people who sell it next are going to do it at very inflated prices. Likely right back to the same people who sold it to them to begin with. It’s going to be an ugly cycle.”

“I-yes, you’re right. Not to get involved in that, that is. I can’t imagine it going very well. Especially if it gets real bad. That’s how food revolts start. Then everyone loses,” Lenore said, slowly nodding her head.

“It is indeed. Especially when it comes to food. If it’s all there, just sitting in warehouses, but not being sold because prices have skyrocketed… well… doesn’t take a strategic genius to figure out what’ll happen next.”

“I dunno, Phil. There’s a lot of people out there who aren’t that bright,” Lenore said with a smirk. “Like a man trying to sell me bags of hammers. Bags upon bags upon bags.”

Snickering, Phillip shook his head and rolled his eyes.

“And how many hammers did you buy then?” asked Phillip, feeling much lighter already.

“All of them, of course. After what you told me about the barrels, my next thought was, ‘well, what would a soldier use to do what Phil said?’

“The obvious answer is their weapons. But that’s not quite the case if I’m willing to sell hammers to the same people who would buy barrels. I bet they’ll go at relatively the same speed.”

Really?

Hammers?

I mean… well… actually that… that’ll probably work. Getting hammers cheap and practically having them on hand at any fortification… for any engineer… or a grunt with time on their hands.

Yeah, I could actually see that working out.

“Smart girl there,” Phillip said, putting his chin in his left hand. “I think that’ll work out rather well.”

“Right? I think so,” Lenore said, blushing prettily. She idly flicked a hand across in front of herself as if brushing the whole thing aside. “Anyways. That was the most interesting one today. There were others but none like that. How was your own day?”

“About what you’d expect I’m afraid. Not much of anything and far too much nothing. I begin to fear I’ll wear down my quill nibs before the month is out. I do far more letter writing now with naught else to do,” Phillip admitted.

“What? Nothing at all?” Lenore asked, sounding somewhat frustrated and surprised. “Where’s Alice?”

“In her room I imagine. She told me she’d see me at dinner and that was that,” Phillip murmured, his voice dropping much lower. He didn’t really want to share that information aloud if he didn’t have to.

Lenore was different, but he didn’t really know the others in the room.

Scowling, Lenore shook her head and then actually pouted.

“That’s so rude. When was the last time you saw her?” Lenore asked.

“Uhm, yesterday at dinner,” Phillip replied easily. He’d already had a similar thought.

Turning to the left Lenore stared hard at a young group of girls that weren’t far away. They looked to be invested in some type of paperwork they were all working on.

Phillip got the impression they were eavesdropping, however.

“Lauren, Heather, Michelle. You can go help Sarah. She needs assistance,” Lenore commanded.

The three named girls looked to Lenore, hesitated then collectively got up and moved to the other side of the room.

Lenore holds power over the younger generation.

More so than I’ve seen from anyone else.

Watching the girls move, Lenore turned back to Phillip and let out a sigh.

“I’m sorry, Phil. I told Alice that I thought what she was doing was stupid. That you’re such an intelligent person with great ideas. That you obviously just want to support her but she’s not giving you that opportunity. That I think she’s squandering an easy and available resource that costs her nothing,” Lenore muttered.

“Well. Be that as it may. That’s my lot for the time being. I’ll continue on as I have and do what I can,” Phillip said as congenially as he could. “I’m sure this is just her being nervous. That and with the war breaking out and wanting to make the best deals she can with the information available.”

Smiling, Lenore didn’t look quite convinced of that, but she didn’t seem as if she wanted to argue with him about it.

“Come on, let’s go to the back garden. It’s rather nice out there at this time and it’d be a lot nicer waiting there for dinner than in here,” Lenore said, suddenly standing up.

Whatever thought had popped through her head had demanded an immediate change of scenery.

Realizing he had nothing holding him here, he nodded his head.

“That’d be great,” he conceded.

Right now, he was just happy to have someone to talk to that seemed to understand him.

 

***

 

Walking back into his private room, Phillip felt considerably better.

He’d spent the entirety of the evening talking with Lenore. Learning more about her, her family, and the city. Of course he’d shared quite a few stories of his youth and growing up with her as well.

To the point that they’d talked right through the dinner bell, through the meal, and well past the point that everyone was long since finished.

She’d snuck him into the kitchens, helped him steal a basket of pastries and meat pies, and escaped with him back out into the garden.

Where they’d spent the rest of their time together eating and talking some more.

It’d been the single best experience he’d had since arriving here.

“There you are.”

Somewhat startled, Phillip looked up from the point on the ground he’d been staring at as he considered the day.

Alice was sitting on a couch, one leg crossed over the other. Some sort of ledger was in her lap.

She was dressed in what was likely her dinner clothes.

“Ah, yes. Here I am,” Phillip agreed. He wasn’t sure what exactly to do in this situation. He’d never honestly expected to find Alice waiting for him like this.

Except he didn’t feel like this was a cause for celebration. It felt more like something was the matter.

“And where were you before you were here?” Alice asked, her eyes locked onto his own. Practically drilling into his mind with their intensity.

“Eating and talking in the garden,” Phillip admitted. He had no reason to hide his actions. He hadn’t done anything illicit or shameful. He’d spent the evening eating with his sister-in-law in clear view of anyone passing by.

“In the garden,” Alice murmured, one hand lying over the top of the ledger.

“Yes, in the garden. In the backyard. Why? Is it off-limits?” he asked. After talking with Lenore for so long, he was actually rather annoyed at Alice at the moment.

He knew less of his wife right now, than he did of Lenore.

Through no fault of his own either.

“No. It isn’t. I just… was expecting you at dinner,” said Alice, an odd tone creeping into her words.

“My apologies. My understanding was dinner, while formal, is not an affair that is required attendance,” Phillip countered.

He’d already bent over backwards for Alice today. More so than either he or Lenore felt like he should have.

Or… or is that Lenore talking?

Maybe I should take a step back. Her anger at Alice wasn’t my own.

I was frustrated and felt neglected, certainly.

But not anger.

Sensing that her current track wasn’t going to yield her any results, Phillip could practically see it when her mind make the mental leap to change tactics.

Just because he wasn’t aggressive as some people, as direct, didn’t mean he wasn’t observant.

“That’s very true. You’re absolutely right, husband,” Alice said, giving him the flat smile he’d come to expect from her. “I’m glad to hear you enjoyed the gardens. They’re very well maintained and have a beauty all their own. How’d you find them? Just exploring?”

Lenore will likely bring it up to Alice at some point.

Hiding it now would only make it worse later.

“Lenore showed me it. Along with a number of the displays. It’s quite lovely,” said Phillip.

There was a pause in Alice there at her sister’s name. Almost as if her mind hit a bump in the road and the carriage of her thoughts veered off wildly.

“Yes, Lenore would certainly show you those. She loves them quite dearly,” murmured Alice, folding her hands over the ledger. “She was also your dinner companion?”

“She was, yes,” said Phillip with a nod of his head. “She’s been most helpful in acclimating myself to this new life. Very helpful. Comforting.”

“I’m so glad to hear that. I can’t imagine this transition has been very easy for you. Especially with your mother going off to war with a good number of your family in tow,” Alice said with a small shake of her head.

“That’s… yes. I’m doing what I can to not think about that and just… keep moving. It’s all I can do, you know?” Phillip asked as his heart tried to settle down. It’d skipped hard at the mention of his family going to war.

“I can certainly empathize, yes,” Alice said, her eyes slowly moving back to the ledger in front of herself. As if realizing what she was doing, she flipped her gaze back to Phillip. “Well! I had a long day myself. So I think I’m going to turn in for the evening.”

Nodding his head, Phillip wondered if Alice would even bother to ask him to join her in bed. Or to join him in his bed.

On some level he was hoping she would. Hoping she would want him.

Need him.

“Goodnight,” Alice said, getting up and moving off to the door that led to her own part of the apartment.

“Goodnight,” said Phillip into the silence that followed after.


Six

 

Phillip turned the page of the book with one finger, his eyes scanning across the hand-written words.

Perhaps the only good thing about the Rias home was that they didn’t seem to worry about the costs of books. The library was filled with a number of them and as far as he could tell, more were added frequently.

Or so he guessed from the simple fact that a number of the books he found were ones he’d never heard of, but were quite new. The ink, paper, and binding all felt rather fresh to the touch.

Shifting around in his chair he leaned to one side resting his head against the head rest.

When he reached the end of the page he realized he hadn’t read it at all. He’d been lost in his own thoughts.

It’d been a week since he’d arrived at the Rias manse now.

One week, many letters sent, only a single night spent with his wife, and very little for him to occupy his day with.

He hadn’t been introduced to the mercantile social sphere in the city. Nor had he been brought around to visit allied families or friends.

In fact, he felt more like a bird in a cage at the moment. Locked away, forgotten, and left to its own devices.

Frowning, Phillip let the book close and then set it down in his lap.

I can’t let myself continue like this. I need to find something to do. Something to occupy my mind. Keep my hands moving, keep myself growing.

Nodding his head, Phillip found that he needed to rely on himself, to keep himself happy. No one else was responsible for his happiness, only he was.

“Ah! There you are!”

Startled out of his thoughts, Phillip looked up from the corner of the library he was inhabiting.

Lenore was heading his way. She was dressed in a rather lovely tunic and pants that actually complemented her hair and coloring.

It also did nothing at all to hide any part of her figure. For the first time in his memory he got a very clear view of Lenore’s hips, waist, and torso.

And found she was actually quite lovely.

She had a slim waist, a chest wider than he expected, and hips that had a fullness to them. All in all, she had a superior figure to most women he’d ever been around.

Damn me, how long has she been hiding that and why?

She’s not even fully grown, either.

Before he could get that thought any further Lenore was on him.

Getting up to his feet, he knew what was about to happen before she did it.

Lenore was a hugger when it came to him, and she never failed to greet him with one if they’d been apart for longer than an hour or two. It was a little odd to him that she constantly invaded his space, but it wasn’t the first time he’d met a woman like that.

Women in general tended to be a bit more free with physical space than he was personally used to.

Grabbing hold of him, Lenore hugged him tightly, pressing him into her chest and shoulders. Her hands were flat to his back, holding him to herself.

Unfortunately she was also stronger than him. Despite having the amazing body that she did, she also still had the natural muscle that all women did.

After several seconds of being hugged Phillip was released.

“I was hoping to find you here, I have news on our deal,” Lenore said, waving him back down toward his chair.

Caught up in her breakneck speed, Phillip could only smile and incline his head. Reseating himself, he adjusted his tunic and looked to Lenore.

Who was dragging one of the recliners closer to the one he was sitting in. Getting it in place, she dropped it down and sat down heavily. 

“Deliveries have started. The warehouses are rapidly filling up,” Lenore said, leaning toward him in her seat. She was giving him a rather lovely peek down the top of her dress in doing so. “As far as I can tell, and from what I’ve heard, no one has seemed to notice that the entirety of the barrels for the Coopers guild has been bought out.”

“There’s always a few who think they can go it alone without a guild,” mused Phillip as he watched Lenore. “I imagine they’re the ones filling any of the open orders since the guild is more or less completely engaged.”

“I know! I figured it was something like that so I started looking into it. Asked around, ran a few things down, and it’s exactly that. The Coopers guild is just sending everyone to a few who aren’t in the guild for orders,” Lenore admitted with a laugh. “Phil, you’re just amazing. You’re just a font of information. If Alice isn’t going to use you right, I’m going to.”

Hm. She doesn’t use me at all.

For anything.

“I wouldn’t say I’m a font of information. I’ve just had some time listening to my mother discussing business,” Phillip admitted. “Most trade goods seem pretty much the same across the board. Swords, farm equipment, barrels. Everything is bought and sold in the same way.”

“Except for food and those futures you mentioned,” said Lenore with a heavy sigh. “Your silly wife apparently got involved in some of that the other day. My aunt seems to think Alice is going to take quite the bath for it.

“Mother doesn’t want to talk about it at all. It came up in casual conversation the other day down at the office. Sounds like best-case scenario she’ll only lose a sixth or a fifth or her investment. Worst case she’ll lose double.”

“I’d bet more towards triple,” muttered Phillip. “The whole situation is going to go up in flames faster than anyone thinks. If the weather doesn’t improve, there really will be food riots. More so the concern with armies in the field. If they drift down that way, they’ll tear the land apart like a firestorm. Or locusts.”

Phillip paused and thought about it.

“Or both,” he finished.

Lenore looked rather unnerved at his words.

“I’d considered those possibilities but I hadn’t really… you don’t think it’s possible, you think it’s likely. Don’t you?” she asked him, her eyes watching him carefully.

“I do, actually. Pretty sure I overheard it was the eastern estates,” Phillip said, holding up his right hand and made a swirling ‘here’ motion. “They won’t want to fight in their own lands. They’ll want to fight on the edges of it. War destroys things. And they won’t want to destroy their own property if they can. They’ll push the Queen, her personal lands, or go for some type of stranglehold that’ll force a reaction. Like the southlands. If Karen can prevent things from going down that way to assist, or coming up from that way, it’s far more likely to go into anarchy. And if it does, that’ll pull soldiers and resources away from Karen.”

Lenore pursed her lips, her eyes searching Phillip’s face.

“My mother will of course know that. And more. She’s likely positioning herself to maximize her ability to cover vital areas as well as the capital,” said Phillip, letting his hands fall back into his lap. “Doesn’t mean she can prevent it but she’ll work toward it. She’s a general. She’s lost battles and campaigns before. Even if she’s in the right place and the right time, it doesn’t mean she’ll win. That’s just war. Or so she used to tell me.”

Phillip smiled bitterly at his thoughts.

He was finding life was more like war than he’d given it credit for.

“Lenore?” called a voice from outside the library.

Sounds like Alice.

“Yes?” Lenore called, tilting her head to one side toward the entry door. She didn’t move away from Phillip, nor did she sit up.

“Lenore, Michael said you had the family parlor booked today and-”

Alice entered the library and stopped in the doorway. Her eyes went from Lenore, to Phillip, then back to Lenore.

“And?” Lenore prompted, still unmoving.

“And I was wondering if you still needed it,” said Alice, picking up where she’d left off.

“Good afternoon, wife,” Phillip said, getting to his feet smoothly.

“Phillip,” Alice said, glancing at him for a second, and then looking back to Lenore.

“No. I have no use of the family parlor today. I finished my business earlier than expected. You’re welcome to it if you need it,” Lenore said in a rather firm tone.

“Wonderful, thank you. I do. I have a potential trade agreement in an hour I’m hearing today and the office parlors are all booked,” Alice said. Turning on her heel, she sped out of the library without another word or a backward glance.

Checking a sigh, Phillip stood there.

Feeling a lot like a book-case.

“You know, for all the brains I know she has, she really has no clue,” Lenore growled. “Going on about being a woman now, and that business is her trade. I knew her before she was a married woman and after. About the only difference is she got you into her bed. I swear-”

A much younger girl rushed in through the library and spotted Lenore.

“Ah! Lenny! You won’t believe it,” said the girl, moving forward quickly.

If she’s having a meeting, here, I should host it.

Shouldn’t I?

Father always did it whenever Mother had guests at home. I should see to that.

Its something I can do.

I can help. I can show her I can help.

“-got caught cheating on his wife!” continued the younger Rias girl. “With a hired hand! Can you believe it?”

“What?” Lenore asked, sounding almost annoyed now.

“Mr. Defers. He got caught cheating,” repeated the girl.

“You know I hate this kind of gossip. And besides, his wife was hip deep in lovers. Last I’d heard she was on the third one for the month,” Lenore said, finally standing up out of her chair.

“I mean… yeah but everyone knew that,” said the girl defensively.

“Then why is it any different when her husband did it? It’s stupid.”

Phillip was trying not to think about the conversation.

If he was honest about it, he hadn’t exactly been the picture of sexual morality himself. He’d had sexual relations before he was wed.

His only saving grace was Alice was clearly inexperienced and hadn’t really noted the fact that Phillip knew what to do.

Otherwise he might be the talk of the city, rather than Mr. Defers.

“Excuse me, I need to go attend to a few things,” Phillip said politely with a smile.

“Oh, uh, I’m sorry, Phillip. I didn’t-” apologized the young girl.

“It isn’t you, or the talk. I just have something I need to do,” soothed Phillip. He knew that it was generally frowned upon to talk about such things around men.

“Phil-”

Before Lenore could finish, he was off. Heading straight for the kitchens. He needed to find the cook and see about what was available to him.

 

***

 

In the end, very little had been available and ready-made.

Michael, who was apparently the head butler, had very little to offer him in assistance. Nor did the head cook, a man by the name of Samuel.

The head maid, in charge of every servant in the household, had no time for Phillip at all.

Thank the stars Father taught me how to do all of this though.

Phillip let out a soft breath as he checked his tea-trolley for the third time.

His finger sandwiches were ready, his scones still were a bit warm but he believed that by the time they moved to that, they’d be closer to the right temperature.

Still not happy with only having maple balls as my last course but… whatever. I’ll have to order the appropriate items after this.

Taking in a short breath, holding it, and then letting it out, Phillip felt ready.

Alice had only started her meeting perhaps five minutes ago. They’d had more than enough time to begin their discussion, and this would be likely the perfect moment for him to show up.

Before they got into the heart of the discussion and while they were still on pleasantries.

Okay! Here we go.

I can… I can show Alice I can help and do my part. That I’m a reliable husband and she can count on me.

That I can be her partner.

Nodding his head, he took hold of his tea-trolley and then pushed it up against the door to the parlor. It slid open and then to the side as he entered.

“-course, of course. It’s just the way it is,” said a mature voice as Phillip cleared the doorway.

Stepping fully into the room he found four women.

Alice he recognized of course, but the other three were people he didn’t know. Two were in their early twenties Phillip guessed, and the last in her mid thirties.

Friends? Business partners? I suppose we’ll find out.

“Good afternoon,” Phillip said with a full smile, slowly making eye contact with each woman. “My name is Phillip Curis Rias, Alice’s husband. Tea service today includes two black teas, and two herbal teas. I personally recommend the former rather than the latter if only because I believe it pairs better with the savones.”

Moving the trolley over to where the four women were congregated, Phillip was treated to three smiles and a frown.

Unfortunately the frown was of course Alice.

“Hello there, I’m Tiffany Biss,” said one of the twenty-year-olds. She had long red hair and was wearing city clothes that were of good cut and quality. She was likely a peer to Alice.

“Good afternoon, Tiffany,” Phillip murmured giving the woman a direct smile. Turning to her, he indicated the trolley. “As you’re the first to speak, I’ll serve you first.”

“I can see why you kept him locked away,” whispered the second twenty-year-old next to Alice. She was leaning into Alice and had practically become her arm. The woman had dark hair, sharp blue eyes, and was rather easy on the eyes in both her face, and figure. She was dressed similarly to the other two her own age. Once more, Phillip was quite glad to have as sharp as hearing as he did. “I’d keep him in my bedroom day and night and never let another woman see him. I bet your nights are pretty fun now.”

Turning to the dark-haired woman as soon as he’d finished serving Tiffany, Phillip drifted closer to her and offered her a smile.

“And you are?” he asked.

“Whatever you want me to be,” said the woman as she leaned away from Alice and closer toward him. She gave him a wide smile and gazed at him rather intently.

Oh.

Found the flirty one in Alice’s friends. I’ll need to make sure to not be alone with that one.

“Then I’ll name you Mim. And you’ll have black tea, two sugar, no milk, and two sandwiches. They’re ham, brie, and apple. They have a bit of Dijon mustard and some butter as well. I just prepared them,” Phillip said, putting together what he’d specified for her. 

Mim was staring at him with a warm and very welcoming expression as he quickly served her.

“And here you are, Mim,” Phillip said, holding out the small plate with sandwiches to her. Her tea was already placed before her.

Taking the plate from his hands, Mim ran her fingers over Phillip’s. Deliberately he assumed.

Definitely never alone with her.

“Sophia. Sophia Lane. Mim, to you, though,” Mim said.

Phillip smiled at that and looked to the last woman.

“No thank you,” she said politely, waving him off. She had a different air about her than Alice and her friends. Aloof, distant.

As if she wasn’t quite sure about being in this company.

Somethings not right there.

Finally, Phillip looked to Alice.

“Wife?” he asked, putting some warmth into his voice for her specifically.

“I’m… fine. Thank you,” said Alice.

“Of course,” Phillip said and then served himself and took a seat in one of the open chairs.

Alice watched him as he did so. It was obvious to him that she’d apparently thought he was going to leave after serving everyone.

“Well!” Mim said after taking a sip of her tea. “That’s actually very good, thank you, Phillip, for the suggestion. Can I call you Phil?”

“Of course, that’s not a problem at all,” Phillip said, smiling at the woman.

“Anyways,” Mim said, looking to the fourth woman. “I’d say we can proceed ahead. I believe we had just finished with the complimentary bullshit.

“How about we move to the central point? I’d rather enjoy Phillip’s service than business so…”

Mim left it open ended at that point and had clearly chosen her words on purpose. She apparently had no qualms flirting with Phillip right in front of Alice.

“I… yes, that’s fair. We’ll just get right to it,” said the fourth woman. Phillip hadn’t gotten her name but he imagined that he likely wouldn’t. “As I said in my note. I have goods coming into the city. Boots, gloves, belts. All in the Queen’s colors and standard uniform. Finest leather, already oiled, and ready for use.”

Phillip felt his brows draw down at the woman’s words.

If she had those items she’d be better off going straight to a military purchaser rather than an intermediary. Her mark-up likely wouldn’t be high otherwise the resell would go too high.

Which would mean you couldn’t resell the products.

Meaning no one would want to be the intermediary. 

So why would you go through an intermediary, just to lose money, if you could sell it directly?

“I know what you’re probably thinking,” said the woman with a calm and smooth voice. She had a charming quality about her and confidence. “Why don’t I just sell it directly. If I’m being honest, it’s because I don’t have the time. Right now, getting an appointment with someone takes days and days I don’t have. I have to be on the road back home relatively quickly.”

I suppose that fits… with the war coming a lot of people are going to scramble to offload things and get home.

Something still doesn’t feel right here.

“What kind of numbers are you talking about? Hundreds?” Alice asked.

“And what amounts can we purchase in?” added Tiffany.

“A warehouse-full all in wagons and carts heading this way,” said the woman with a soft sigh. “And you can buy as much as you want. I’m just trying to get rid of it all and get home. You buy it in bulk and I’ll give you a discount.”

Mim looked curious, Tiffany seemed eager, and Alice looked like she was feeling similarly to Tiffany.

“Who’s the maker?” Phillip asked in the silence as everyone thought.

“What?” asked the woman, looking to Phillip. She looked confused at the question.

“Who’s the maker? If it’s already all dyed and made to the Queen’s uniform than it was probably requisitioned that way. Which means it probably came from a larger guild or collective,” Phillip explained with a smile. “If we knew the maker, that’d help with the deliberations.”

Out of habit he glanced to each woman’s tea cup and noticed that Mim’s was empty.

Standing up he took a step to the side. Carefully, he picked up the teapot and began refreshing Mim’s cup.

“I’m afraid I don’t know. I’d have to go check,” murmured the woman whose name Phillip still hadn’t gotten. “It’s a shame because the goods aren’t here yet and I have no way to answer.”

Phillip made a soft humming noise as he finished with Mim’s cup and re-set it down in front of her.

“How long will it take for the goods to arrive?” he asked, moving back to his seat.

“Several days I’m afraid, and I’d honestly like to be gone the day they arrive. Hand over the goods, receive the coin, and be on my way back home,” said the woman with a smooth and easy smile.

It made the alarm-bells in Phillip’s mind go off.

There were too many things here that didn’t line up for him. Too many casual brush-offs and easy smiles.

“I-”

“I’m sure we can work something out,” Alice said, speaking over Phillip. Then she turned and met Phillip’s eyes directly. “Thank you for the tea-service, dear, but I think we’re quite satisfied at the moment. If you don’t mind, could you return the rest to the family room? I’m sure there’s a few hungry tummies in there.”

I… she just dismissed me?

Phillip held Alice’s gaze for several seconds before his mind finally understood it.

She did dismiss me.

Picking up his teacup, Phillip quickly removed himself from the room, taking the trolley with him. He hadn’t bothered to collect the plates and cups in use, as they were still being utilized.


Seven

 

Sitting out in the gardens behind the house, Phillip was staring out into the middle distance.

Seeing nothing, hearing nothing, and left only with his thoughts.

Not far away was the tea-trolley. For whatever reason he’d brought it with himself when he wandered out this way.

His guards weren’t that far away of course, just out of eyesight and respecting his privacy at the moment.

Truth be told he’d wished a number of times Mildred would come over and speak with him. Either she wasn’t on duty at the moment, or felt it wasn’t her place to come speak with him.

Both were actually fairly logical conclusions.

Truth be told, she’s probably too close to me. It’s not as if I haven’t heard her compatriots make fun. Especially when I call her Milly.

Taking in a steadying breath, Phillip tried to calm his spinning mind. It was simply running away with him right now.

In the twenty minutes since Alice had more or less sent him away from the meeting, he’d done little more than fret and worry.

And be rather angry about it all. Angry at Alice and her treatment of him.

He’d done nothing but attempt to be kind to her. To want to be part of her life. Integrate himself and help her.

Be a good husband to her.

Maybe that’s just it. She doesn’t want a husband. She really just wanted a political marriage and nothing else.

Do I just accept that and let everything go? Slide away?

It isn’t as if I haven’t tried.

No one would blame me, would they?

Thinking on that, he did have the vague impression his mother wouldn’t appreciate the cowardice of running away from a battle.

Being defeated was one thing, that was something that simply happened despite your best efforts. Running away however was an entirely different circumstance.

One that was entirely built on giving up and allowing others and the world to do what they would to you.

Grunting, Phillip realized he couldn’t give up yet. If Alice wanted nothing from him, she’d have to tell him that. He wasn’t going to take anything less than that as an answer.

I was defeated today, but that doesn’t mean I’m beaten. Doesn’t mean the war is over.

Didn’t even lose a campaign. Just the day.

She was rude, but didn’t speak poorly to me, or abuse me.

And-

“Ah! I found you! Lucky me!”

Jumping in his seat, Phillip looked toward the nearby door that led into the library. He’d often found that he enjoyed that room because it also led out to this lovely little area.

Mim was standing in the doorway, leaning up against the frame itself, with a bright smile on her lips.

Her eyes went to the trolley nearby and her smile diminished partially.

Only for it to come back in full a second later.

Moving past the trolley, she grabbed the plate of sandwiches, the teapot, and a cup.

“Hey, handsome, how much sugar did you put in me again?” Mim asked, flicking over the sugar bowl lid and peering inside.

“Two,” Phillip said, feeling rather odd about her way of addressing him.

“That’s it? Hm. I feel like you put a lot more in me than that. That works though. And you’re welcome to put as much sugar in me as you want,” Mim said, reaching into the bowl and pulling out two cubes. She tossed them into her cup and then poured the tea straight in.

Only to smack the teapot back down on the trolley.

She vaguely reminded him of his older sister with her mannerisms. Minus the flirting. He’d never seen Jamie flirt with anyone, let alone even speak about such a thing.

Coming over to him, she sat down on the bench next to him, took a healthy slurp of her tea, and proceeded to cram a sandwich in her mouth afterward.

“Damn,” she mumbled around the food. “Even lukewarm your tea is still better than most. And this sandwich is great.”

Looking at Mim, Phillip raised his eyebrows, and then started to laugh softly.

“Well thank you, Mim. I’m glad at least someone approves,” Phillip said, unable to snap the words back down before they were spoken.

Mim nodded her head seriously, chewing on her food. Then she swallowed hard, the massive bite managing to make it down.

“Seriously, Alice is being a bitch,” Mim said with a slight rasp to her voice. Then she cleared her throat. “Ahh, oooh, too much. Damn. But yeah, the hell. You not giving her enough of the ol’ one, two?”

“I’m afraid that isn’t the issue, that would be easier to fix,” Phillip admitted, grinning at the woman. She definitely reminded him of Jamie, but she was also a clearly different person, with a sense of humor that he was enjoying.

“Right, uh, too much of the ol’one, two?”

“Not that either.”

Mim frowned, pulling up another one of his sandwiches and started to eat it, staring off to the same area Phillip had been not long ago.

“Well… shit,” she said finally after she finished her bite. “She’s just being a bitch then. I mean, she always was kind of aloof and just… frigid? Yeah, frigid.

“I just didn’t realize it’d creep into her marriage. And after all that work Tilda put into securing you.”

“Tilda?” Phillip asked, unsure who that was.

“Oh, Matilda. Tilda. Auntie Til. Alice and I were friends as kids. I’m more like the unwanted but loved daughter around here,” Mim said, taking a deep sip of her tea. “Has its perks. No one cares what I do.”

Taking another deep draught of her tea, Mim looked to the cup and Phillip had the thought she was about to toss it into the grass.

Grabbing it before she could, he took it from her and lightly set it down near his feet.

“Thanks, appreciate it,” Mim said with a chuckle. Then she threw her arm around Phillip’s shoulders, put one ankle over her knee, and pulled up another one of the sandwiches. “These are really good. Can you cook, too?”

“Ah… no. I’m afraid not. I can do much in the way of smaller things. Pastries, tarts, scones, sandwiches, soups. I can do some smaller meals I suppose but nothing like an actual dinner or meal service,” Phillip said with an embarrassed chuckle. “Grandmother… said that even if my mother ate raw oats while riding a horse while it defecated, I still needed to have the etiquette and training of a gentleman.”

“Got it, got it. Hence the tea service, how you’re immaculately put together, the clothes, your speech, understanding trade,” said Mim, nodding her head. Then she pulled slightly on Phillip’s shoulder, pulling him up into her side. “Does that mean I don’t have a chance of stealing you away for myself? I think you’d be worth the chase and effort.”

Phillip felt his eyebrows shoot upward, staring at Mim and her scandalous words.

“What? I’m not bad-looking. I do have some money. Not as much as a Rias girl but I’m not poor. I could give you a home, hearth, family,” Mim said, turning her head and staring at him from only a few feet away. “Between the two of us I’m sure we could easily make money.”

“I’m married,” Phillip said. “A-”

“And we could easily buy your marriage contract out from Alice. Or pay to have it dissolved or any number of other things. Marriages do fail,” said Mim, her words coming through Phillip’s ears almost like a warm buzz. She was far too close right now and he was starting to feel rather odd about it. “It’s not like they really needed the political clout. With this sudden war, everything is shifting so fast that your marriage’s political worth might already be spent. And if you approved a dissolution, your family wouldn’t care either.”

She’s actually asking me to end my marriage.

It hasn’t… even been a week.

And I don’t even know her!

“I know, I know, we’ve only just met,” said Mim, after inhaling another sandwich. “But I can’t lie, and you’re a damn handsome man. And you’ve got a nice brain in there that I suspect is far more than I think it is already. All the men my mother keeps pitching me at as a suitor are all so vapid. It’s a wonder they get anything done.

“And Alice seems like she doesn’t know what to do with you, and I certainly do. So, let’s go ask her to dissolve the marriage. You and I can be off before anyone’s the wiser.”

Letting out a shaky breath, Phillip ran through everything she’d said. In the end, he couldn’t help himself and started laughing.

Smiling, he shook his head slightly.

“Alas, Mim, you’re a beautiful, interesting, and seemingly intelligent woman, but I must abide by my family’s honor and duty,” Phillip said.

Then he reached up, took Mim’s arm off his shoulders, and set it down between them gently.

Mim slowly nodded her head at that, her face holding the absolute appearance of consideration and appraisal.

“Well! A chase it is then! This should be fun,” Mim said, promptly putting her arm back around Phillip’s shoulders. “Ptfff, Alice doesn’t even know what she’s wasting. I can’t wait to show her how amazing you are after I’m done. When you’re my husband and I give you the attention you deserve.”

Sighing, Phillip pursed his lips, gently pulled Mim’s arm off his shoulders, and put it once more between them.

Fortunately, it wasn’t a moment too soon either. Lenore popped out around the corner, still dressed as he’d seen her last.

“Phil? Sophia?” Lenore asked, walking straight toward the older woman and Phillip. “I had no idea you two had met.”

“We hadn’t. I was just introduced when Phillip so kindly brought in a tea service for Alice’s business meeting,” said Mim.

Lenore’s eyes jumped to the tea-trolley not far away and the obviously unfinished service, as the scones and maple balls were clearly untouched.

Lenore’s lips pressed into a thin line as she came over to stand in front of the two.

“I see. And how’d the meeting go?” Lenore asked, putting her hands behind her back.

“Not very well if I had to be honest. Phillip raised some really good points,” Mim murmured. “Points that made me very uninterested in pursuing anything further. When the time came to ink paper I backed out. Pretty sure Tiffany and Alice are going in though.”

“You… you backed out?” Phillip asked, looking at Mim curiously.

“Of course. You raised good points. Points that weren’t answered in a way that bred any confidence in me, and so I said no,” Mim said with a laugh. “And when the time comes to pay you back, when those two chuckle-heads lose their shirts, I’m going to make sure you get what’s coming to you.”

Mim patted Phillip’s knee with her hand, her fingers lingering for far longer than they should. Levering herself up from the bench, she snagged another sandwich on her way out of the garden.

“See ya, Lenny, Phil,” Mim said, walking away.

Standing there, Lenore contemplated Phillip, then the tea-trolley.

“She kicked you out for asking questions, didn’t she?” Lenore asked.

Unable to help himself, Phillip let out a long sigh and leaned back in his seat.

The last thing he wanted to do, was recount the whole thing to Lenore.

But of everyone here, she was one of the two people he could trust in. 

 

***

 

Sitting in his private room, Phillip knew that Alice was asleep.

He’d watched the light go out from under her door a while ago.

Leaving him sitting in his room with nothing to contemplate but the day he’d had.

In the end, Lenore had listened to him patiently.

Attentively.

Kindly, even.

To the point that it’d been hard to leave her side, even after darkness fell and it grew nearly impossible to see.

Leaning his head back, Phillip stared up to the ceiling above him, the dark wooden beams hiding shadows and unwanted thoughts.

Unfortunately he hadn’t realized how far back he was tipping until the chair legs went out from under him, and he nearly fell backward, grabbing onto the desk with a thump and pulling on it.

No sooner had he got the legs back under him, than the door to his bedroom popped open and Mildred came in. One hand was on her truncheon at her side, and the other had already pulled a short sword off her belt.

“Oh!” Phillip said with some surprise. “I’m sorry, Milly, I just… I was falling.”

Mildred’s eyes scanned the room quickly, took everything in, and then settled on him.

“Falling,” Mildred said with a grim look on her face.

“Yes, I was… being stupid,” Phillip said with a huff. “Sentimental and stupid. And I almost fell.”

That finally got a hint of a smile from Mildred. She re-sheathed her blade, and then closed the door behind her.

“I can’t guard you from yourself, Phillip,” Mildred murmured, coming over to stand near him.

“I wish you could. I feel like all I’ve been doing lately is running into a wall over and over,” Phillip muttered.

“Mm. I heard a little bit about that from the day guards,” Mildred said. “She didn’t like your tea-service?”

“Didn’t like me asking questions about business,” Phillip elaborated. “Dismissed me, basically.”

“And that’s when the… young woman… chased you down,” Mildred stated.

“Ah… yes. Sophia,” Phillip said. “My words were enough to stop her from investing, I guess. But not Alice or her other friend.”

“Then Lenore tracked you down.”

“I… yes. That’s right.”

“In other words,” Mildred said, leaning up against the desk next to him, her rear end partially on the top of it. “Everyone but Alice is interested in you.”

Phillip snorted at that and looked up at Mildred.

“I dunno, Milly. Starting to think I should just finish up this deal, take my dowry and whatever else I make, and run away. Go live somewhere for me and me alone,” shared Phillip. “I don’t think my family will suffer too much for me doing it. It’s not like I really bring anything other than a basic political alliance to them.”

Mildred frowned at that, then slowly nodded her head.

“Your mother would be sad but she’d move past it. She’s an incredibly strong and determined woman,” Mildred agreed. “Your grandmother would suffer the most for the political snub but it wouldn’t last. While the Rias family is rich, their power is only as far as the spending of their coin goes.”

“Ah. I suppose it would at that. Grandmother will survive,” murmured Phillip. Then he laughed. “So there it is. I guess I just run away. Abandoning everything and everyone. By myself.”

Grunting, Mildred folded her arms in front of her chest.

“I’m sure someone would follow you,” she countered.

“Really? I don’t know about that. Lenore’s nice but I can’t imagine her leaving her family. I suppose M-Sophia might. But that seems harder than living by myself,” mused Phillip, working through his thoughts. “That leaves only you, Milly. Run away with me? I’m positive I can keep us more than moderately well off.”

Staring at him, Mildred said nothing.

“Right, sorry. Never mind,” Phillip said, breaking eye contact with the soldier.

She was a career woman. It was unlikely she’d be willing to cross his mother’s wrath just for him.

“I wouldn’t be a good wife to you, Phillip. I know very little about what would be expected of me. I only know fighting and guarding,” admitted Mildred.

“Pretty sure in a wild wood that’d be ideal. Or anywhere else we’d likely have put down roots. Certainly not in a city where someone could find me easily. Or at least, not a city anywhere near home,” Phillip muttered and then followed it up with a yawn. It was all idle talk without a shred of anything behind it. The very idea of running away with Mildred, while sounding exciting and what he’d want, would also alienate him from anyone he ever knew. Likely Mildred as well. “And where were you today? I didn’t see you around and honestly I was looking for you.”

“I sw-I was covering for a night shift. Someone needed a break to take care of something. That’s all. I’ll be back on day duty after my day off,” Mildred explained.

“Oh good. Whens that? Wasn’t the same without you around today,” Phillip said, getting to his feet. He felt incredibly tired all of a sudden. Tired and feeling like he was ready to lie down. That his mind wouldn’t race away with the events of the day. “And the other guards aren’t… you.”

“The day after tomorrow is my day off. Which means I’ll be back the day after that. So three days from now.”

“Far too far away. I need you, Milly,” Phillip groused heading for his bedroom. “Go to bed now. Swap to the day shift tomorrow. I’m ordering it. And since I’m technically your employer now that you’re being paid out of my dowry… then that means I get a say in your shift. Even if it’s my mother’s money.”

“I… okay, Phillip. I’ll take care of it just as you’ve instructed. Tonight.”

“Great, thanks, Milly. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight… my lord,” murmured Mildred, her eyes following Phillip as he left.

He only noticed it in passing, then quickly forgot it.

His mind was focused entirely on getting into his bed and going to sleep.

Between his talk with Lenore and Mildred’s presence, his mind had been eased considerably.


Eight

 

The days bled one into the other, and faster than he thought, Phillip was already in his third week of marriage to Alice.

Except that she’d never visited his bed or invited him to hers since the first night, nor had she said very much to him.

She felt more the stranger to him than Lenore or Mim did. Who both regularly visited him, and chatted him up.

He knew she was working a great deal of the time. Knew that her mother was putting a great deal of pressure on her now that she was a “woman” of the family.

Often enough he’d heard her coming home late at night. Likely not even changing out of her clothes.

“Damnit all,” Lenore complained only a minute after they’d walked into the family office in the city. “That silly twit just sent over a load of barrels that weren’t up to standard. Now I’m glad we hired someone to check each shipment.”

“That was a good idea on your part,” Phillip said with a grin, watching his partner as she flipped through her correspondence that’d been handed to her.

“You know, I wish I could claim it as my own. I really do,” growled Lenore. “But it wasn’t. It was Alice’s.”

“Alice?” Phillip asked, confused at that turn of events.

“Yes. I’d been talking to Mother about the deal you and I made and Alice came in. I believe it was to talk to her about a deal as well. She suggested to have everything checked since we weren’t getting the purchase all at once.”

Frowning, Phillip didn’t quite know what to think of that.

It wasn’t something he’d considered so he definitely owed her at least a thank you.

“We should go handle this before we get into what I wanted you to look at,” complained Lenore, finishing up with her letters and turning toward Phillip.

“You go handle it, Sofie responds better without me there,” Phillip said knowingly. In the few meetings they’d had with the woman, every time Phillip was there she’d had problems.

That and he suddenly wanted to track down Alice. He was fairly certain she was in the office today.

“Really? Thanks. I know you want to be there. It irks me how she just can’t seem to handle you,” Lenore murmured, giving him a warm smile. “After this we don’t have to work with her again. We’ll figure out how we can avoid them in the future.”

“That’s far more optimistic than realistic,” said Phillip with a chuckle. “Go on, I’ll wait here.”

“Going, going. See ya in a bit.”

Lenore turned and left the Rias office from the same door they’d entered from.

Watching her go, Phillip snared Mildred with his eyes when she looked his way. Then he nodded his head at Lenore.

Smirking, Mildred got the hint, and left the office, tailing after Lenore. The other guards remained in the Rias office.

Entering the front lobby, Phillip found the receptionist there. A young man that looked slightly younger than himself. They’d entered through the locked rear door with Lenore which apparently was a family entrance.

“Alice is in today, yes?” Phillip asked.

“Yes she is,” said the young man, looking up from the book he was reading.

“And her office is… where?” inquired Phillip.

“Errr… it’s the fourth to the left. May I ask who you are?”

Apparently only now did the man realize that Phillip was both coming from the wrong direction nor had he identified himself.

Phillip didn’t bother to answer that. He wanted to surprise Alice this time. This was an opportunity for him.

And there was that little shop with the meat pies and it’s about lunch time.

This’ll work perfectly.

Exiting the office, he left quickly. He had a mission to get back here before Lenore returned. The last thing he wanted to do was aggravate Alice.

Phillip returned a short while later with several meat pies. They were wrapped in thin parchment and loaded in a small basket.

Phillip waved at the receptionist with his free hand.

“I’m Alice’s husband, by the way,” Phillip said and then walked past the receptionist.

Going into the hallway that led away from the entry area, he began counting doors as he walked. Moving down them one at a time.

And… here we are. Alice’s office.

Glancing down at himself, Phillip quickly made sure he looked correct. Then he reached into an inner pocket and pulled out a small personal bronze mirror.

Looking into the highly polished surface, he found he wasn’t mussed in any way.

Nodding his head, he slipped the mirror back into his pocket. Raising his hand, he knocked twice on the door.

“Enter,” called Alice’s voice from within.

Doing just that, Phillip pulled the door open, stepped inside, and closed it behind himself.

Alice was sitting at a desk, a ledger open in front of her. She had a small metal rod in her hand that looked like it belonged to something else, that she was using as some type of visual aid.

He assumed it kept her focused on whichever line item she was reading, rather than using her finger.

“One second,” Alice said, dragging the implement across whatever she was reading. Then bringing it down.

Pursing her lips, she looked like she re-read the item. Setting the thin rod down, she shifted to her right, picked up a quill, and began making a note in a different ledger.

“Sorry about that. Trying to get this deal squared away. What can I do for y-”

Alice looked up as she spoke and stopped talking once she realized who she was talking to.

“I… hello, Phillip,” Alice said, looking confused and somewhat nervous.

“Hello,” Phillip said with a bright smile. “I brought you lunch you can eat with one hand. I wasn’t sure what kind of meat you’d want, so I got one of each. Pork, beef, and chicken.”

Phillip went over to the chair directly across from Alice and sat down. Setting down the small basket in front of her, he indicated to each one.

“Pork, beef, chicken. My guards assured me they’re actually very delicious. Sounds like they make trips to pick these up sometimes,” Phillip said with some amusement. He’d made sure to buy each of his guards one, along with one for Lenore and Mildred while he was there.

“Thank you, Phillip. I… I haven’t eaten at all today,” Alice said with a small smile. Reaching into the basket, she picked up the chicken and bit straight away into it, not hesitating in the least.

Nodding his head, he reached to his side and pulled off the large watered-down wine skin he’d purchased as well. It wasn’t enough to get anyone drunk by any means, but it would likely ease any tension Alice had.

Not to mention it apparently went well with the pies.

Setting the skin down on the other side of the desk in front of Alice, Phillip smiled at her.

“How goes the world of Alice Rias?” Phillip asked. This was the first time he’d gotten to talk to her in a long while. Everything had been mostly in passing lately.

“Uhm,” Alice said with her mouth full, chewing delicately. Taking a swallow, she gave him a lopsided smile. “Made a bad investment. On crop fut-well, food. Been running down on all the various ways to offload it on someone else and connect the two parties. Working more as a middle woman.”

Nodding his head, Phillip didn’t immediately respond to that. He wanted to tell her that he could have warned her about that, if she’d just talked to him, but he didn’t. It wouldn’t actually fix the problem at the moment, and would likely only hurt or upset her.

And he didn’t want to do either of those.

“I’ve managed to sell everything back to someone else at this point,” said Alice and then let out a short chopped breath. “Took all my skill, a lot of sleepless nights, and work, but it’s done. A lot of the crops have greens attached. Vines, stems, or otherwise. Sold all of that to one party that wants it for… you know I didn’t even ask. For the food itself I sold it to a few different purchases for mercenary companies.

“We’re not going to make any money on any of it. We’ll likely even lose just a little bit, but it isn’t troubling. More just a lot of time lost on my part, really.”

“Good job,” complimented Phillip with a grin. He wasn’t sure he could have come up with something like that in her position. Not for the first time he wondered if she was actually very bright, just stubborn and slow to change. “You’ve worked hard, Alice. Be proud of it only being a small loss.”

Nodding her head at that, Alice leaned back in her chair, taking another bite of the meat pie.

“The other problem as of late is that you were right,” murmured Alice. “You and Mim felt something was off with that deal. For the equipment that is.”

I’m not very surprised by that.

“All of it was made with very cheap materials. Not fit for anyone to actually use in any way or shape. The colors were also wrong. It wasn’t the current uniform at all,” Alice said and then sighed, looking up to the ceiling. “I’m sorry, Phillip. I should have listened. I was completely caught up in what I thought was a deal that’d put me ahead.”

“Ahead? Of what?” Phillip asked. He was thankful for her apology, but he wanted to know why she acted the way she did.

Her eyes dropped back down to Phillip as she took a rather large bite of her food. Chewing, she was clearly considering how to answer.

Setting her lunch down, she picked up the wineskin and took a drink from it before she shook her head.

“In the family, everything is a competition. Whoever earns the most, whoever loses the least, whoever… just, whoever anything, I guess,” explained Alice. “We have to pick up the business from Mother and our aunts when the time comes.

“Those who’re the best will remain in the city. In the company. Those who don’t perform as well, will be sent to other cities to open up branches or manage older branches. Or replace other family members who’re retiring. It’s how the Rias family has been… the Rias family.”

Nodding his head, Phillip could certainly understand where she was coming from now. It didn’t excuse her behavior, but it helped explain it.

“I’m here to help you,” Phillip said, pleading his case. “I’m not here to ruin you. Because I’m your husband. I’m here to help you. To support you. That’s my job. I can’t do it when you… you shut me out. We’re in this together, aren’t we? A team?”

Alice stared at him without moving, her eyes locked to his face.

There was a sharp knock on the door that made Phillip jump.

Without waiting for Alice to respond, the person at the door opened the door.

“Dear, I just got word that-oh, hello Phillip,” said Matilda, standing in the doorway. She had a smile on her face, her eyes moving to the basket, the food in Alice’s hands, and then back to Phillip. “That’s awfully sweet of you to bring your wife lunch.”

“Ah, I have an extra if you’d care to try it. Pork or beef?” Phillip asked, indicating the basket.

“No, but thank you. I appreciate the offer,” Matilda said, standing there.

“Phillip, we’ll talk more later, okay?” said Alice. It was obvious she wanted him to leave, and he definitely understood. Her mother wanted to talk to her privately.

“Of course, enjoy your food,” Phillip said, getting to his feet. Moving around Matilda he stepped out into the hall, closed the door behind himself, and then stood there.

He felt like he’d made a little bit of headway with Alice.

Not a lot, but a little.

Slowly, he started walking back out toward the lobby. He needed to wait for Lenore to get back so they could go over some work together. Then probably head out to the library. She’d assured him it had far more books than he’d ever seen before.

 

***

 

A young man who looked maybe a year younger than himself by Phillip’s reckoning entered the private study next to the garden.

“Ha, hello there!” said the man.

Closing the book he had in front of himself, Phillip tilted his head to one side.

“Hello indeed. To whom do I owe the pleasure?” he asked.

“I’m Sophia’s brother. Nicholas Donovan,” said the young man.

His eyes were a grayish color that bordered on a green hue. He had hair that reached his shoulders and had it unbound, hanging loosely around his head. 

The name registered nothing to Phillip until a random stray memory slammed into his head that Sophia was Mim’s real name.

He hadn’t seen her for a while as of late.

Truth be told he was rather glad for the lack of attention. She’d put far too much pressure on him in too short a time. It’d made him rather uncomfortable.

Unfortunately in the darkest part of his heart, he couldn’t deny that he’d definitely enjoyed the attention. Enjoyed it and craved more.

Wanted it.

Curious. Not the same last name. I wonder about that. 

“Greetings, Nicholas. I’m Phillip,” said Phillip, resting his hands atop the book in his lap.

“Sophia needs your help. Right now,” Nicholas said, jumping straight into something Phillip wasn’t expecting.

“My help?” Phillip asked. Picking the book up, he set it on the arm of the chair and then stood up.

“Yes, your help. You specifically. You need to come with me. She asked me to come get you,” Nicholas said. “Even said you’d probably be right here.”

Raising his eyebrows at that, Phillip shook his head.

“What exactly does-”

Nicholas grabbed Phillip by the sleeve and started pulling him out of the study.

Letting himself be pulled along, Phillip wasn’t quite sure what to make of the situation. Except that the house guards or servants wouldn’t have let this person in unless they were known.

Mildred and her fellow guards tucked in close around Phillip as soon as he left the study. Separating him from Nicholas without either of them being forced or shoved.

“Oh! Hello, we’re going to the Lane household,” Nicholas said, his eyes moving from guard to guard, finally settling on Mildred. “Sophia Lane is my sister. She needs Phillip’s help.”

Not waiting to see what would happen, Nicholas was once again off at a quick walk.

Well! Let’s see where this goes then. Mim has certainly been a source of entertainment so far.

Walking out of the Rias household, down the boulevard, and several manses away, Nicholas jogged through a pair of gates and onto the front yard of another home.

It wasn’t as large as the Rias house by half, but it was certainly a large and expensive home. Mim hadn’t been lying when she said she had some money.

“I don’t exactly see a problem,” murmured Phillip as they walked through the gate.

If anything it seemed to be the opposite of a problem. There were quite a few people on the grounds. Young and old, clearly all from the upper walks of life. More than likely every person here was a merchant of some renown or wealth.

Nicholas headed straight up the steps and into the house itself. The two guards there gave him only a glance.

When Phillip reached the doors the guards were much more alert. They were fingering weapons and looking to him and his personal security detail.

“Mildred, remain with me, the rest of you, please wait here,” Phillip said when he was close enough to the Lane house guards. Looking to the two individuals, Phillip inclined his head partially. “I’m Phillip Curis Rias, here at the request of Nicholas Donovan. I’ll take only one bodyguard with me, if that’s acceptable?”

“Family rooms are off limits,” grumbled one of the guards, saying nothing more.

Taking that as permission, Phillip went inside.

Stopping almost as soon as he set foot in the interior, Phillip realized he shouldn’t be here.

The house was filled with men and women his own age. Likely all in various stages of courting or being courted. He’d been to a number of these little get-togethers himself.

Back when he’d still been set up with Kathryn.

Nicholas came into view from a side room, his eyes looking around, clearly looking for someone.

Falling on Phillip, the other man let out a short sigh and smiled. Apparently he’d been the person he was looking for. Which meant whatever he’d rushed ahead for was already-

Mim exited the same room Nicholas had and practically ran him over.

She was in a form-fitting and lovely black dress. One that hung on her and presented her beautifully.

“Phillip!” Mim said in an excited tone. A bright and radiant smile pulled her face together wonderfully, going from bored and annoyed, to happy and joyful in a second.

Rushing over to him, she hugged him tightly, pulling him up against herself. She was a little taller than him, he realized in that moment.

“Uhm,” Phillip said, trying to push Mim away to no avail. She was just stronger than him. “Nicholas said you were in trouble and needed help.”

“I am! And I do! My mother keeps throwing me at all these insipidly idiotic men,” Mim said, releasing Phillip and only taking a half step away. She was still very much uncomfortably close. “Now with you here, I can just… ignore them. Explain that I’m escorting you around instead.

“And if my mother comes around, I can introduce you to her. I did tell her I was chasing you, after all. I think once she meets you she’ll understand why I’m trying to steal my best friend’s husband.”

There were no small number of people around them.

Shocked looks and faces were all about them as they stood there, listening to Mim proclaim something utterly scandalous.

“The more you say no, the more I want to,” Mim said, ignoring everyone, smiling down at Phillip. “So keep saying no, like you have been. I’m enjoying this far too much.”

Grimacing, Phillip wanted to scold the woman. To yell at her.

But as much as she was embarrassing him, he was secretly elated at the attention. That someone was actually chasing him.

Wanted him for who he was, rather than what he was.

“And before you even think it, no, I won’t get bored once the chase is over. Because I’ll have my prize at that moment, and all I have to do is sit back and enjoy it forever afterward,” Mim murmured, leaning in closer once more.

Lifting a hand, Phillip gave Mim a light push, keeping her at half an arm’s length away.

“Introduce me to your friends,” Phillip said politely. He wanted to keep the conversation and view as placid as he could.

Though he was starting to wonder how Alice felt about this. She hadn’t said anything, and didn’t seem concerned in the least about Mim’s proclamations.

Not to mention she’d been openly flirting with him in front of Alice.

Maybe she doesn’t know. I’ll ask her next time I get the opportunity.

Mim grabbed his arm, slipped it through hers, and began escorting him around her home. Slowly introducing him to her friends and family.

Except every time she stated who he was, she always added, “The man I’m going to steal from Alice” as part of his introduction.

It was mortifying.


Nine

 

Having spent most of the afternoon and evening being introduced, dragged around, and presented to Mim’s family members, Phillip was quite happy to be home.

“She is… very forward,” Mildred muttered, following Phillip into his personal room.

“Oh my goodness, isn’t she?” Phillip agreed, moving over to one of his sitting chairs. “I’ve met some pig-headed women in my life, but oh my word. Especially introducing me as she did.”

Sitting down on the bench near his door, he began working at getting ready for bed. The day had slipped away from him completely.

Mildred snickered at that, slowly moving throughout the room and confirming it was secure.

“I mean… if I was in her position, I would hope I had at least a fourth of her courage,” Mildred said, opening the door to his bedroom and looking in. After several seconds she closed it and moved back to him.

“I’d say you’re plenty brave, Milly,” Phillip said as he pulled his boots off. “Not to mention… well, it’s impolite to say it, but you’ve killed people. You fought face to face with people.

“I’m not sure I could do that. Pretty sure Mim couldn’t do that either.”

Mildred stopped not far from him, her head tilted to one side, staring at him.

“I think-” Mildred started, clearly choosing her words. “I think you misunderstand what combat is. Or what courage is, at least how I see it.”

Shifting her weapons around on her belt, she slowly sat down next to him.

“In… combat you fight. You kill. You… put your life on the line,” Mildred said, leaning forward and putting her hands on her knees. Leaning her head to one side, she looked to him. “It definitely takes bravery to do it. And yes… I’ve… killed women. I took their lives. With a sword, a mace, a dagger, a crossbow… even my hands once.

“But what Mim is doing takes far more courage in my eyes. To me.”

“I… why?” Phillip asked, feeling genuinely curious. He couldn’t quite fathom what she was saying.

“She’s putting herself in public crosshairs. She’s going against public perception and expectation,” Mildred murmured. “I was expected to kill. To ruin people and take their lives. Mim is expected to work till she drops, provide children for her family, and keep it safe all the while.

“Instead she’s… chasing a married man, telling everyone she’s doing so, and doing it all in the face of a family that’s much larger than hers. What she’s doing is… frighteningly scary. She’s risking her public image and everything she is. I couldn’t… I… the very idea of doing what she’s doing terrifies me.”

Chewing that over, Phillip considered what she meant.

As the heir of her family, Mim really was pushing the bounds of a respectable bachelorette.

“Most women in her position would likely be courting men,” Mildred added. “Not running from them. Then going after a married man. Her best friend’s married man. Her childhood friend’s, close enough that you’re considered family, husband.”

“I don’t think she means it,” Phillip said, shaking his head.

He was flattered by Mim’s attention and her words, but he was under the impression this was just all part and parcel to her personality.

“I… don’t think you’re right. I’m pretty certain she means it,” argued Mildred. “In fact… I’m pretty sure of it. The household servants and guards? They’re all working under the assumption Mim is actively pursuing you. Either through literally purchasing your marriage contract, convincing the Rias family to hand you over, to convince you to just run away with her.”

“Run away with her,” mused Phillip, actively considering the idea.

Up to this point Alice had ignored him and dismissed him. Wanting little or nothing to do with him.

She hadn’t harmed him, or actually insulted him. Nor had she demeaned him or cut upon his prestige.

“I don’t think I could run away,” Phillip said finally. “Alice isn’t the best wife, but she certainly seems intellectually capable. I… I can turn this around. I can make this marriage work. It hasn’t even been that long.”

“You wouldn’t be you if you didn’t try,” Mildred said with a smile. “Though… at some point you might find you can no longer struggle against this foe.

“Will you surrender and let it happen, or do you plan on escaping?”

Realizing she was quite right, Phillip didn’t know how to respond.

He hadn’t considered what he’d do if the worst came to the worst. Nor did he want to consider it quite yet.

“If Mim were to wake up to the harsh reality of what she were doing to herself, if Alice continued to block you out, than what would you do?” Mildred prodded.

“I… I don’t know, Milly. Maybe I could convince one of my guards to take me as her husband and get us out to where no one would know us,” he said with a laugh. Reaching over, he patted Milly on the shoulder. “Feel like taking in a stray man, Milly? I’m not good for much I’m afraid. Other than perhaps housework, tea-service, making children, and the occasional trade deal.”

Mildred watched him for several seconds and then smiled at him.

“You shouldn’t joke about such things,” she said, still smiling at him. “Because what if I said yes, and then expected you to follow through with that?”

“I…” Phillip’s words died unspoken. She was right of course. He had to be careful with his words.

Anything could be treated as something more, or at least, gossiped about.

Except, he found he circled back around to the idea of Mildred running off with him.

“If the world came crashing down around me, I’m pretty sure you’d still be there, Milly,” Phillip said, raising his eyes up to meet hers.

He wasn’t an idiot.

There’d been the vague notion that perhaps she was interested in him in his mind previously. He’d discounted it simply due to her background and his being incompatible.

Now though, he realized that those worries mattered little if he was trying to measure his happiness.

“I’m sworn to be, Phillip,” Mildred said with a nod of her head.

“Mmm. Feel like taking in a stray man?” Phillip said, repeating his question from earlier. “If the whole world fell down around me?”

Mildred’s eyes moved back and forth, searching his face and what he’d just said.

There was a firm rap on the door they sat next to.

Grimacing, Mildred shot up to her feet and moved around to the door. Without a word, or pause, she opened it.

“Ah, Miss Aims. Is my husband in?” asked a voice from beyond the door.

“He is indeed, Mrs. Rias,” Mildred said.

“Wonderful, I’d like to see him. Would you also please notify the kitchen I’d like a late-evening snack sent up here?” Alice asked.

“Of course, Mrs. Rias,” Mildred replied promptly then stepped to the side to allow Alice entry.

While his guards were here to protect him, they were also somewhat beholden to the Rias family. Not to any great deal, but a direct request such as the one Alice had made, couldn’t go unanswered.

Alice entered and scanned the room even as Mildred exited and pulled the door shut.

“Good evening, wife,” Phillip said, wondering what she was here for.

He could count the number of times she’d visited him in such a way on one hand.

“Ah! There you are,” Alice said, turning toward him and smiling. “I thought we should finish our conversation from earlier.”

“Oh. Well, that’d be rather nice. Thank you,” Phillip said, pleasantly surprised.

Alice smiled at that and then walked over to his sofa and sat herself down. Patting the seat next to herself, she cleared her throat.

“As I said earlier, it’s very simple. Performers remain, those who don’t, don’t. It keeps the family growing,” Alice said, jumping right back into their previous conversation from earlier.

Getting up, Phillip made his way over to Alice and sat down next to her, turning partially toward her to listen.

As casually as could be, Alice laid an arm around his shoulder and shifted herself around. She was now nearly facing him and had tilted his shoulder up under her armpit.

“I’m more or less the heir of the family at this point. Unless I somehow squander a significant portion of my own wealth, it’s unlikely I’ll lose my spot,” Alice admitted with a smile. “Except if I want to be able to keep growing my fortune, I have to keep taking risks. Keep taking on deals and keep working.

“Because next year is always another war. Another battle and fight for the top ranks in the family. Mother has sat atop the family for the last fifteen years by hard work and determination. Not through sitting around and waiting for things to happen.”

“Okay. But… I really am just here to help,” said Phillip, once more feeling like he had to press this point. “I’m out to grow your wealth, because in a way it’s my own wealth. It’ll be the wealth of whatever children we have. I’m not out… to ruin you or make bad deals or… cause you to lose standing.”

“I know. And I’m sorry for dismissing you that day,” said Alice with a nod of her head. “That was rude of me. Very rude. I just didn’t know how to handle you asking such… apparently correct in hindsight… questions. When I hadn’t asked them myself. It made me feel stupid.”

“That wasn’t my intention at all!” Phillip assured her, his right hand grabbing at her knee.

“I know it wasn’t, and I reacted poorly. I’m sorry for that,” said Alice. “But that’s where we are. I’m fighting to keep my right to be the head of the family. Or the next… head of the family. I don’t think anyone can come close to my mother. She has so much personal wealth at this point that she could swallow losses that would bankrupt me.”

Somewhat shocked, Phillip sat there. Staring at Alice as if she were a different person altogether. 

“Thank you,” he said after several seconds. “For your apology, that is. I accept, and thank you.”

“Of course. You’re my husband. I have to take care of you and watch over our interests,” Alice said with a small bob of her head.

Sitting there, she seemed to have nothing else to say, or offer.

As if she’d run out of words and couldn’t figure out where she could get more.

Okay, this is… a good opportunity.

Let’s ask about Mim.

“About Sophia,” Phillip said cautiously.

“What about her?” asked Alice before Phillip knew how to continue.

“She’s telling people that her plans are to marry me. A lot of people,” said Phillip, deciding to get straight to his concern.

Or more to the point, why it didn’t seem to concern Alice.

“Yes, I’d heard she’d done that today,” Alice said with a sigh. “It’s always the same with her. Competition, wanting what’s mine, and generally trying to battle me on any point that she can.”

“Really?” asked Phillip, suddenly feeling a strange and ugly hole in his heart.

The idea that Mim was only after him to make a point had definitely crossed his mind. Several times in fact.

But he’d dismissed it every time under her own assurances that it wasn’t the case.

“Yes. If it was something I had, there was always a chance Sophia would want it. Sometimes to keep it, sometimes to get rid of it as soon as she had it,” Alice admitted with a casual shrug of her shoulders. “Truth be told, at one point she’d even gone after my fiancé. This was before Mother made the deal with your family obviously.”

She… did have her own fiancé then.

Her own Kathryn.

“I had no idea,” murmured Phillip.

“There was no sense in bringing up James,” Alice said with a wave of her right hand. “A friend of mine is now engaged to him and I wish them nothing but the best for the future.”

Nodding his head at that, Phillip realized there was certainly more to Alice than he’d thought up to this point. More so than he’d given her credit for.

“So, no. Sophia doesn’t bother me at all,” said Alice with a smirk. “It’s just who she is. What she is. It’s frustrating to be sure but… I’m confident in your loyalty to me. And that realistically, Sophia will give up after some time. You’ll only have to put up with it until she finds something else to fight with me over.”

Certainly… not what I wanted to hear. But… good to hear, I suppose.

It’s what I really should have been thinking all along.

“Now… I know for certain that our little snack I asked for is going to take at least another twenty minutes,” Alice said with a growing smile. “How about… you take us to your bed, and show me again what it’s like to be married.”

“I… yes. Yes,” Phillip said, agreeing quickly.

 

***

 

“Ah-ha!”

Looking up from his board, Phillip was rather surprised to find Mim standing there.

“Good morning,” Phillip said, giving her a smile.

After his talk with Alice last night he felt a certain amount of emotional distance from Mim. Distance he found he was actually suddenly grateful for.

“Good morning indeed. Ooh, what are you up to? Making something?” Mim said, bouncing into the room and coming over to him.

She was dressed immaculately today. In blues and grays that complemented and held to her body shape. It also drew his eyes to her cleavage.

Which she showed to him in an obvious way by leaning forward over the counter top directly across from him.

“Scones. I want to toy with my recipes a bit,” explained Phillip. “Local ingredients might be a bit different than what I’m used to so… why not try some things. That and I’m rather bored, if I must be honest. There’s only so much time I can spend reading.”

“I bet I could come up with a few things we could do that’d be fun. And it might even involve putting a bun in an oven. Feeling up to be adventurous?” Mim asked, waggling her eyebrows at him.

“Oh sure,” Phillip said dryly. “Let me just, flip my apron up. You can pull your pants down and we can take care of that right here and now. Put a child in you just like you asked. That’d certainly win you points against Alice.”

Mim’s eyes clung to him, her mouth pursed somewhere between a frown and a pout.

Considering him, she said nothing. She just stared at him, her head slowly moving to the other side.

Unable to keep eye-contact with her, Phillip looked back to his work. Picking up his dough punch, he cut out two circles from his current batch of dough.

“Ahh! Alice made a move on you last night because she heard I was serious,” Mim said and stood upright. She clapped her hands together once and nodded her head. “That’s exactly it. She probably went and got advice from her cousin, Auntie Til, or someone like that. Got a script on what to say and how to act.

“Put it to action, and somehow I came up. Probably… probably from you, actually. Likely asking her why she wasn’t worried about me coming after you. Am I right so far?”

Staring at the two dough circles, Phillip didn’t know how to respond.

He found himself suddenly doubting Alice. That maybe she had indeed gone to someone else for help. That last night had been nothing more than someone else’s input.

Another person’s suggestions, rather than Alice’s.

Sniffing, Phillip rubbed his nose with the back of his wrist.

“I did bring you up to Alice,” he admitted. He saw no reason to lie to her.

“Ha. And she of course played it off as if this was all part of me stealing from her, yeah?” Mim pressed, slowly walking around the counter.

“I… yes. She did. Apparently it’s fairly normal for you.”

“I can’t really deny that part of it at least. I do like to… contest things with her. I really want to beat her and show her my family is just as good as the Rias family,” Mim said with a shrug of her shoulders, her blouse sliding down partially and revealing more lovely skin. “You can’t blame me for wanting to step up, can you?”

“Ah… that is… no. Mother… Mother used to say the same thing about colleagues,” admitted Phillip. “That it was those who rose above her that spurred her on to greater heights.”

“Exactly! I knew your mom and I would get along. I can’t wait to meet her,” Mim said, coming around to stand at Phillip’s side.

“What about James?” Phillip asked, blurting out the single thought in his head.

“James?” Mim asked, looking very confused. Several seconds later it cleared in a flash and she smiled, shaking her head. “Jay, you mean? Jay Breaux? He was my fiancé for a time. He… wasn’t an idiot.”

Mim came to stand next to Phillip, leaning up against the counter with her hip.

“The Rias family bought the marriage arrangement from my mother. Without consulting me,” Mim said, taking in a short breath and then letting it out. “For a short time, I tried to get him back. Then I let it go. I realized I was free. I was old enough to have a say in who I was going to marry. My mother likely regrets that sale very much since she’s had no hold over me ever since.”

“He… was your fiancé first?” Phillip asked, now doubting everything around him.

“He was indeed. Then Alice’s. Now he’s… I don’t remember,” Mim said with a wave of her hand. “Nor does it concern me. I’m interested in only one man. One who makes amazing little snacks, pastries, and sandwiches. One who seems to have a good head for smelling out good and bad deals. One who’s handsome and isn’t afraid to speak his mind.”

Shaking his head, Phillip was feeling weak. Weak and unsure of anything at the moment.

If everything Mim said was true, then Alice had left some large gaps in the story she’d been telling him.

All told dutifully true, and honest, but with gaps.

Holes made to fit a story that would make Mim out to be not as honest and forthright as she’d claimed to be.

“I must say, I’m rather flattered Alice went to so much trouble to besmirch me,” Mim said, gently easing Phillip back away from his counter space. “I mean, she must really be concerned that I’m actually going to steal you away.

“Little does she actually realize, it isn’t that I’m stealing you away. Just giving you the attention you deserve. Deserve and yearn for.”

Phillip didn’t quite know what to say or how to respond any further.

His mind was a convoluted knot of what he felt for Alice, and what he believed he should feel for her.

“Now,” Mim said, looking down to the counter in front of herself. Where Phillip had been working on his scones. “I’ve never been with a man. The odd kiss here and there. A cuddle. But nothing more than that. They were all so… boring. Dull. Uninteresting.

“But you, Phillip Curis, are a man I’m deeply interested in. And you just made me an offer I can’t refuse.”

There was a clack-like noise that Phillip couldn’t identify.

Mim’s pants shifted at her waist, then dropped all the way down to her ankles.

Bending forward, she pointed her very naked rear end at him.

“So, flip that apron up and crack my maidenhead open. You’ll know I’m serious. And when you’re done you just finish up in me and put that bun in my oven?” Mim asked. “That way we can skip all the back and forth and I can just get your contract from Alice. And we can live happily ever after.”

Turning her head, she looked back at him with a dangerous smile, deeply blushing cheeks, and far too much excitement in her eyes.

“I’m waiting for my bun. My oven is warm and ready,” she purred at him. “It really would make buying your contract much easier.”

Phillip fled very quickly.


Ten

 

Moving quickly down the hall, Phillip was really just looking to get as far from Mim as possible. There were two reasons motivating him to do so.

The first was that if anyone had walked in, there would likely be very little room for him to explain anything at all. There’d be no way for him to really convince anyone of his innocence, he imagined.

Unfortunately the second reason was he’d been sorely tempted to simply dive right into Mim.

Phillip couldn’t deny she was lovely. That she gave him attention that he craved. Made him feel special and needed.

And he wanted to do exactly what she’d told him to do. A temptation so strong he’d considered dropping his pants and having at her.

All he had to do was get down this particular hallway, turn, and he could get back to his guards.

Around people who would be able to vouch for him if something happened. People he could rely on to keep his name and status safe.

A door opened, causing Phillip’s heart to squeeze tight in his chest.

Shit, she knows the rooms and halls better than me. Did Mim get ahead of me?

That’s the last-

Lenore stepped out of the room she’d been in, her head turning toward him.

“Oh thank goodness,” Phillip said in a rush of air.

Moving straight for the young woman, he got up on her before she could even react.

Grabbing her right hand in both of his, he held onto it.

He also realized in that moment that Lenore was as tall as he was. In the short time he’d known her, she’d grown a bit more.

“Lenore, I need you right now,” said Phillip, shaking his head. “I really have to talk to you. Can you take us somewhere we won’t be over-heard?”

Blinking twice, Lenore’s head shifted to the left, her mouth partially open.

Then she nodded her head once. Her hand clasped his, and she pulled him back into the room she’d just left.

Moving through it, she pulled him along, exiting into another hallway. From that, she took him into a small library he vaguely remembered, through a servant area, into a small storage area, and into what he was pretty sure was the family wing.

Opening another door without hesitation, she pulled him inside and closed the door behind him.

Looking around, he realized he was in Lenore’s private apartment.

It was smaller than Alice’s, though furnished nearly exactly the same way.

“We won’t be overheard here,” Lenore said, moving over to a small seating area. Taking a seat at the sofa, she looked to him and held her hands up. “Well? What is it, Phil? You look rather panicked.”

Following after her, he sat down right next to her and grabbed her left hand, holding it between his own once again.

“Alice and M-Sophia are playing games with me,” Phillip said, getting straight to the heart of it.

Lenore let out a slow and annoyed sigh.

“I’d heard Sophia was rocking the boat. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that Alice is playing into her,” Lenore grumbled, shaking her head. “Tell me what’s going on.”

“Sophia is claiming she wants me. Alice is saying Sophia is just doing that to take me from her. No-one seems to care that Sophia is publicly claiming she’s after me,” Phillip said. “Even to her family and friends.”

“Okay… but you’re married to Alice,” Lenore murmured.

“Sophia dropped her pants in front of me, bent over, and told me to put a bun in her oven,” said Phillip in a flat voice.

Lenore frowned, squinted her eyes, and then finally tilted her head to one side.

“I… what?” she asked.

“Sophia… Sophia got in front of me, dropped her pants, bent over, and told me to… put a bun in her oven. So that it’d be easier to buy my contract,” Phillip said.

Looking off and to the side, Lenore actually looked surprised and flustered. Then she nodded her head, and promptly shook it afterward.

“Well!” she said, looking back to Phillip with a mildly surprised look. “Let’s jump straight to the part of this I think would help the most. Sophia and Alice.”

“Yes, please. Alice… said a lot of things recently that she hadn’t before. As if she were prompted,” Phillip explained. “Sophia said she was probably coached and… it kinda felt like that in retrospect. But Alice said Sophia just wants me because I’m Alice’s. That it’s just a chase and nothing more.

“And then there’s this fiancé that they both shared?”

Phillip couldn’t quite explain it but he felt confused about both parties involved and didn’t know which way to think.

With Lenore being one of his only two confidants, he could at least ask her about Alice and Mim.

Lenore’s left eye twitched at that and then laughed in a choked sort of way.

“My goodness. They really did start a little war between themselves over you, didn’t they?” Lenore muttered once she stopped laughing. “We’ll… start from the top of that I guess. Alice being coached.”

Phillip nodded his head at that.

Alice was his wife and his primary concern.

Or at least, she should be.

“I… want to believe that she likely listened to me and put some thought behind it,” Lenore started cautiously. “But… this occurred after Sophia started in with what she’s been doing. To me that feels more like Alice probably went to Mom for advice. Once she realized that Sophia was earnest in taking you she no longer saw it as you simply being hers, but being a possible loss.”

Wincing, Phillip couldn’t quite disagree with Lenore. Given what he’d seen of Alice, he could easily believe that opinion.

“You think it was your mother?” asked Phillip.

“I have no doubt of that at all. I could easily see my mother giving her pointers, advice, and maybe even helping her to figure out what to say to you,” Lenore admitted with a slightly sour look to her face. “Mother is far more… aware… of keeping a man than Alice ever could be. Father is completely in love with Mother and hangs on her every word.”

“I… okay. So… it wasn’t really Alice talking,” said Phillip, slowly lowering his eyes to his lap.

“I mean, I wasn’t there for it, but was it completely out of character for her?” prodded Lenore, still holding to his hand.

“Yeah. It was.”

“Mm. Moving on… Sophia,” Lenore said with a short quick breath. “Yes, she definitely has a competitive streak with our family. Alice tolerates it and doesn’t really think much of it more often than not. I can’t honestly say if she’s going after you in competition or not but… it wouldn’t be that hard to believe of her either.”

Phillip didn’t want to hear that, but he couldn’t disagree it was a very likely situation. Alice had said it, but with Lenore’s confirmation, he felt a lot more sure about it being a possibility.

“And it definitely needs to be said. Sophia and Alice both… either in response to the other or just to initiate it,” Lenore said. “They did indeed in the past have had a tendency to go after each other’s things in one way or another. As to Jay… or James… he was Sophia’s fiancé first, that’s quite true. I don’t think they were very keen on one another, but they were civil and polite as far as I knew or heard.”

For some reason, Phillip was glad to hear that Mim hadn’t had a close relationship with her fiancé.

“Mother bought the contract and assigned it to Alice. I know I was briefly considered as the holder. In the end she felt Alice would be better served by him as a husband,” Lenore said with a shrug of her shoulders. “I’m personally glad for it myself as I’m still blessedly free of all attachments. I know Sophia was quite happy after she was freed as well.”

“And then me?” Phillip asked.

“And then you. Mother jumped at the opportunity you presented and latched onto it. From what I heard your mother had quite a number of suitors for you,” said Lenore with a chuckle. “I think Mother only got it because she and your mother are friends from their school years. I was considered briefly of course, but you were given to Alice instead.”

Lenore instead of Alice?

“If only,” Phillip said with a soft chuckle. “Pretty sure I would’ve picked you if given the option.”

Lenore slowly turned a faint red and then shook her head with a grin.

“Alas, I wasn’t chosen. You’re my sister’s husband,” said Lenore, squeezing his hand. “Nor am I the head of the household. Even if I did pursue you, to buy you away, I doubt I’d ever talk her into it without being at the top of the next generation. You simply bring too much political power behind your name. And let’s be honest, as soon as Alice is with child, your ability to have your contract purchased will be considerably lessened.”

“Well hurry and move up in the family already. Being treated like a chair is quite humiliating, you know,” Phillip said with a grunt, then he reached up with his free hand and ran it through his hair. Brushing it back and away from his brow. His other hand held onto Lenore’s quite tightly.

Lenore’s brows slid down over her eyes. Her mouth was partly open, her top teeth resting on her bottom lip.

Then she clicked her tongue and rolled her eyes.

“Come on. Let’s get out of here. Sophia is probably searching the house for you. She’ll eventually check here simply because she knows she can get away with it. Mom thinks she’s funny and a challenge for Alice,” mumbled Lenore. “Let’s go get your guards, and then go to the city. Wander around a bit and maybe poke through some shops. See if there’s anything going on in the markets.”

“That sounds great. Thank you… Lenore,” Phillip said with genuine thanks.

 

***

 

Walking into his favorite family study, Phillip paused.

The fact that Mim and Alice were both here, sitting at one of the only two tables in the room, gave him pause.

He’d seen neither woman since yesterday and had avoided any chance to run into them. Lenore had kept him busy almost the entire day until they had to part. It would have been indecent if he’d stayed with her any longer than they already had given that it’d been late evening.

The rest of the night, till he fell asleep, he’d spent chatting with Milly.

“Good afternoon, husband,” Alice said with some force to her words, especially the title.

“Phil!” Mim said, bouncing up and out of her seat.

Before he could think of moving out of the way, she’d caught him and brought him straight into an embrace. Pressing his face into her neck.

Holding onto him, she began to slowly rock back and forth.

“Don’t worry, my oven will remain nice and toasty for you. Only you. Just needs a bun. Your bun. Preferably before you put a bun in someone else’s oven, please,” she whispered in his ear, before kissing his cheek. “Though I guess I could handle it if someone else got a bun first.”

Finally releasing him, Mim stuck her arm through his, walked over to the only love-seat in the room, and sat down, pulling Phillip down into the seat next to her.

Then she casually put an arm around his shoulders, and drew him up into her side.

“Anyways,” Mim said as if this was an expected and normal outcome. “And that’s why I think you should just sell me the contract. It’d spare everyone and it’d be that much simpler.”

Oh my goodness, are they talking about me?

“I’m not-” Alice paused, her face pinched in an angry grimace as she glared at Mim. “I’m not selling you Phillip’s marriage contract. We’re quite happy, thank you. There’s no need for you to continue to harass me about it.”

“Really? Are you so sure?” Mim asked, her arm tightening around Phillip, pulling his shoulder up into the side of her breast. “Because I’m willing to pay a significant sum for him. Certainly more than his dowry is worth. Double, at least.

“I’ve already told my mother of my intention and she’s more than willing to pay you everything upfront on my behalf. Apparently the idea of me going to the straight and narrow is something she’s willing to invest in.”

Phillip felt his mouth go dry as Alice closed her eyes and sat still in her chair.

The very idea that someone would pay that much for his hand in marriage was mind-boggling.

“Mim!” Phillip said in a whisper. “My dowry is-”

“Inconsequential,” Mim whispered back to him. She glanced over at Alice, then turned her head and kissed him for a second before turning back to Alice.

Sitting there, shocked to the core, Phillip had no idea how to act or behave given Mim’s actions just now. Or what she was proposing.

Looking to his wife, he needn’t have worried about her noticing what’d happened.

Alice still had her eyes closed, one hand pressed to her brow.

To him, she looked as if she were actually considering the offer now.

Which was equal parts hurtful and hopeful.

The very fact that she hadn’t dismissed such a thing right out of hand hurt him to the core. That their marriage actually had a price tag on it.

And she was actively considering selling him.

That all fed into his feeling of hope that she’d actually turn him over to Mim.

Even if he was a piece to be fought over, at this point, he’d be more than willing to try things with Mim.

I mean… at this point… is it even salvageable with Alice?

It hasn’t been that long, but my motivation certainly isn’t where it was when I first got here.

But… but I can keep going.

I’m not defeated! I’m not-

“No, of course not,” Alice said, opening her eyes and waving her hand to one side. “He’s my husband. I couldn’t just… sell him. Such a thing doesn’t occur lightly or very often, either.

“You’re being obnoxious. And get away from him.”

“I’m not being obnoxious, and I don’t have to get away from him. I’m not doing anything wrong at all,” Mim said, completely disregarding the fact that she’d kissed him. “It’s no different when Lenny is with him, is it?”

Alice’s face twitched at that comment, before she rolled her eyes and shook her head once more. Then she leaned to one side in her chair and made a dismissive hand gesture.

“I suppose that’s fair enough. I know I can certainly trust in Phillip to be loyal to me,” Alice said with confidence. “He’s beyond reproach.”

“Uh huh, says the woman who spent most of yesterday with her ex-fiancé,” Mim said, her hand coming up to rest against Phillip’s head. “And your husband all alone during it.

“All alone to work on pastries, read books, write letters, and forlornly wander the house. Like a ghost or a spirit looking for a place to rest.”

Phillip felt his entire body stiffen.

He hadn’t known Alice had been with Jay at all.

Alice grimaced and finally looked angry.

“Jay is just a friend, there was no need for a chaperon. There’s nothing there, and was nothing there, it was just a contract. Now he’s set up for someone quite nice,” Alice said. “Now unhand my husband already. This has gone too far.”

Mim reluctantly released Phillip, who didn’t get up, or move away from Mim.

“You were with Jay last night?” he asked in a tight voice.

“I was just checking in on him as a friend. There was-”

“You didn’t even tell him?” Mim hissed, her voice now actually sounding angry. Her teasing tone was gone in a flash and what remained in its place was something Phillip had never heard. “You didn’t tell your husband you were out with another man? Alone? One who had been your fiancé? Allie, what the hell?”

Allie? Is that a nickname between them?

Looking rather embarrassed and somewhat mortified, Alice at least had the good graces to look somewhat ashamed.

“I’m so sorry, Phillip, I had no idea,” Mim said, turning toward Phillip and holding her hands up. “I wouldn’t have brought it up like that if I’d known. I swear it.

“And Allie is an incompetent fool and an idiot who doesn’t deserve you, or your loyalty, but I promise you she’s just as loyal to you. That’s not something you have to worry about.”

“Phillip, I-”

“I swear, Phil, I-”

Standing up, Phillip held one hand up in front of himself. Both women fell silent, then stood up as well.

At least they’re practicing proper decorum.

Even if it’s obvious they have their own games they’re playing.

“I bid you both a good afternoon,” Phillip said in a tight voice. He really didn’t want to be here right now. He was quite liable of saying something he’d more than likely regret later.

Regardless of him trusting Alice, which he actually did, or not was irrelevant. The fact of the matter was he was so far removed from her day, or her life really, that he hadn’t known. Hadn’t known that his wife was going to be alone with a man.

Having gotten up to mischief and trouble with his fiancé at one time, Phillip knew the dangers of being alone with a woman as a man.

Not to mention what would happen if the rumor-mill got a hold of it.

I can’t even imagine. It’d spread so fast I wouldn’t even know where I could show my face.

‘Did you hear? That Alice Rias already has a lover. Apparently her husband just isn’t enough.’

Ugh, the very thought of it.

Shaking his head distastefully, Phillip left the study quickly and back into the hallway he’d come from.

Walking halfway down it, he stopped at the midpoint and then leaned up against the wall.

Letting out a shuddering breath, he closed his eyes and pressed a hand to his forehead.

Damnit. Damnit all.

This… wasn’t supposed to be how married life went.

“The hell is wrong with you, Allie!?” said Mim after a handful of seconds passed.

Apparently they’d assumed he’d left.

“I… didn’t even think about it. I just-”

“Just fucked up again. Do you even know what you’re doing to him? Do you? You have a wonderful husband and you’re squandering it!” growled Mim. “What’s next? Are you-”

Not wanting to eavesdrop, Phillip hurried down the hall while trying to limit the noise he was making.

Getting back out into the main areas of the house, he was thankful the moment Milly and his other guards gathered up around him.

“Ah, good afternoon,” Mildred said, meeting his eyes levelly. “Was there somewhere or something you wanted to do today?”

“I… yes. Yes,” Phillip said, nodding his head. “I’m going to go into the city. Let’s go have lunch. The five of us. And before you start arguing, you four can pick the location. That way you feel satisfied that we won’t be bothered while we eat. My treat of course.

“Just… please make your choice quickly. I’d very much like to be away from this house with as much celerity as we can muster.”

Mildred watched him for several seconds longer before she nodded her head.

“We can certainly do that, Phil. That isn’t a problem at all,” Mildred murmured. “And I know just the food to get, and the spot to eat it. That way we can all be safe, enjoy a meal, and each other’s company.”

“Perfect. Please, lead on,” Phillip said, not wanting to dally a second further.


Eleven

 

Phillip had successfully evaded Mim over the last day and a half.

He knew she was looking for him, and actively seeking him out.

Lenore and Mildred had both told him so.

It didn’t take much in the way of imagination to figure out what she wanted to talk to him about. The conversation would likely concern Jay, Alice, Mim, and himself.

Truth of the matter was he just didn’t want to talk to anyone about it.

About Jay.

Not in any way, shape, or form.

He was already beginning to feel a lot like a stranger in a home that was to be his own. Now he was starting to feel like a worthless stranger without merit in the home.

Shaking his head at his morose thoughts, Phillip closed his eyes and let his head hang down.

Get it together. Mount an offense.

Move straight into her front line and fight.

Fight to… to get my wife’s attention.

Because that’s my duty.

My duty.

I’m no pushover. I’m the son of general Curis.

Nodding his head, Phillip once more lifted his head and looked to the bookshelf in front of him.

He’d asked Lenore if there was a family history he could read over. Hopefully he could find out more about the Rias family, his family now, and their roots. How they conducted and handled themselves.

With any luck he could perhaps learn some insights into the way Alice’s mind worked.

“Ah-ha, there you are my tricky little thing,” Phillip said with a grin. Grabbing the binding of the book he wanted, it matching what Lenore described, he pulled it down off the shelf.

Popping it open, he found it was indeed a family history. Written by Alice’s aunt and updated no less than three years prior.

“Perfect, perfect.”

Feeling far better about his situation, Phillip considered where to read it.

If he remained here, the chances were quite high someone would find him. The family library was a high-traffic area.

Should he retreat back to the studies he favored, it was almost a guarantee that Mim would find him there. And that was perhaps the last thing he wanted right now.

We’ll try… oh, the large family study in the south wing of the home. It’s not used very much at all and everyone avoids it.

Even I have.

Smiling, Phillip started out, leaving the library.

Stepping over to where Mildred was, Phillip put his hand to her forearm.

“Milly, I’m heading over to the south study. I think the closest hallway from there that you can be is the west servants hall. Is that right?” Phillip asked. He’d spent a great deal learning the layout of the home and where his guards could be, and would be.

If he could help them out by going to them when needed, they’d all be better off.

Grinning, Mildred nodded her head.

“That’s right. We’ll be there, waiting for you,” she confirmed.

“Great, see you later, Milly,” Phillip said, squeezing her forearm before leaving.

“I’d wait in line to wait for him,” murmured one of his other guards. “You sharing… Milly?”

Blushing slightly, Phillip pretended he hadn’t heard them. It wasn’t the first time he had overheard his guards talking about bedding him.

He’d even once heard Mildred make a comment about him. Leaving him with a rather comfortable thought that she was interested in him.

None of them were trying to be loud about it or obvious, they just had voices that carried. It was part of who they were as soldiers and guards.

Though… I could always ask Milly if-

No. No, no. No.

Firming his resolve, Phillip made his way quickly to the study he wanted.

Reaching the hallway leading to it, he slowed down.

He could hear voices coming from within.

Damn. Did Mim get ahead of me?

Slowly, cautiously, Phillip crept up around the entry to the study and slowly peeked around the corner.

It wasn’t Mim at all.

Sitting on a sofa, facing off to the side and away from him, was Alice.

Next to her was a man Phillip didn’t know.

They were side by side, talking in a clearly familiar manner. A manner that made Phillip’s heart grow cold and his skin break out in a sweat.

That must be Jay.

They look…

Phillip swallowed past the lump in his throat. Then had to control his breathing as it became harder to keep soft.

They look happy.

Alice laughed at something Jay said, actually leaning her head back to do so, then shook her head, smiling at the man.

Phillip had never seen her laugh like that before.

Jay held up a hand and made another comment which got a follow-up chuckle from Alice.

“Stop it,” Alice said in a slightly louder voice. “I swear to the above you’ll get your entire family in trouble.”

“It’d be so worth it,” Jay argued. “So, so worth it.”

“As much as I want to agree, I shouldn’t,” Alice said with a sigh. Then she put her elbow on the arm of the sofa and put her chin in her palm. Reaching across the way, she lightly patted Jay’s cheek.

Whatever she said was lost to Phillip as he spun away from the scene.

He couldn’t bear to watch anymore.

Nearly running over a house-butler, Phillip nearly knocked the man’s tray out of his hands.

“Sorry,” Phillip muttered, moving past the man and back toward the way he’d come.

I’m done. I can’t do it.

It isn’t that she just doesn’t want me, she doesn’t even want to try. She can barely hold a conversation with me.

I’ll take nothing more and suffer not another second.

Taking in a shuddering breath, Phillip got back to a more common area of the family area.

“Oh! Phil! Perfect timing.”

Turning toward the voice, he found Lenore heading his way. She looked lovely today.

Oh thank the stars.

Turning toward her, Phillip quickly rushed over to her and took her hands in his.

“Lenore, you look lovely today. Please tell me you were coming to ask me out of this damned house,” Phillip said in a rush. “Out of this house and away from here.”

Lenore opened her mouth and stood there, as if she were attempting to catch flies. Then she nodded her head once.

“I sure am. I just got a note from someone who wants to buy our barrels. All of them. And at more than five times what we paid for them,” Lenore said with a grin. “I wanted to come get you because this deal was yours. I want you there with me when I sign the contract.”

“Oh, no, no, no. No thank you. I’ll happily wait outside while you take care of it,” Phillip said without even a thought. “That’s not likely a man’s place this time around. My presence would be disruptive. I’m just quite thankful you wanted me there. I’ll just wait outside while you handle it. If that’s okay?”

“I… don’t like that very much but I’ll-I’ll let it go,” Lenore said, squeezing his hands in her own. “Because to me it sounds like it would be uncomfortable for you.”

“Exactly so. Now, let’s go! Take me away, please, Lenore,” Phillip said, feeling like the grin he had on his face was manic.

He needed to get away, right now.

“Of course. Let’s get a leg on,” said Lenore, smiling back at him. “We can get this signed and get our pay today if we’re lucky. Then… then we figure out our next steps.”

 

***

 

Feeling like some type of guilty little hog, Phillip wasn’t able to resist.

Once more he opened the little metal book the temple had given him upon receiving his deposit of coins, essentially all of his earnings, the day previous.

Two thousand Noble gold coins. That’s… that’s so much.

More than I think my mother even has. More than all but the richest.

I can’t believe we actually got a military purchaser from the queen and they paid so much for the barrels.

Though to be fair… we had the market cornered.

Grinning, he shook his head, unable to believe his fortune. His dowry alone would have been enough to live very comfortably for the rest of his life.

Now he was more or less set to do whatever he want.

Lenore was equally as ecstatic as he was. Her own share being less since she didn’t invest as much, but still equally floored by her return.

Tucking the little metal book away back under the floorboard, Phillip got up off his knees. Making sure the board was completely disguised and looked like part of the room, he smiled and nodded his head.

Then he walked back over to his table and sat down in front of the small little box he’d bought.

He’d filled it with thirty Nobles, Mildred’s share, and had put a padlock on the front of it.

He had no idea what she’d want to do with it, but he wanted to protect her life savings.

There was a timid knock at his door.

“Come in, Milly!” Phillip called. He knew who it was because he had sent for her specifically.

Much to Lenore’s surprise, he’d begged Lenore to not tell Mildred what they were doing. Or that it was their money they were collecting. He wanted to personally surprise Mildred with her return.

To thank her for her trust in him.

The door opened and Mildred stepped inside.

Glancing around the room, she saw there was no one else here and closed the door behind herself.

“Phil? Is everything okay?” she asked, slowly walking over to him.

“Everything is… great, Milly. Great,” Phillip said with a wide smile for her.

Unable to help himself, he bounced out of his chair, scurried over to her, grabbed her hand, and dragged her back to the table.

“Sit, sit,” he said, pushing her down into the chair. Then he stood behind her, his hands on her shoulders.

He could feel Mildred tensing up beneath his hands.

There was a momentary flash of anger at the idea of Alice sitting alone with Jay once more. That their conversation had seemed far more intimate than just friends.

Feeling quite petty, Phillip leaned down over Mildred’s shoulder, and wrapped his arms around her front.

“That’s your life savings, Milly,” Phillip said, nodding at the small lock-box in front of them. “We got our money.”

“It… it is?” asked the guard who was more like an unmoving rod of iron in his arms.

“Oh yes. Go ahead. Open it up and count it,” Phillip said, not releasing her. Laying his cheek to hers, he was determined to hold onto her as she did so. He wanted to feel her excitement.

This was likely to alter the very course of her life.

Though… though it might let her quit outright.

She wouldn’t have to be my guard anymore.

Mildred pulled the box closer and then opened the lid. Staring into the top of it he could feel Mildred shiver, as well as when her heart rate sped up rapidly. It was pounding in her neck, his fingers resting against her throat.

“My Milly, you’re a rich girl now,” Phillip murmured, unable to shake the thought that she might just walk away. “Count it.”

“Ah… Phil… this is really awkward and-”

“Hush, count it,” Phillip said, and then kissed her cheek, holding tighter to her.

Mildred’s pulse ran away with her now. As if it were a woodpecker. Her skin was rapidly heating up as well.

She really does have a thing for me. Doesn’t she?

Mmm.

It’s a shame I have more honor than Alice does.

As much as I’d like to… see… where things might go with Milly, I have an obligation to my duty.

Mildred had started counting out her coins, trying to move as best as she could with Phillip draped around her like a cloak.

“Thirty,” Mildred said as she finished counting. “Thirty… noble gold coins.”

Letting out a slow and deep breath, Mildred looked like a woman facing a fairy tale.

“Milly, you officially have more money than most landed knights,” Phillip said and leaned away from her, looking into her face from a few inches away. “What’re you going to do? You could go get a husband and easily settle in somewhere. Live quite comfortably for yourself.”

“I’m afraid… the husband I would want isn’t on the market,” Mildred said quietly. Slowly she began putting the coins back into the box. “But perhaps I’ll have to consider a new profession. This… this is so very unexpected, Phil.”

Unable to help himself, Phillip grinned. He hadn’t missed Mildred’s comment about her husband. He had the distinct feeling she meant himself.

Leaning in, he kissed the corner of her mouth, then laid his cheek to hers again.

“Buy him,” Phillip said simply. “Or steal him. You’re a beautiful and intelligent woman, Milly. You have a lot to offer.

“Now… does that mean you’re quitting my guard? I would be extremely sad to see you go, but I’d understand.”

“I… no. No, I’m not going to quit. But… I think I want you to take this and… reinvest it again for me,” Mildred said, putting the last coin back into the box. “I trust you, Phil.”

Surprisingly, she put her hands on his forearms and held onto him as well.

“Bound by duty,” Phillip murmured, wondering if his comment would say everything he wanted to.

“Bound by duty,” Mildred agreed. Then she sighed. “Both of us.”

Ah, she did understand.

Phillip didn’t let her go, nor did Mildred move away. They stood there, cheek to cheek.

Several minutes later there was a polite knock on the door.

“Yes?” Phillip asked, not releasing Mildred, despite the woman’s hands pushing at his arms.

“Ah, my lord, the lady’s coach has returned,” said one of his guards, not opening the door.

“I see. Thank you. You no longer need inform me of her comings and goings,” Phillip said, feeling quite down again at the mere mention of Alice.

“I understand, my lord.”

Nothing more was said.

“Milly,” Phillip said softly, not letting go of her at all. He felt very insecure right now, and she was probably the only solid thing in his life. “We once talked about running away. If I decided to make a go of it. Would you come with me?”

Seconds ticked by as Mildred sat there, unable to get him off, and unable to do more than only lightly pushing at him.

“Yes, Phil, I would,” muttered the guard in a defeated tone.

“Not as my guard,” Phillip clarified. He didn’t dare say more, but he had already said enough.

“N-no. Not as your guard,” Mildred agreed.

“Good,” Phillip said, then laid a kiss to Mildred’s cheek again. “At least I’d have you.”

“You… have me, Phil,” murmured Mildred, her hands squeezing against his arms. Then she sighed softly in defeat. “You have me. Now please, let me stand. I wouldn’t be able to remain if someone walked in like this, and your door is not locked.”

Clicking his tongue, Phillip did as he was told. He didn’t want to get her in trouble.

Picking up the lock-box, Phillip set the padlock back into place and locked it. He then put the key in front of Mildred, who hadn’t stood up yet, but looked much more comfortable now.

“Are you sure you want me to hold onto it?” he asked.

“Yes, no question of that. Reinvest it for me,” Mildred said, pushing the key back toward him. Finally standing up, Mildred looked everywhere but at him.

“I understand. Thank you, Milly. For being mine, and trusting in me.”

“I… uh… yeah. Yeah,” Mildred said, scratching at the back of her neck.

There was once more another knock on his door.

“My lord, the young lady has arrived and requests your presence,” stated his door guard.

Sighing, Phillip lifted his hands and put them over his eyes.

He didn’t even want to look at Alice right now.

“The one time I don’t go to greet her and suddenly she wants my presence,” Phillip said into his hands.

“You’re… not required to go,” Mildred offered.

“Mm. Bound by duty, right, Milly?” he asked, letting his hands fall to his sides.

“Bound by duty,” Mildred agreed, giving him a lopsided smile. A slow and nervous look spread over her face. “Can… I remain here and count my coins… again?”

“Of course. Just… wait for me to come back before you leave,” Phillip said idly, then walked to his door. Opening it, he stepped out of his personal room and looked to the two guards. “And where is Alice then? Did she say where I could attend her?”

“She stated that she’d be in her personal quarters, in five minutes,” reported his guard. “That you were welcome to let yourself in.”

Taking in a short breath, Phillip nodded, and then let it out.

Normally he would have used that time to prepare a small post work, pre dinner, snack for her. Much as he had done numerous times for her already. To which she rarely reacted, touched, or indulged.

Not bothering at all, he walked over to her personal room and pulled open the door and went in.

Alice was in the middle of unloading her satchel and pockets, putting things away in their place. Looking at her was painful and he didn’t want to be here.

He’d wanted to love her. To have a fully committed marriage.

She was strangely beautiful to him as of late. Intelligent and decisive matched with an aggressive mind for business.

But it just hadn’t worked out. He was done letting her have sway over his heart.

All he had was duty now.

“Alice,” Phillip said simply. He was surprised to find her already here, but he realized he didn’t care.

“Ah! Husband. It’s so good to see you,” Alice said, smiling at him.

Phillip didn’t respond.

Standing there, he waited to hear what she wanted.

“I… I was wondering-” she started, her hands still pulling things out of her bag. Apparently she couldn’t find something in her bag she was looking for and had to look into it.

Watching without a sound, Phillip just waited.

Alice stared into her bag for several seconds before she just closed it and set it to one side.

“I was wondering if we could sit and talk,” Alice said finally, looking to him and smiling once more.

“About?” Phillip asked.

“Well, we could talk about your day or my day if you like,” said Alice, moving toward the table where he had often tried to engage her in dialogue.

“My day was much like any other,” said Phillip, unable to help himself. It’d been a common enough reply on her part for him.

Staring at him, Alice had one hand on a chair and was watching him.

“We could still talk about it,” she tried, gesturing at the chair opposite her own. “I’m… sure something had to have happened. What’d you eat for breakfast?”

“Fruit and several biscuits,” Phillip replied, holding her gaze with his own.

Nothing more needed to be said.

He was done here.

Duty alone would be held by Phillip.

“I… ah… well, I had a lovely breakfast with Mother myself,” Alice murmured, pulling out her chair and sitting down in it. “We talked about the current state of affairs of trade, what with the war going on. It’s rather interesting.”

“I’m sure it was,” Phillip said, blinking.

Waiting.

“Could we talk about it so I could get your personal take on it?” Alice asked.

Unable to help himself, Phillip snorted.

“No thank you. I’d rather not talk about business,” said Phillip with a shake of his head.

Of course. Back to business.

“Ah! Yes, that’s very fair. Then, maybe just your opinion on the war or… what the queen’s doing? Or maybe what you think of the city?” Alice said, giving him another smile.

Phillip wasn’t stupid.

He felt like Alice was trying to engage him so she could ask him for something. Or to get him to sign off on something, to be more accurate.

She’d never shown any interest in him up to this point, which meant she wanted or needed something from him.

Unless she came out with it, and what she wanted, he wasn’t going to play her game.

“War is never good, the queen isn’t responding fast enough, the city is fine,” Phillip said without any emotion. “May I go now?”

Looking somewhat shocked, Alice sat there, her eyebrows raised and her mouth hanging partially open.

“C-sure. Okay. Will I see you for dinner?” Alice asked, looking rather shocked.

“No, I’ll take it in my room. Goodnight,” Phillip said, turning on his heel. Opening the door, he left quickly and went back to his own private room.


Twelve

 

“I’m… sorry, my lord but, the young lady is about to leave for the day,” mumbled one of his guards after having returned from a side passage.

Phillip and his people were in the more accessible public study today. Where servants and guards could be.

He didn’t want to be in the family area because it would likely give Mim a better chance to catch him alone.

“As I mentioned yesterday, there’s no need to inform me about such things anymore,” Phillip murmured, turning the page in the book he was reading.

“Of course, my lord,” said the guard.

Even thinking about the fact that he had rushed off to wish her goodbye every morning made him sick.

Standing there at the front of the home to send her off with a wave and a smile.

Day in, and day out. With barely a greeting, word, and certainly not a goodbye. Kiss or otherwise.

It was in fact quite embarrassing to look back on it.

Cringe worthy, in fact.

Groaning, Phillip let out a breath and went back to his reading.

Getting back into the fictional story, Phillip was able to quickly clear his thoughts.

Up until someone walked up to him.

Glancing up from his book he found Alice standing there.

Damn.

Now what?

Closing the book with his thumb as the bookmark, Phillip met her gaze.

“Good morning,” he said.

“Good morning, husband. Did you sleep well?” she asked. She was holding her bag in front of herself, the smile on her face nervous-looking.

“I slept,” Phillip said.

Nodding her head at that, Alice really didn’t seem to know how to respond or what to do.

“I slept fairly well,” Alice offered. “It’s… it’s been easier now that that windstorm has passed by. My cheeks felt rather swollen there for a bit.”

Nodding his head, Phillip said nothing.

Looking to his guards, then to Phillip, Alice was once more at a loss.

“Uhm, well, I’m going to go to work,” she said as if that needed to be stated.

“Have a good day,” said Phillip.

“Would… you come have lunch with me?” she asked, her hands tightening on her bag.

Raising his eyebrows at that, Phillip was now rather unnerved.

Of all the times he had asked to have lunch with her, she’d always declined. The only time he’d managed it was when he showed up unannounced.

Her answer had always been that she’d be busy.

“No thank you. I wouldn’t want to interrupt your work day. I’m sure you’re busy,” Phillip replied, keeping his tone civil and neutral.

His anger, disappointment, and sick feelings for Alice hadn’t dissipated at all. If anything he was rather proud of himself for keeping everything in check.

“I’m sure I could make time to have lunch with you,” countered Alice.

Staring at the woman, Phillip was just about done with this game.

“Leave us,” declared Phillip, glancing toward his guards. “Please?”

“Of course, my lord,” said both women, moving off some ways.

Mildred was off for the day thankfully. Having her watch this would be rather uncomfortable for him.

“Look,” Phillip said, turning his gaze back to Alice. “I don’t know what you want and I don’t want to play your game. Just tell me what it is you want or need.”

“I… beg your pardon?” Alice asked, her eyes widening.

“Alice, I have no idea what you’re doing, but it’s obvious you want something. You’ve spoken more to me in the last twenty-four hours than you did in a week,” said Phillip with some exasperation. “So just tell me what it is you want and we can go back to our routines.”

“I don’t want anything. I was just hoping you’d come have lunch with me,” Alice said firmly, her hands flexing as she clutched to her bag’s handle.

Fine. Play your game. I don’t care.

“Then no thank you,” Phillip said keeping his response simple.

“Are you busy or have something planned?” Alice asked. “I could come home for lunch if you just don’t want to leave the house.”

Unable to help himself, Phillip grimaced, his jaw flexing as he ground his teeth together.

“No, Alice. I have nothing planned. I’m not going anywhere. I’m perfectly fine. I just don’t want to have lunch with you. I’m going to return to my room now unless there’s something else?” Phillip said, standing up.

Wetting her lips, Alice looked like she was contemplating how to respond.

“No, there’s nothing else. But I’d like to-”

“Have a good day,” Phillip said, cutting her off. With a bow of his head to her he then promptly left. He didn’t need to hear anything more from her.

All he could see in his mind was how comfortable she was with Jay. That she’d once again sought out a meeting with him privately. Nor had she told him about it, or had a chaperon.

Doubly so when he honestly felt like their conversation was inappropriate from what pieces he’d heard of it.

And he, as her husband, couldn’t even convince her to have a conversation with him.

 

***

 

“Phil!” Lenore said happily, finding him in the backyard gardens.

“Lenny,” Phillip said with a grin, watching the young woman approach.

Wrinkling her nose at that, though grinning at the same time, she gave him an odd look.

“You know, I don’t think I like that name coming from you. Lenore will do quite well, please,” she said, walking up to him where he sat on the bench.

“Oh, not allowed to call you by your nickname, hm?” Phillip asked with a smile. “I see how it is.”

“The opposite, in fact. I prefer hearing my full name from you,” Lenore stated, then sat down next to him on the bench. “So! As your partner, I wanted to come ask you what we should do next. We have a good bit of coin and a whole city to spend it on.”

Phillip laughed at that, looking at the young woman next to him.

“Mildred asked me to reinvest her own money,” Phillip admitted, watching her for a response.

Lenore rolled her eyes, then bumped him with her shoulder.

“Course she did. She’d be a fool not to. Then again, she’s already earned more than enough to start a new life as anything but a guard,” said Lenore. “You nervous about losing her?”

“Of course. But she already told me she wanted to stay for the time being.”

“Good. Now. Our next deal?”

Laughing, Phillip shrugged his shoulders.

“I don’t know.”

“What? Liar,” Lenore declared, leaning into him, putting her shoulder up to his and staying there. “I’m sure you have ideas. My hammer idea didn’t turn out so bad but it was nowhere near profitable comparatively to what you put together for us.”

Sitting there, Phillip slowly looked out to the grounds in front of them.

Thinking, he turned over everything he knew about what was happening in the world right now.

Nothing jumped out at him though.

“Take me to work with you,” Phillip said, coming to a conclusion. “Let me serve you snacks and the like to your guests and I’ll help you like that. I’ve got a really good sense of who to work with.”

Lenore smiled at him and then nodded her head.

“Sure. Though people are going to assume you’re my husband if you’re doing things like that,” Lenore cautioned.

“Hmph. Let them assume. You can just correct them later on the matter. At least I’d get to actually host a meeting,” Phillip muttered.

A strange look flashed across Lenore’s face before she just shrugged her shoulders and smiled again.

“Great. Let’s go then. I have a meeting just after lunch at the office, and then two more later in the day. You can help me with those first,” Lenore said, patting Phillip’s knee.

“Sure,” agreed Phillip.

“We’ll have lunch in my office and then talk about it a bit,” she said, squeezing his knee. “For now, we’ll just… wait here for a bit. If that’s okay?”

“Of course. I enjoy spending time with you,” admitted Phillip without any guilt.

He owed Alice nothing more than duty.

 

***

Wincing, Lenore put a hand to her brow just moments after her door closed.

“You don’t even need to say anything. The fact that they couldn’t answer your questions alone was enough to seal that one up for me,” assured Lenore.

“Yes, that wasn’t a very good one,” Phillip admitted, standing near the door. Shrugging his shoulders, he moved to the small table that Lenore had brought her visitors to, one after another, and began clearing it.

The small plates were inspected, and put into the used section of his carts; napkins were placed into the container for soiled cloth, and dirty utensils into their own. Then he rearranged the clean settings he had available, and checked the tea pot critically.

I’ll need to refresh it just to be sure. One should never serve tea that’s already been served to a new guest.

It would only take him minutes to prepare another pot. Thankfully the Rias office had a wood-stove that was already heating his next kettle on a low setting. He had assumed he’d need another already.

“Phil… remind me not to eat lunch next time. Your sandwiches and biscuits are far more than enough and honestly taste better,” complained Lenore. “I just feel so heavy now from lunch and then adding your delicious bits on top.”

“Then don’t eat another sandwich, you silly thing, have one of the fresh fruit scones. They’re much lighter,” Phillip said with a grin. “It’s basically just half a tart with no filling.”

“But the sandwiches are so good,” moaned Lenore.

“I’ll make you more next time, you glutton,” Phillip admonished. “Now, how much time before the next meeting?”

“Oh, as soon as we’re ready. They weren’t scheduled. Just showed up this morning and asked to be fit in,” Lenore admitted. “Everyone else turned them away but I saw no reason not to see them.”

“Then go to the restroom. You had three cups of tea. You’ll need to go sooner rather than later. I’m going to get the next kettle,” Phillip said, finishing emptying out his teapot, and re-setting it.

Humming to himself, Phillip left Lenore’s office and went into the servant area in the back.

Finding his kettle right where he left it, he moved it to the center of the stove. He only needed to wait a minute for it to reach a boil.

Taking no time at all, he retrieved the kettle and went back to Lenore’s office. Who hadn’t returned yet, but a young woman had entered the office. She was sitting rather awkwardly in one of the chairs in front of Lenore’s desk.

Taking her in quickly, Phillip was able to piece together that she was likely a commoner who had a fallen noble as a parent. That or someone very well educated and had learned noble mannerisms.

The way she held herself was spot on for a young noble-woman. Her dark-amber hair was pulled back from her face into a rather artful arrangement. Her clear moss-colored eyes were wide and she was clearly wearing just enough makeup.

Dressed in tasteful, if economical clothes, she was someone Phillip would pay attention to. For good or ill, she was a determined individual.

Her appearance had clearly been put together for this meeting.

“Ah, hello. Are you Miss Rias’ next appointment?” Phillip asked casually, moving over to his trolley.

“Err, yes. Hello. And you are…?” asked the young woman, her entire body posture turning toward him.

“Phillip Curis Rias,” he replied giving the woman a smile.

“I… didn’t know Lenore was married,” murmured the woman, watching Phillip now.

“Well-”

“Ah! I’m so sorry,” Lenore said, entering her own office, interrupting Phillip. “I’m Lenore Rias.”

“Madeline Bair,” said the young woman, standing up from her chair and shaking Lenore’s hand.

Phillip quietly arranged two settings at the small table, putting out two small plates and napkins.

“-discuss an opportunity?” Lenore asked. She looked at her desk, then decided against it and moved straight to her table.

Noticing the door was still open, Phillip walked over to it and closed it.

As he did so he spotted Alice walking down the hall toward her own office.

His heart felt chilled at the very sight of her. He took extra caution to make sure he closed the door without slamming it.

“-spinning wheel,” said Madeline, apparently having launched straight into the discussion.

“I see. And you believe this… pedal… will make it that much easier?” Lenore said, her eyes moving to Phillip.

“I do. It’ll make it much easier to get the work done and free up the hands,” she said with more than a little enthusiasm. “It’s just as big as it was as well. It just changes the wheel.”

Phillip listened carefully while setting out two tea settings. He deliberately put the fresh-fruit scone on Lenore’s plate, not giving her the opportunity to eat another sandwich.

For Madeline however, he held out a tray and let her select her own item.

“The sandwich,” Lenore suggested when Madeline looked to her after staring at the tray. “Trust me. He’s just being stingy with me because I already ate… five, I think.”

“Seven, sandwiches,” Phillip countered and waited on Madeline with a grin. He could practically feel Lenore sticking her tongue out at him. At times, she was still quite young. “And would the cost go up to manufacture this new wheel?”

“Uhm, slightly. But not enough that it would matter. Maybe a hundred chits,” Madeline said, taking a sandwich from the tray.

“You’d be building them?” Phillip asked, putting his tray back. His question was almost a statement. He was fairly certain he was correct.

“N-no. That is, yes? My husband and I would be making them,” confessed Madeline.

Ah. I imagine some people might be offended by a man doing such work.

Though… I think if we can get ahead of this one, it could work out for us.

Watching Madeline, Phillip had a good feeling about her.

A very good feeling.

Turning to Lenore, he gave her an honest smile, then leaned in over her shoulder as if he were kissing her cheek.

“Buy the technology and her silence, get her to a warehouse, have them start making them as fast as they can for us,” Phillip whispered, and then planted a warm and somewhat loud kiss on Lenore’s cheek.

“Thank you, Phil,” Lenore said, as he moved over to stand next to his trolley. “Now, Madeline. How much were you looking for, and what were you pledging in return?”

“And did you make the clothes you’re wearing with the spinning wheel in question?” Phillip asked, taking a seat next to Lenore.

Likely a seamstress in the family. That bodes quite well. We can hire them to produce cloth as well.

Maybe take a long run at the market for cloth.

Or… bandages? The army will need bandages.

Hm.

Maybe we could leverage the same contact who bought our barrels.

Taking in a shaky breath, Madeline nodded her head and gave Lenore a bright smile.

 

***

 

In the end, they invested heavily into Madeline, her business, and her goals. Lenore was convinced by Phillip’s words, but she was also very interested in the whole thing before he’d said anything.

She was excited by the possibility of new technology.

Especially technology that built on existing things. That one could track and plot accordingly given existing trends and markets.

Today had gone very well.

Incredibly well.

He wasn’t sure how much of that was due to the fact that he had more or less ignored Alice, or that he Lenore had invited him to work with her.

That for the first time since he came here, he felt like he was invited in as an equal.

They’d stayed out for quite a while after finishing work. Having dinner together, going for a rather long walk, and then finally back home after the sun had long since set.

“Shame I’m not married to Lenore,” Phillip said somewhat wistfully.

Pulling off his coat, he stuck a hanger through it and hung it up in his wardrobe.

A timid knock on his door caused him to pause. It was the door that led to where his guards were.

Milly…? Is she… coming for me after all?

So bold.

Walking over to the door rather than calling out, he opened it.

Mim stood in front of him with a grin that showed all her lovely teeth off.

“I got permission from Alice to see you,” Mim said, hooking a thumb back toward the hallway. Mildred was standing off to one side looking uncomfortable.

She nodded her head, and shrugged her shoulders at Phillip. Then she pointed at herself, and then her own feet.

In other words, Milly’s not going to leave, Mim does have permission, and she’s going to make a scene if she doesn’t get let in.

Right.

“By all means then, come in,” Phillip said, standing to one side.

“Thank you!” Mim said, quite happily darting into his room.

“If you need me,” murmured Mildred, catching his eyes with her own.

Smiling at her, he winked and then closed the door.

“Ugh, I hate that he actually has a soft spot for you, Dread. Like a damn fairy tale,” grumbled one of his other guards.

“Shush, he’ll hear you,” said the second.

“He’s probably heard us all along, he just doesn’t care,” said the first again.

“Probably right,” replied the second. “But that’s why I like him. That and uh… doesn’t that mean he approves of it?”

It does indeed.

Nodding his head, Phillip turned back to Mim. She was nowhere in sight.

Raising his eyebrows, he entered the room fully and looked around.

There was no sign of her.

Then he knew the answer already.

Holding back a sigh he could barely contain, he walked over to his bedroom.

Mim was under his covers, his blankets held up to her chin.

Glancing around, he didn’t see any of her clothes scattered around, so he was at least thankful she wasn’t naked and in his bed.

Wait… maybe…

Leaning down, he looked under his bed and found no clothes there either.

Huh, alright.

Standing back up, he found Mim watching him. The smile was gone, and her eyes had a heavy look to them.

“You gave up on Allie,” she accused.

Unable to formulate a response to that statement, Phillip just stared back at her.

Taking several breaths, he finally managed to round up his thoughts.

“I did. She was alone with Jay yesterday and I walked in on it,” Phillip admitted. “I’m almost positive they were having a conversation they wouldn’t dare have in front of me. The way they sat together, spoke to one another, touched… it was too much for me.

“I couldn’t even talk Alice into having lunch with me. But she makes private alone time for herself and Jay. To talk in a location that no one visits.”

Mim winced at that, her eyes slowly moving down toward the covers she was hiding beneath.

“She… told me she was pretty sure you’d caught them like that,” agreed Mim.

“How?” Phillip asked, curious. “I left while they were still playing touchy-feely.”

“You ran into a servant apparently. He also turned the book you had over to Alice. A book only you could have dropped. No one else would be interested in the Rias family other than say… a loving husband who was doing his best,” Mim murmured.

“Hmph.”

Phillip didn’t bother to try and continue the conversation. He had no idea what to say and he honestly didn’t want to hear it.

“Allie didn’t realize what she’d done until it was too late,” Mim said hesitantly. “I think she only now knows just how much you were offering.”

“That’s nice,” Phillip said, blinking slowly.

“She said you left her room last night after barely saying a handful of words. That you avoided her at dinner. Refused to have lunch with her. Didn’t send her off as you usually had done,” said Mim, listing out everything that really had happened.

“Yes. That all happened,” agreed Phillip. “No denying that.”

“Then you went and helped Lenore today at the office. Had lunch with her. Met with her clients. Hosted it for her. Then went to dinner with her,” continued Mim.

“Also, all true. We even made a few business deals that she wanted me there for,” Phillip conceded with a cold smile. “Why? I wasn’t stroking her face like someone else we both know.”

“Allie, what the hell did you think would happen?” said Mim almost to herself. “Whatever. It really does sound a mess of her own making.”

“Indeed. So why are you asking about it at all? I thought your goal was to get a ‘bun’ from me, and steal me away,” Phillip muttered. “Or am I no longer interesting because Alice doesn’t hold my heart capt-”

“No! That’s not it,” Mim said interrupting him. “No, no. Still very interesting, and very interested in you. Still want that ‘bun’ of yours, very much. I’m just… doing what a best friend should. Asking questions, learning the situation. I’ll go tell her everything that I think she should know and my opinions. Likely tell her that I think she already managed to ruin her marriage. That you’d be better off with me.”

Phillip let out a slow sigh, his anger draining away at Mim’s professed interest.

“I would be, yeah,” Phillip professed.

Mim opened her mouth and then closed it.

“Then get in the bed and give me a ‘bun’. I can use that to get you out,” Mim said, lifting her chin. “We’d both suffer a bit on our reputations but… it’d be worth it. Wouldn’t it?”

Smirking, Phillip nodded his head.

“I want to. I actually truly do want to try putting a bun in that oven of yours. But I’m… bound by my duty. And besides, if I did give in that easily, you wouldn’t respect me as much,” Phillip said. Then he started to undress right then and there. “Now, I’m going to get into my bed, and sleep. I’m exhausted. Whether you leave or not, I don’t care. It’s your reputation that’ll be impugned, not mine in my guards’ eyes, and the Rias family. I’ll make sure to tell them you ravaged me.”

Dropping his clothes to the floor and being quite naked, Phillip started to crawl into his bed.

“Ah… uh… m-maybe… maybe you shouldn’t-”

Phillip pulled the covers back, exposing a very lovely and naked Mim.

Blushing furiously, but determined not to care, Phillip moved into the covers, and pulled them back up over both of them.

Deciding to press the issue, he grinned at his bed partner.

Then he reached out under the covers. Laying his hand to her stomach, he patted gently several times.

Then he got comfortable in the bed, his hand still resting on her abdomen.

Her skin was warm and soft. He could also feel the goosebumps running across her flesh under his fingers.

“You really are beautiful by the way. That’s an amazing body,” Phillip said softly, looking at the wide-eyed, red-faced, and shocked-looking Mim.

“Errr, thank you,” she mumbled.

I wonder if… part of it is a bluff.

Feeling tired, angry, and spent of patience, Phillip decided to do something out of character.

“On second thought, come here, Mim. Let’s get you that ‘bun’. You’re far too lovely to say no to,” Phillip said, rolling his hand across her stomach and over to her hip. Grabbing onto her, he moved over to her. He was partway over the top of her in only a second.

“Ah!” squeaked Mim, who grabbed him by the shoulders, holding him in place. She didn’t look it, but she had a decent amount of strength to her. Certainly more than Phillip had. “M-maybe I’m not quite ready yet, after all.”

“I dunno, you look pretty ready,” argued Phillip. “Especially those hips. You have yourself a solid frame for that oven.”

Taking in a slow breath, Mim gave him a weak smile.

“I’m flattered at your praise. Consider me beaten for the evening? May I retreat, Phil, my love? Let your Mim go?” she asked, her smile growing a bit firmer. “If you really want to give me that ‘bun’ I’ll let you but… I’m not quite ready. Not yet, at least. I just need a day or two.”

Then she released his shoulders, and gave him a soft pull on his side, easing him over atop her completely. With the way his hips ended up between her thighs, it was a clear invitation to do what she’d offered.

Staring down at the interesting and beautiful woman, Phillip was actually considering going for her. She was unique and fascinating.

And showed him a great deal of attention.

“If you want it… you can have it. Have me, that is. Let me retreat, though, Phil?” Mim asked again, not fighting him at all. Staring up at him for several seconds she finally continued, reaching up with her hands to lightly caress his cheeks and jaw. “I’m beaten, tonight. You called my bluff. I surrender. That makes me your Mim. Your captive. No one else’s. May I retreat? Or am I getting that ‘bun’ in the end after all?”

“I should give it to you, shouldn’t I?” Phillip mused.

“Probably. Good time for it. Got approval to be here from Allie and everything,” Mim said, grinning up at him, wrinkling her nose. “I promise I’m yours though. No reason to rush it. And now that I’ve seen how forward you can be… I’m going to really run you down after this. You’re so interesting and unique. Just… not tonight. I have to report back to Allie.”

Like a bucket of cold water, the mention of his wife put his brain back in place.

Nodding his head, he lay down back into the bed.

Mim turned toward him and snuggled her bare self up against him.

“I want to snuggle for a little first, then I’ll go back. And I’m sorry but… I’m going to just take a small loan on a future possession here,” Mim said, a warm hand coming up to wrap itself around Phillip’s privates. Then she boldly gave him a squeeze. “Our future. Just a little bit. Never felt one before this and… well… I think we’ll be together in the end. I might as well get a little practice in with it.”

She wasn’t quite all false bravado and bluff. Just mostly.


Thirteen

 

Walking in a slow circle, Phillip walked the perimeter of the modest-sized building.

It wasn’t as big as he wanted it to be, but it would be more than enough to satisfy their purposes. To put Madeline into business and back her up accordingly.

Manufacturing new spinning wheels that would very likely speed up cloth making.

And in the middle of a war… cloth will get used up.

Bandages, clothing, blankets, base for padding armor. Everyone needs what we produce, and we don’t have to worry about the end product.

If we can get ahead of it… ahead of the demand, we can measure our output to their coin purse.

Smiling, Phillip walked back toward Lenore at the front of the building.

“Lenore, you’re as intelligent as you are beautiful. This is the perfect starting point,” Phillip said honestly. They could always move to a bigger building, or rent another, if this went as well as he thought it would.

“Well aren’t you full of flattery,” Lenore said with a chuckle, putting her left hand on her hip and watching him.

In the short time he’d known her, she was practically growing up before his eyes.

Whatever childlike bits of her that’d remained since his arrival were quite gone now. She dressed in the current fashion, wore things that flattered her, always had her hair styled, and wore just enough makeup to give her a refined yet older look.

“Honesty, my dearest Lenore, honesty. Absolute honesty,” Phillip said, walking up to his partner. “Makes me feel like I’m not pulling my weight.”

“That’s just stupid, Phil. We probably wouldn’t even be here if you hadn’t pushed so hard to do this,” Lenore countered.

“Oh, putting the blame on me already?” asked Phillip with a laugh. “You sure I’m not married to you? Cause that sounds like something my mother would do to Father.”

Over the last three days Lenore and he had visited a few buildings, gone over contracts with Madeline, and generally spent a lot of time around one another.

In that period they’d grown close. Close to the point that Phillip felt safe enough to be a bit more honest with his humor.

“Har-har. Definitely certain I’m not married to you,” said Lenore. He felt like there was more to her statement, doubly so since her cheeks turned a deep and dark red. But she didn’t add anything more to the comment.

“Quite the shame. At least for me. You head of the household yet? I’m still a chair I’m afraid. Still waiting,” Phillip said, holding Lenore’s gaze with a smirk.

He enjoyed teasing her, likely as much as Mim enjoyed teasing him.

Now the young Rias daughter became a scarlet sheet. From ear to ear.

“Ahh. Uh. Almost? Maybe?” Lenore said in a choked voice. To Phillip it was obvious she was forcing the words out. “Just… a few more-few more deals like the last one. Then, yes.”

Caught by his own words, Phillip stared at Lenore.

Who stared back at him.

“I understand,” said Phillip finally. “I… understand. Can… I help? If I gave you coin or-”

“No. I have to earn it myself. I have to show Mother my books and my investments,” Lenore said, her voice firming up with every word. Apparently him offering to help had just trounced whatever fears or doubts she had. She idly waved her right hand to the side. “I’m… I’m almost there. I know it. This will put me over the top, I don’t doubt it. We just have to make it to the end of the year.”

Realizing they were alone, in a secluded place, with no-one around, Phillip considered his next words.

“You’d want to buy me away from Alice?” he asked, getting straight to the point. “It’d… been somewhat in jest previously. But… if you’re serious, we should talk about that. Shouldn’t we?”

Lenore’s neck flexed as she took in a sharp breath.

“Yes,” Lenore said in a rushed breath.

“Yes… ?” Phillip asked, legitimately confused.

“Yes. I want you for myself,” Lenore said, her chin raising up partially. “You have an amazing mind, business sense, and you complement my personality and skills very well. We… we will fit together perfectly, you and I.

“And if Alice is too… too stupid to have realized how wonderful you are, I will happily benefit from her loss. And make you my husband and partner. To that end I’ve already told my mother of my intention to take your contract for myself.”

Now that was surprising to Phillip. He hadn’t actually expected Lenore to act so quickly and so determinedly on it. If he was being completely honest with himself, the flirting back and forth between he and her had mostly been in fun.

That he’d never really considered her being absolutely serious about the situation.

It also left him feeling slightly guilty.

He had nearly plunged straight into Mim not more than three days previous, and was now talking to Lenore about becoming her husband.

“I of course don’t fault you at all for having lost your virginity to my sister,” Lenore said, her back straightening and her hands moving behind her back. “It was only right and correct for her to treat you as her husband and take what was hers. I… you’re worth far more to me than such an outdated notion of worth in your first sexual encounter.”

Phillip didn’t see a reason to correct her thoughts on him losing anything to Alice. His shame was already quite deep enough considering his actions with Mim the other night.

And… let’s not forget Milly.

I’m a cad… aren’t I? I’m some sort of loose man just… running around and pulling on the hearts of women.

Unfortunately, he just didn’t know how he felt.

He had wanted to love Alice. Wanted to love her deeply and with a mountain of affection. To have the type of marriage his parents did.

In the end, that wasn’t something available to him with Alice.

He’d sought emotional comfort in Lenore, Mim, and Milly. Each of them a victim of his wounded heart.

But… Milly… she knows that I couldn’t be with her without forsaking everything. And that’d mean not being married to anyone in the nobility.

With Mim and Lenore, that’d mean being a bought husband. That’d certainly be a stain I would have to carry.

A bought husband who didn’t even last a year. As if there were something wrong with me. On top of Alice not becoming pregnant.

But it’d be better than being her forgotten chair.

One that she only worries over because she might lose it.

“I understand,” Phillip said, nodding his head. “If you and Alice put a contract in front of me to sign, granting the purchase of my hand in marriage to you, I would sign. I would sign and consider myself lucky to have you as my wife, Lenore. Regardless of what others might think of me being a bought husband, it would be worth it.”

Lenore’s shoulders softened, her spine losing some of its stiffness. The smile that blossomed on her face and the way she leaned toward him told him all he needed to know.

Lenore had been terrified he would say no.

 “I forced my mother to review my finances. The day after we talked about Alice and… Sophia,” admitted Lenore. “She said that I’m actually… I’m actually leading in both the younger family members, Alice’s grouping, and the one above hers. I-I forced Mother to concede to pushing for your marriage to be mine if I can maintain this lead till the end of the year. She wants to double check them when she gets back from the branch family, but if anything, it’s only better now. I was able to sell those hammers to the same buyer from the barrels since she looked.”

I see.

In other words, Alice likely heard from her mother that Lenore was attempting to take me away. The next day Mim is pushing on her.

Then she met with Jay and I… gave up.

And that’s where Alice asked Mim to look into it.

In other words… everything Alice is trying now, is because she knows she’s likely going to lose me. One way, or another.

The grim feeling Phillip had only got worse with that thought.

“I know… I know that Sophia is pushing you hard. Both on you and Alice. And that I’m in somewhat of a race with Sophia to earn you for myself,” Lenore stated. She looked like she wanted to turn her head away. To not make eye contact with him. Her chin even fractionally turned away but she managed to maintain eye contact. “I’m the better candidate though. I’m younger than both of them, smarter than both, and I… I think I could easily fall in love with you. Am… falling in love with you.”

If Lenore hadn’t already been blushing, he imagined she would be now.

Phillip couldn’t argue her point, however.

He could see himself falling in love with Lenore as well. He paired up well with her so far in their business dealings. Conversation flowed easily.

That in some ways, he already was indeed falling in love with her. As she herself just mentioned.

The problem was for him, that he felt the same way about Milly and Mim. But that wasn’t something he could really speak about.

“As am I,” said Phillip with a smile.

Lenore nodded her head slightly at that, the smile on her face growing till her face looked like it might split apart.

“I’m really glad to hear that,” she murmured. “Really glad.”

Giving her head a small shake, Lenore reached up and smacked her cheeks twice.

“Okay!” she said suddenly. “We’re done here. So let’s go get lunch and… talk some more. I’d like to learn some more about your family. Well, really your mother, if that’s okay?”

“Of course, of course,” Phillip said.

 

***

 

Looking up from the notes he had written for himself on Madeline, Phillip wasn’t quite sure what the servant had said.

“I’m sorry, repeat that for me? I deeply apologize, I was in the middle of finishing a thought,” Phillip admitted with a smile, setting down his quill.

“Ah… of course, Master Rias,” said the female servant with a smile in return for him. “Mistress Rias has returned. Their carriages were spotted heading this way. They should be here very soon.”

Damn. I suppose I do have to be there. Being gone that long means that I’m duty bound to receive her.

Was rather nice not having to worry about Alice’s comings and goings.

Though… haven’t seen Mim in a while either.

Has she been staying away while Alice is gone?

That’d be the smart thing to do, I suppose. That way you don’t end up looking too aggressive. Lenore gets a pass because she’s family.

Even if she’s the most dangerous to Alice.

Setting his quill aside after cleaning the nib, he stoppered his ink bottle, and then stood up quickly.

The servant had actually waited for him. Apparently the expectation was he would indeed be there to welcome her home.

Thank you for paying for etiquette lessons, Grandmere. I’ll send you a letter as soon as I get back to my desk.

Reaching the front of the home ,Phillip took his place at the bottom of the step. All of Alice’s younger sisters that were home were all arranged to his right. The servants to his left.

Lenore wasn’t here, as she was currently working to get Madeline completely situated in the new building.

Taking his place and then putting his hands behind his back, Phillip wasn’t concerned with his place in society. That was his lot in life.

And it wasn’t even a bad lot at all if he was honest with himself. It all came down to the people he associated with.

Though he was still mildly unnerved by the fact that there was no male presence here. When he asked Lenore about it, her only response had been that her father was at their country home.

Rolling up to the home came two carriages.

Lenore’s sister that was closest in age to her from her younger siblings ran up and quickly opened the door.

Mim bounced out of the carriage and pulled down on her blouse slightly, tugging it into position.

She looked rather amazing if Phillip was honest with himself. She was a beautiful woman and definitely was attractive to him.

Catching his eyes on herself, Mim gave him a flirty smile then stepped to the side but remained near the carriage.

Alice came next.

Phillip felt the smile on his face disintegrate to nothing. She was the last person he wanted to see at all. Looking around briefly, she moved over to stand next to Mim.

Matilda exited last as her daughter cleared the way and then let out a short breath.

“It’s good to be home. Though I miss your father,” muttered the older woman. She looked from child to child, and eventually her eyes landed on Phillip. “Ah! Phillip. You’re looking well.”

“Thank you, Mother,” Phillip said, inclining his head to Matilda. She had done him no wrong and deserved his respect. “May I say that blue is a very fine color on you? I had no idea it could match your eyes like that.”

Matilda gave him a radiant smile at the compliment. One that actually reached said eyes.

Waving a hand at him, she clicked her tongue.

“You know, if you picked that tongue of yours up from your father, maybe Clarissa did win in the end,” murmured the older woman. Then she put her attention on the daughters that’d remained home.

As he’d been speaking to Matilda, Alice had closed the distance on him and was now in front of him.

“Good afternoon, Phil,” Alice said, coming to a stop a few feet away.

“Afternoon,” said Phillip without anything in his voice. He planned to give her the full measure of the respect owed to her.

No more, no less.

Thankfully there was no kindness needed with such a debt.

Alice reached out and laid a hand on his forearm and moved in.

Realizing what it was, Phillip turned his head fractionally at the last second, Alice’s kiss landing on his cheek.

“I hope your trip was well,” Phillip said formally.

“It-ah-” Alice said, clearly perturbed at his dodge. “It went well enough. We could discuss it over lunch. We could talk about it and how things went here?”

Phillip gave her a tight smile.

“I’m certain you likely have business to attend to. I would not wish to intrude or distract,” he replied. 

Watching him, her eyes moving back and forth across his face, Alice had the appearance of a woman in distress. He could see a mounting frustration and sadness in her eyes.

“Phil… I’d really like to spend some time with you,” Alice said directly. It was so forthright that he was momentarily stunned that it came from Alice. “I want to talk with you and be with you.”

Blinking, Phillip just stared at her. He had no possible way of answering without it likely being rude. Gritting his teeth, he could only stand there, unspeaking.

“Please… just talk to me. You can say… you can say anything,” Alice said as her family and servants drifted away. They were alone.

“Anything,” Phillip murmured.

“Yes, please. Anything,” agreed Alice.

“I see no reason to speak with you, Alice. You’ve given me no reason to spend time with you. Nor do I see any outcome where having lunch or dinner with you would be helpful,” said Phillip, striking to the heart of the matter. “I’ll provide you with the respect that is due to you as your husband. If you come to my room at night I’ll service you as is my duty. Otherwise, there’s no reason for us to be in one another’s company.”

“Phil… I made mistakes,” said Alice. “I erred. I erred badly. I want… I want to make this work.”

“There’s nothing to make work,” Phillip said with a shake of his head. “If it makes you feel better, I absolve you of any guilt you feel for sleeping with Jay, or spending time with him. Or if that’s what you’re looking for in the future. Do as you will.”

Unable to help himself, his tone had become cold and dark by the time he finished speaking.

Looking shocked, Alice shook her head.

“No. No, Phil, I never slept with him or anything like that. I don’t intend to in the future either,” argued Alice. “What… what you saw was a massive mistake on my part. One that I never should have even allowed to happen. I-”

“Twice. Happened twice. Once I found on my own, the other Mim told me,” muttered Phillip. “You’re only saying any of this because you got caught. You don’t actually care at all. This is regret for being exposed, not for the act.”

Alice was shaking her head much more firmly now. Then she nodded it slightly.

“Yes, it did happen twice. You’re right. I regret both and for different reasons. One for not telling you about it, the other for letting that happen at all but also not telling you about it. Please. I just need-”

“Alice? Sophia? I could use a hand in my personal study,” Matilda called as she headed into the house, her voice cutting through her daughter’s words.

Grimacing, Alice glared at the doorway and her mother’s retreating back.

“Please? Can we continue this later?” Alice asked, looking back to him.

“Business calls,” Phillip replied grimly.

Watching him for several more seconds, Phillip could see Alice was actually considering not chasing after her mother.

“Later?” she asked, clearly trying to get an affirmation out of him.

Phillip said nothing.

“Later,” Alice stated. “We’ll talk more later. We need to talk. I want to talk.”

Saying nothing, Phillip stood there waiting for her to leave.

Turning, Alice did just that, moving up the stairs and away from him.

“Business calls,” he murmured a second before Alice tripped over one of the steps. Catching herself barely and hurrying up toward the door.

“It sure does. But opportunity knocks,” Mim said, bouncing up into his side. Her arm slipped through the crook of his own. “And I’m going to see about that opportunity. Now… let’s go play. I’m hungry, you look annoyed, and I bet I can cheer you up.”

Unable to help himself, Phillip grinned at the ever-effervescent Mim.

“Oh! I got a smile. That’s a profit in my favor,” Mim said, pulling on him, dragging him away from the house. “Come, come. Let’s go to my place. I bought a cute little manor home just for me. It’s rather small but just right for me and my future husband. Furniture is arriving slowly but arriving. It most definitely has a bed. And a stove. We can do lunch! Then a ‘bun’ in my personal oven.”

“Didn’t Matilda ask for you?” Phillip asked as she rushed him off the grounds.

“She sure did, but she’s a grown woman. She’ll survive without me. Besides… you were looking so down, how could I leave my baker all by himself?” Mim asked. “Come along, it’s ‘bun’ time!”

Dragged into her pace, Phillip decided he wasn’t going to decline.

At least he wouldn’t decline going to her house.

While he was still angry at Alice, he wasn’t feeling as weak minded as when he’d gotten atop Mim.

Right now, he just didn’t want to be where Alice was.

“Drat, your guards are coming. I thought I could get you away before they noticed,” Mim muttered. “Would have been a lot easier to get that ‘bun’ without them. I’m kind of regretting asking you to stop last time. Should have just gone for it.

“Eh… whatever. Think they’d let me have a go if I paid them off? I think the big one would let me have you into my bed if I offered her the second round with you. She eye sexes you like crazy when you’re not looking.”

Turning a dark-red color, Phillip was willingly kidnapped from the Rias household, his guards rushing to catch up with him.


Fourteen

 

Watching quietly, he observed Madeline as she slowly worked.

He didn’t understand anything that went into these machines, but what he did know was it normally required one hand to spin the wheel. Madeline’s work would free that up by including the pedal.

“And the wheel goes between the posts,” Madeline murmured, settling the piece into the stated position. She put in a peg to each post after getting the post into position. “This is what we made earlier.”

Picking up the long piece of wood she had spent some time making earlier, she slid it over the Z-shaped bar of metal that stuck out from the wheel.

It clicked into place and she tightened it into place with a leather thong.

Reaching to the lower part, she tied that down to what she had described as a “pedal” and tied the stick there with a leather binding as well.

“And there,” Madeline said, looking back to him with a smile. Realizing she had his full attention, she reached over and pushed down once on the pedal with a hand.

The wheel spun, the wooden rod moving downward. Then it came back up, bringing the pedal along with it.

“And all I have to do is move it down again,” Madeline said, demonstrating once again with her hand. “I keep my foot on the pedal and push each time. I have much better control over my work and I can do some different things with it.

“I’ve also improved a lot of the controls since… well, since I have two hands now.”

Reaching over, Madeline began to demonstrate and fiddle with her controls. One by one and how she’d changed them.

Phillip nodded his head. He understood the premise well enough to know that this was indeed going to change how things worked as far as textiles were concerned. Honestly, he didn’t need the details.

“Good work, Madeline. Good work. And how many of these can you make in a month?” Phillip asked, looking into the woman’s face.

She had a good deal of arm strength in her. He’d watched her carve the wood herself, and even fashion the wheel.

While it didn’t appear that way from the outside, he knew for a fact that she was actually quite muscular.

“It isn’t the assembly that takes time, just creating it,” she said with a nod of her head.

“Okay, that-okay. I’m not sure I want to hire outsiders as that would only speed up the rate at which other people end up building their own,” Phillip said. “With that said, how many can you create parts for in a month? Knowing that it’s nearly just you and your husband and any other family you trust.”

With a few blinks Madeline’s eyes slowly lost focus. Sitting there she didn’t move, clearly thinking on his question.

“We can get most of the pieces from someone else, or hire people to do those,” said Madeline in a thoughtful tone. “My husband can do final assembly. It doesn’t require that much strength to do it. If I did nothing but assemble the wheel, wood, pedal, and prep work, we could probably get… forty? Fifty? A month?”

Madeline looked back to him as she worked through the task in her mind.

“Great. Then what we should do… is not sell a single one of them,” Phillip said. The look of confusion on Madeline’s face was very amusing to him. “At least for three or four months. Lenore and I will handle your expenses, pay, and needs until then. When we start selling them you can defer as much of your cut to repay that debt as you see fit. With no obligation to repay it in a timely manner.”

“Why?” Lenore asked, standing on the other side of the table, idly toying with a half-built spinning wheel. “There’s no reason to not start selling them as we make them.”

“Because there’s no way to prevent someone else from making the same thing. And if they hire people rapidly, they could drown the market in inventory,” said Phillip. “Long before we even have enough product to get our own investment back.”

Lenore was looking at him as understanding slowly dawned in her eyes.

Then she let out a short breath and nodded her head.

“You’re right. It’s something I would do on the other end,” said Lenore with a chuckle. “First to market only counts for so much. Your work is innovative, Madeline, but it isn’t hard to replicate.”

Wincing, Madeline could only nod her head.

“That… yeah. You’re not wrong. We’ll have to wait. You’re right. Make as much as we can for a time, build our inventory, then take the market,” agreed Madeline.

“Exactly. And like I said. My partners and I have more than enough money to sponsor you, your family, your workers, long past even four months,” soothed Phillip. “It won’t even be a concern. Hardly an inconvenience.”

Lenore laughed and shook her head. Holding onto the legs of the spinning wheel she was toying with, she began to roll it back and forth across the ground.

“Phil, thank you for being my partner,” she said. “I wasn’t doing badly for myself before you, but I feel like you’ve really opened doors I never would have known existed.”

“Course,” said Phillip with a chuckle.

“Aren’t… aren’t you two married?” Madeline asked, looking from one to the other.

“I’m marr-”

“Not at this time,” Lenore said, speaking over Phillip. “I should have him as my husband by the end of this year. He’s currently in a love-less marriage that’s going nowhere. I’ve already made my intent clear to his wife.”

Madeline looked rather shocked at that.

Of course a bought husband would rattle her. It’s just not something you hear of every day in polite society. A duchess could more readily marry into a commoner family than a husband be bought.

It’s just not… polite.

“Well, I’ll wish you both luck then. You work as wonderful partners to one another. I wish my husband had as much sense as you do, Phil,” offered Madeline.

“Thank you,” Phillip replied, watching Lenore as she kept rolling the spindle wheel back and forth.

Then he frowned and turned his head to the side.

“What? Is it my pants?” Lenore asked, following his eyes. “They’re new. I thought they showed off my legs rather well.”

“They do, actually,” murmured Phillip. Getting up, he walked over to Lenore and gently took the legs of the spinning wheel from her.

Holding onto them, he slowly began to walk the item around the room, the wheel turning freely across the ground. Then he set it down in front of himself, the base board acting as a resting point.

If I put a small wagon bed atop it… would it be a one-wheeled wagon?

I bet it could carry a lot more than baskets.

Less than a wagon but… if the size were kept small, it could go where wagons couldn’t.

“Lenore, how do you feel about getting into the transportation business,” Phillip said as his mind rapidly began to coalesce his thoughts.

“I’d say at this point, Phil, I’m going to follow you where-ever you lead,” said Lenore in a soft and warm voice.

“Then… we’re going to need some wood, and I think Madeline is going to have a second business to start up with us. Nearly at the same time as the spinning-wheel,” Phillip said, wondering if his one-wheeled cart would work out.

 

***

 

Since Alice had come back four days ago, Phillip had managed to nearly avoid her completely. With only a few brief periods of time where he was forced to be in her company.

Her schedule was very regulated and left him with near-perfect blocks of time to stay away from the Rias household.

This was considerably easier since Mim had indeed bought a small manor in the upper-end of the merchant quarter. More often than not, all he had to do was to go visit her.

Sometimes with Lenore, sometimes without. But she always welcomed him inside regardless.

Or at the worst, to lock himself in his room and pretend nothing existed when he couldn’t get out of the house.

Those were the times Alice managed to see him.

He would of course speak to her at his door. If she wanted in, he let her in.

Then spoke to her in the same fashion until she finally left. Rebuffing any attempt to engage him in conversation, draw him out somewhere with her, or to just be alone with her somewhere else.

Thankfully she didn’t try to avail herself of him sexually.

Apparently she had at least enough common sense to realize that wouldn’t endear him to her. Though he was willing to perform if that’s what she wished.

They were his husbandly duties, after all. It was expected for him to take care of her needs if she requested it.

Walking back into the Rias household after visiting Mim, he felt fairly well. Alice would be at her office till the evening. At which point he could simply go see Mim again.

“She’s very energetic,” Mildred grumbled.

“Yes. Then again, that’s just how she is,” Phillip agreed. “That and even I have to admit her deals are really working in her favor. She’s doing extremely well for herself.”

“You mean, deals she talks to you about, takes your advice, and then applies it? Those deals?” Mildred asked with some heat to her voice.

“Yes. Those deals. The same one she’s paying me consultation fees for,” added Phillip, giving Mildred a curious look.

“She just used that as an excuse for you to come over. She didn’t think it’d turn into something,” complained Mildred.

Laughing, Phillip bumped up into Mildred’s side.

“Be still, Milly. She’s being so obvious about her intentions that there’s almost nothing to worry about,” he argued.

“She offered to let me bed you, if I let you bed her first,” Milly whispered somewhat urgently.

“And? She told me she was going to make the offer before she did,” admitted Phillip. “Or are you angry you didn’t say yes?”

The other guards with them all chuckled at that. Apparently it had indeed dawned on them that he’d heard every comment they made. Both about him, and what they wanted to do to him.

They were considerably more warm with him now. Both his day guard, and night guard.

“I would have said yes,” said one of the other guards. “Even if I had to tie Milly up to get it done.”

All the guards laughed at that, including Phillip.

Their humor had become more open and bawdy as well. Which suited Phillip just fine. He’d grown up in a military family, despite his grandmother’s best to curb him away from it.

“Ah shit, bitch-mother is waiting for us,” grumbled one of his guards. He couldn’t tell who’d said it, but they were right.

“Right. Tighten it up,” Mildred said.

As one, his guards put their real personalities they had back away. They weren’t expected to be people amongst nobility, but belongings.

Phillip’s family was a little different in that regard, but only mostly due to the fact that his mother was who she was and lived a soldier’s life.

“Ah, there you are, Phillip,” Matilda said as they approached the home. “Would you be so kind as to join me? I have some dispatches for you. I also received a letter from your mother and I wanted to share the contents with you.”

Warmed at the gesture, Phillip bowed his head to the older woman.

“Thank you, Mother. I would be grateful and pleased to attend you. Would you like me to host this or leave it to the servants? I don’t mind,” Phillip offered.

As far as he was concerned, Matilda had acted in good faith, treated him kindly, if neutrally, and generally had done right by him.

Matilda paused, then smiled at him with a shake of her head.

“There’s no need for you to host. We’re family,” Matilda declined, gesturing toward the door behind her. “My personal study would be ideal.”

Phillip saw no reason to disagree with her.

Heading into the house, he let his feet carry him to the stated location. He was rather excited about getting letters from his mother.

He hadn’t heard too much from her but he did know she was actively fighting at the moment. That her army was engaged in a constant struggle with her opponent.

In fact, he knew there were even two other armies in the field, one on her side and one opposing.

The whole of the country was rapidly falling into the conflict.

Taking a step to the side of Matilda’s study after he entered, he waited quietly for the older woman to return. It was the polite thing to do, regardless of how she felt about him.

“Oh, well thank you for waiting,” Matilda said, entering her study. She gave him a smile and then closed the door. “Go have a seat on the sofa, dearie, I’ll bring your letters over.”

Doing as instructed, Phillip sat himself down and got comfortable.

“So, how are things? I haven’t seen you much as of late,” Matilda murmured, flipping through a stack of sealed and unsealed letters.

“Quite well, thank you for asking. I’ve been working with Lenore and M-Sophia lately,” Phillip said with a nod of his head. “We’re doing quite well in our endeavors.”

“So I’ve heard, actually. Lenore and I were just going over some of your joint investments this morning. It’s… I’m honestly impressed,” Matilda said, her head slowly nodding as she spoke. Her hands were moving through the papers, sorting them out quickly and with only a second spent on each. “As to Sophia… her mother is quite… surprised. It’s so unlike her that she’s starting to wonder if her daughter was replaced with a mirror-double.”

Phillip raised his eyebrows at that.

“Sophia had no interest in men before this. Wouldn’t even consider anyone her mother put in front of her. The poor woman was starting to worry she’d never have grand-children and her daughter more akin to a nun.

“She’s the only girl, you realize. Somehow she ended up with all boys other than Sophia,” Matilda explained, clearly picking up on Phillip’s curiosity. “From lazy, direction-less, hopeless, uninterested in men, to suddenly producing a considerable amount of wealth and buying a manor home. And from what I hear, a lot of that has to do with meeting you.”

“She just needed a clear goal that she set for herself,” countered Phillip. He was beginning to truly understand Mim.

A lot of her aggressive and forward nature was bravado and bluster. He didn’t call her out on it very often, as he rather liked her personality. He did find that she was a white-water-rapids at the surface, though as deep as a soup bowl if you looked.

It was all surface things with her. What was really going on deeper in her mind was quite different.

“They were all delivered at the same time. I do believe the war is making letter-carrying a dangerous profession,” Matilda said as she set down the last of the papers she’d been shuffling through. Turning toward Phillip, she came over to him and held a stack of paper out to him. “As to a goal, that makes sense. Like perhaps a man?”

“Most certainly a man,” Phillip admitted as he took the letters. He had no shame about what Mim was doing.

While he’d come close to doing something dishonorable with Mim, he hadn’t in the end. He was never actually alone with Mim since then either, as his guards were always with him.

That didn’t stop her from making mind-numbingly brazen offers, suggestions, or otherwise. But it did stop them from getting themselves in trouble.

“I’m honestly flattered at her desire to acquire me,” added Phillip, looking to the letters in his hand. The first two were from his mother. “It’s good to be desired.”

Glancing up to Matilda, he found she had a somewhat sour and wry look on her face.

“And Lenore?” Matilda asked, seating herself in a chair nearby the sofa.

“What about her? She’s a lovely, intelligent, and forthright woman,” Phillip stated, watching the older woman. “If you’re asking am I aware of her pursuit, yes. She told me of it.”

“And… what is your response to that? Or Sophia’s?” Matilda asked, folding one leg over the other and then resting her palm in her hand.

“My response,” Phillip repeated, thinking on how to phrase this.

Chewing on his thoughts, and his lower lip, Phillip let out a breath and gave up.

“I’d sign a contract to become a bought husband to either one of them if they were offered,” Phillip said finally, turning his gaze back to Matilda. “It wouldn’t even be a question. I would happily accept either of them.”

Matilda winced at that and then closed her eyes.

“Could… you tell me exactly what Alice did? I have my suspicions and what she admits to but… I imagine she doesn’t quite get it,” admitted Matilda, opening her eyes and putting them to Phillip again. “If you don’t mind, Phil. I’d understand if you didn’t want to talk about it.”

“I mean, it’s rather simple,” Phillip said with a chuckle. “In the end, she made it clear and apparent she wanted nothing to do with me. She’d rather be alone with Jay, go to work, or work at home. Rather than do anything with me. Lunch, dinner, just talking, or spending time together. She wanted none of it. The one time she did talk to me in a loving manner, it was as if it were a different person. I’m fairly certain she was coached on that one.”

Phillip didn’t come out and accuse Matilda of being the coach, but there was certainly an underlying statement in his words.

Matilda had the grace to have a faint blush in her cheeks. Or so Phillip believed.

“And the few times I forced myself into the situation, I was dismissed. Even if all I did was attempt to host for her and perhaps ask a few questions. Which turned out to be rather amusing considering she nearly lost money on that one. Sophia listened to me though and got out. She kept her money.”

Sighing, Phillip held up his hands at his sides in an “I give up” sort of gesture.

“And so… I am dismissed. I’ll uphold my contract to the best of my ability, but it’s now apparent I am but a political piece to her,” said Phillip.

Matilda’s face screwed up in anger as soon as Phillip had mentioned Jay’s name.

“Alone with James?” Matilda prompted.

“Twice, actually. The first time I only found out because Sophia told me. Alice met him without a chaperon. Privately. I was not aware of it at the time, as I stated,” explained Phillip. “The second time they were in the south study, by themselves. I walked in on them cuddling on a couch. Alice… Alice fondling his face. I fled as soon as I realized I might end up being cuckolded right then and there.

“And so… not only am I dismissed but dishonored. Twice as badly when I consider that she only began trying to get my attention after I imagine she found out Sophia and Lenore were earnestly pursuing me.”

Matilda’s eyes closed once again. Her face was a deep and dark red in what Phillip personally believed was embarrassment.

Taking in a short breath, she held it. Her head tilted to one side, and her mouth hung open.

“And when I asked Sophia and Alice to join me, Sophia ran off with you, while Alice came running to work,” Matilda said, still with her eyes closed.

“Indeed. It was a very lovely lunch we had together. Followed by planning out her yard and gardens,” offered Phillip.

“And now you’re working with Lenore on what I suspect will be a life-altering business transaction, while Alice barely treads water, struggling with partners I believe you would have cautioned her against,” Matilda finished.

“If it was the same deals Sophia discussed with me that she and Alice had considered together, then yes. I did caution Sophia against them. She didn’t invest.”

Lifting her hands up, Matilda put them over her face.

This was the most human-like Phillip had ever seen from Matilda.

“Have you told your mother any of this?” asked the older woman.

“Of course not. I’ve reported only what would be dutiful or expected in case my letters were read by others,” assured Phillip.

“Knowing your mother as I do, the fact that you aren’t writing positive flowery speeches, much like your father did in our youth, she will assume Alice has rebuffed your attempts. Or worse.”

“Most likely. Mother always knew us very well. Sometimes too well,” grumbled Phillip.

“I’ll thank you formally for not humiliating my daughter,” Matilda said, letting her hands fall back into her lap. “For adhering to your duty and honor. For not publicly making a mockery of her. And more so for helping Lenore. I’m a debtor to your courtesy.”

“It’s my duty, honor, and privilege. As a son of the house of Curis, I must uphold my family’s prestige. Besides, it’s a pleasure to assist Lenore. She’s an amazing, bright, and forthright young woman. I’m impressed by her.”

“I had wanted to talk more with you, Phil, but I think I need to go bury my head in the sand,” Matilda said, giving him a tired and worn smile. “Would you please forgive me for leaving?”

“Of course, Mother. I understand completely. In fact, I’ll leave you to your study. I’ll read these back in my room,” Phillip said and stood up. “Good day.”


Fifteen

 

Feeling far more excited then he probably should be, Phillip entered Madeline’s workshop.

It’d been two weeks since they’d talked about his one-wheeled cart idea.

Madeline was being paid and compensated for building the item in addition to her spinning-wheel, the building quickly becoming more of her shop and home.

They agreed to sell the building to Madeline and were taking small amounts from her wages directly. By her own suggestion no less.

Walking up to the back door, he noticed there was a lot more traffic on the street. There were also people who were clearly interested in the building.

“Milly?” Phillip asked, pausing at the front door.

“Yes, Phil?” she responded.

The other guards settled in around him. They didn’t make fun of Mildred anymore for his pet name for her, because he had actually started giving them their own nicknames.

“Do you know any mercenaries?” Phillip asked, watching the street. “Because I think we need to hire some people to be here. I’m getting a weird feeling.”

“Yeah. Yeah, you’re right, boss,” said Frances, who Phillip called Frankie. “People watching. What do you think, Dread?”

Second time someone has called Milly, Dread.

That moniker of hers stuck around harder than I thought.

“Agreed. I’ll get on it, Phil,” Mildred said with a nod of her head. “I know just who to talk to.”

“Great, thanks. Frankie, Vinnie, could you stay out here?” Phillip asked. “I’ll take Bobbie and Tonie.”

“Yeah. You sure can take me. Take me as much as you want,” replied Bobbie, a rather forward red-head with green eyes.

“Are you serious, Bobbie?” Phillip asked with a chuckle. He didn’t find her insulting in the least like most men probably would. He thought it was funny.

But his sister had also made stupid and horrible jokes like that with other soldiers.

“Sure, right here if you want. I’m not bashful at all,” Bobbie tacked on, making her previous declaration worse. “Or at least not if you’re involved. You’re way worth letting people watch me get it from you.”

“Really, Bobbie? Really?” Tonie asked. A blonde with more than a few soldier stories and had been on the front-lines with Mildred. Tonie’s blue eyes certainly reflected that she’d been on the line perhaps a bit too long. All of his guards seemed to share that experience.

She was quick to share those stories with Phillip at a moment’s notice. He had found them entertaining and fascinating in equal measure.

“What?” Bobbie asked.

“You hit on him constantly. Besides, would you really want him to? Right here? I’d at least prefer a bed,” Tonie threw out as if it needed to be said.

“We’re fine, Phil,” Frankie said, turning to meet his eyes. She gave him a smirk, her black hair peeking out from inside her helmet. Her brown eyes were clear and amused.

“Yeah. We’re fine. You could take me anyways though. After Bobbie if that’s how it has to be,” Vinnie added, turning to look at him as well. Her dark-brown eyes and dark-brown hair made her pale skin whiter.

“You’re all terrible,” Phillip said, laughing harder now. “Thank you, you two.”

Opening the door, Phillip walked onto the shop floor. The ground floor had no windows, only one door, and was where all the work was being done. The second floor was reserved for Madeline and her family.

“Good morning, master Rias,” said one of Madeline’s cousins. They were diligently turning out legs for the spindle-wheel. Not far away was a large pile of the one-wheeled cart’s arms as well.

“Good morning. How goes the work? You seem like you’re moving along quickly,” Phillip said, smiling at the young woman. Walking over to her work-desk, he picked up a spindle-wheel leg and looked it over.

“Very good! Thank you for asking. And… thank you, by the way, master Rias. I never thought the family would have its own business. Let alone a mercantile sponsor we’re working for,” said the woman with a wide smile for him.

“Oh, mistress Madeline presented a strong case for herself. You should be thanking her,” Phillip said as Bobbie and Tonie trooped into the office space. They were likely going to go hang out in the “break area” as Madeline had called it.

Phillip only needed Mildred at the moment.

“I… Aunt Madeline said that you were the reason mistress Rias agreed to this,” said the young woman, her face taking on a somewhat nervous look. “That if you weren’t there, mistress Rias would have said no.”

Phillip decided that just wouldn’t do as a belief. He smiled and shook his head.

“Mistress Rias was the one who decided to go in on this. Not I. Keep up the good work,” said Phillip, wandering back into the office as well.

If he wasn’t careful, Lenore might end up looking like a lesser partner. That would likely bode poorly for her prestige.

It’s a woman’s world. She needs to look like the majority partner.

As soon as he turned the corner, he was assaulted.

Mim snatched him up in a fierce embrace and pulled his face into her neck.

“Oh! My future husband!” cried Mim, hanging onto him. “It’s so lovely to see you. So, so, lovely. It’s been far too long.”

Truth be told he hadn’t actually seen very much of Mim.

At all, in fact.

She pressed her lips to the corner of his mouth in a kiss then moved her mouth to his ear.

“I can’t get close to you while Alice is gone. Auntie Til asked me in the nicest and most adult way. Like I was an equal. Pretty sure she asked Lenore to calm down as well,” Mim whispered into his ear, rocking him slowly back and forth. “This is allowed though because it’s semi-public, and business.”

Easing him away from herself, Mim gave him a full once-over.

“You look as handsome as ever, if I may say so,” Mim said, smashing him once more with her full beautiful smile.

“Soph. Come on already,” Lenore said from where she was sitting on a sofa. She was in the aforementioned break room. Along with Bobbie and Tonie.

“You get to see him every day without meaning to, I have to stay away,” Mim said bitterly. “Alright. Come on, Phil. You can sit in my lap.”

Not fighting her, because he actually couldn’t, Phillip was dragged over to the sofa across from Lenore. Mim was just stronger than he was.

Wrangling him over to the sofa, Phillip didn’t resist until she was seated.

Doing his best, Phillip put all his might into getting away from her, to sit down on the sofa by himself.

She overpowered him easily and dropped him right into her lap.

Trying to stand up, Phillip managed to get to an almost crouching position, before Mim forced him back down. Resting against the tops of her thighs.

Realizing he couldn’t force his way out of this, he sat there, glaring at Mim.

“What? I haven’t seen you in a week. The last time I saw you was when Lenore, you, and I met to discuss me joining in on this deal,” said Mim, defending her actions. “I missed you. I’m not hurting you or anything.”

Huffing, Phillip turned toward Lenore.

She was watching with raised eyebrows.

Mim finally loosened her grip on him. Which was the perfect opportunity for Phillip to shoot up to his feet and break free.

Only to have Mim dump him right back into her lap.

“Oooh, you’re feisty today,” Mim said with a chuckle then put her arms around his hips. Then she pressed her mouth to his ear once more. She was breathing a little hard, but nothing like he was. “If you tell me to let go, I will. Otherwise, I won’t.”

Truthfully, Phillip didn’t want her to let go.

“Sophia, really?” Lenore asked from where she sat.

“Look, Lenny, we both want him. We’re both after him,” Mim said, tilting to one side to meet her eyes with her own. “Allie screwed up and Phil is up for the possibility of a takeover. And it’s Mim, not Sophia. Mim.”

Phillip was somewhat annoyed that they were talking as if he didn’t have a choice in this, but then he realized he actually didn’t.

Not really, at least. If he wanted to get away from Alice, it would come down to who could move on him first.

Lenore lifted her chin, then shrugged one shoulder with a smirk.

“That’s a fair point. I’ll remind you of it later when you complain that I spend all day with him at the family home,” said Lenore with a smile. Madeline joined them and stood there with a smile, arms folded in front of her chest. Lenore and Mim both nodded their heads to the woman. Phillip did his best to not look embarrassed. “Now… on to business since everyone is here.”

Turning her head, she looked at Mildred.

“Would you take a seat, Mildred? You put your money in as well. In this matter you’re a partner, not a bodyguard,” stated Lenore. “Your money is just as good as ours.”

Looking very uncomfortable, Mildred frowned, then slowly nodded her head.

Taking a seat in one of the chairs, she looked ill-at-ease, but wasn’t fighting being included.

“Obviously we’re not making any profit yet,” Lenore said with a negligent hand wave. “We are however, very much ahead of schedule on the spinning-wheels. So much so that we’ve been able to use the extra time on the one-wheeled cart inventory.”

“Oh! I haven’t seen one. Do we have one?” Mim said excitedly, clapping her hands together even as she held to Phillip.

“We do,” Madeline said. “One second.”

Walking off to a different area of the shop, she came back a few seconds later.

“I already had the basic idea as Phillip described it. I made a few changes and it… well, it works really well,” Madeline said, coming back over.

In front of her was almost exactly what Phillip had imagined in his head.

It had two legs, one wheel, all built in a V-shape, with a trough atop it to load things.

“We’ve been using it to cart things around the workspace,” Madeline said with a laugh. “The single wheel makes it really easy to maneuver. I won’t lie, I had my doubts at first but… this is great.”

Setting it down on the two back legs, she put her hands on her hips with a grin.

“And it didn’t nearly cost us anything to make. I built this one out of scrap-wood,” Madeline said, kicking one of the legs with a boot. “And considering who’ll be using these things? All the better.”

Mim was staring at it hard. As if an idea was percolating at the back of an idea.

“I want to ride it,” she said, finally letting go of Phillip and setting him to the side.

Getting up, she went over to the one-wheeled cart and sat in it. Then leaned back.

“Push me?” she asked, grinning at Madeline.

“I wish I could say I didn’t already think of this,” Madeline murmured, picking up the handles. “But I made my niece wheel me around earlier.”

Madeline backed up, and proceeded to wheel Mim back toward the front of the building, the latter laughing the entire time.

“It would seem that our investment is quite secure and we’re able to perform double duty here. All without any of the work other than coin,” said Lenore in a soft voice.

Mildred nodded her head to that.

“Following the Curis family has never led me wrong,” offered the soldier.

“I can certainly see that,” Lenore murmured. “Can certainly see that.”

 

***

 

Walking back to the Rias household while Lenore headed to the office, Phillip was returning with Mim. She’d not even allowed the idea to be considered that she wouldn’t go with him.

“Hey, I know I said it once already but I’ll say it again,” Mim said, leaning forward to look at him directly. “Thanks for letting me join you and Lenny. I know for a fact she would have voted with you in either situation. So… thanks, Phil.”

“Course, Mim,” Phillip said, grinning at her. “You’re a smart woman with a good head on her shoulders. You just were living a bit too off-beat is all. Matilda mentioned your mother is beside herself out of shock given your current disposition.”

“Ptff, you’re telling me,” Mim said with a laugh, putting her arms behind her back. “Mom is like over the moon about it. I mean… I know I was just kinda doing my own thing, but I didn’t think I was that bad.”

“She likely didn’t see you as doing bad, just not doing as much as she believed you could,” Phillip offered after thinking about it.

“Huh… I… huh. Yeah. Maybe,” grumbled Mim, her brows drawing in low over her eyes. “See, this is why you need to marry me. You need to help keep me on track. Otherwise I’ll just run right off the rails.”

“I think I’d be wasted if that’s all I did, Mim,” Phillip countered, unable to prevent himself from smiling.

“Oh, there’s a lot of other things you’d do. Especially me,” promised Mim. “I have no doubt that you’d be the one guiding our trade deals in the background. My job would just to be run ahead, meet people, bring them back, and be the face of our partnership. All the while my sexy and handsome husband leads our family from the shadows.

“And plows me. Regularly. Can’t forget that part. Lots and lots of plowing. Plow your Mim often.”

Bobbie chuckled at that, her head moving from left to right as she scanned the crowd. He knew his guards liked Mim.

Chortling as well, Phillip shook his head, grinning. Mim would always run along at her own pace and speed. There was no sense in trying to catch her.

She’d just come back to him after a moment.

“I don’t think Lenny has quite figured out that’s what you want her to do yet. I think she’ll get there eventually. Just not yet,” Mim added after a second. “If I had to be honest… I don’t think she’d be better or worse than me as a wife. I think in the end… you’ll have to choose one of us.

“Because my mother will write up the contract herself if she thinks Lenny is going to put it in front of Tilda. Mom will put it in front of you herself at the same time and then Tilda.”

“Is that so?” Phillip asked, curious now.

“Yes. I told her my intention was you or no one,” Mim said, nodding her head slowly. “No one deserves you but me. I knew your worth in minutes of meeting you. Seconds. And if I can’t have you, there’s nothing else out there for me. No other man has ever interested me even in passing. Before you, men were just… women without boobs. Boring, unattractive, and entirely unimportant to me. Mother despaired that I showed no one at all any attention. But you… you’re so very different.

“And after I told my mother all of that, I started playing fast and loose with some markets. Based on the advice you gave me. Made enough coin to buy my house. Then invest with you and Lenny while making money in other markets. The same markets you’ve been helping me with. All of which I shared with my mother as to where the information came from, of course.”

Phillip didn’t really know how to respond to that.

Both Lenore and Mim were leveraging their mothers to negotiate for his marriage contract.

“Then Tilda had a chat with Mother and I the day she left with Alice,” said Mim, glancing over at him. “Supposedly she had a conversation with you. One where you admitted you’d sign a contract with me if I put it in front of you.

“And likely a number of other things. Whatever you said to her, I have no doubt made it back to Alice. And that kicked off the entire chain of events that caused them to leave. It wasn’t business, or anything like that, mind you. It’s entirely on what you said.”

He was deeply curious about why Alice had left. Or where she’d left to. There’d been no word or warning; Alice and Matilda had simply vanished.

“To be fair, I won’t tell you what they’re doing or where they went. That just wouldn’t be fair,” Mim said with a dramatic sigh. “And it would ruin the entire point of what was happening. What I will say though, is it was apparently Allie’s idea. It’s actually a really good idea, if I’m being honest.

“Rather annoying, really. It has the potential to actually work. Really depends on a few things but… I cannot deny I’m somewhat apprehensive. Feel like I should spoil it just so that I can have a better chance but… I’m not that kind of woman. We’ll see though. I think she’ll be returning today or tomorrow.”

Frowning, Phillip wasn’t really sure what to say to that. It sounded ominous to him, if he had to be frank about it.

“Should he be concerned?” Mildred asked with a tense tone.

“Huh? Oh, no. No, there’s no need for him to be concerned. Just you, me, and Lenny,” Mim said, holding Mildred’s eyes with her own.

Then Mim did something out of the ordinary, she leaned over and whispered into Mildred’s ear after pulling the bigger woman down a bit.

Mildred stared and stood up straight as Mim moved away. Then Mildred grunted and sighed.

“I understand,” grumbled Mildred. “Makes sense. Its what a soldier would do. Will probably work.”

“What will work?” Phillip asked with undisguised annoyance.

“What Alice is doing,” Mim said with a smile. Then she darted in and kissed Phillip’s cheek, only to slip away and outside of his ring of guards. “And this is my stop!

“I’ll be over as soon as I get the all clear from Mother. She and I have been discussing how much I need to earn to get you properly contracted. Anyways, ta for now, husband-to-be.”

Moving onward, Phillip and his guards trooped into the Rias household. He had no idea what was in store for him, but he wasn’t looking forward to it.

“I’m going to write letters,” Phillip muttered to himself. “One to Mother, one to Grandmere, and one to Jamie. One for Father as well. See what he thinks of all this.”

“Your father won’t know, Phil,” said Mildred. “Your mother never gave him an option to think of or love anyone else. Even when on campaign, she wrote him every day, you know.”

Letting out a slow breath, Phillip smiled and nodded his head.

“I know. And he knew she did. They never arrived daily, usually in batches, but he waited for them regardless. Every day. Expecting them. He was never disappointed if they didn’t arrive,” Phillip mused. “He’d just say, ‘Maybe tomorrow there will be two’. Or three, or four. Just added another one every time. Rather than worrying about the one that didn’t arrive.”

And then there’s me. Who couldn’t even convince his wife to have lunch with him.

Putting a hand to his head, he sighed, and walked into the Rias household. Defeated in his mind once again by Alice and her treatment of him.


Sixteen

 

Staring out at the lightning storm raging in the distance, Phillip was enjoying the spectacle.

Back home they didn’t have these kind of storms roll in so close to his house. They were always just too distant to really see.

Leaning his head down, he looked up through the wooden window shutter. Water was pouring down from the heavens, but it wasn’t being blown in through the window.

For that Phillip was thankful. It was the only reason he could watch the storm as comfortably as he was.

A massive fork of lightning shot from one side of the sky to the other, breaking apart and scattering in different directions, one branch heading to the ground.

“Oh, that was a big one, Lenore,” Phillip said, bumping his shoulder into Lenore’s.

“Yes, it was,” she murmured, her eyes searching the sky just as his were. “I don’t think I’ve sat and watched one of these for quite some time.”

They were by themselves in a hallway between the rooms in the family side of the home. 

“Lose all your fun somewhere? Do the Rias women give up on joy when they reach adulthood?” Phillip asked with a snicker.

“Playing like that are we, hm?” Lenore asked, reaching over and pinching his hip.

“Aie, you pinch too hard,” complained Phillip, swatting Lenore’s hand away. Thunder rumbled distantly as the rain continued to come down.

“Do I? Are you sure? Let me try again,” Lenore said, pinching him even harder this time. “Have to make sure I still have my fun, right?”

“Alright, alright, I’m sorry. You’re full of fun and joy. Stop it,” Phillip said with a laugh.

The two fell silent, listening to the rain as it fell.

“Thanks for asking me to come watch,” Lenore murmured after the silence became a little tense.

“Of course. I’d never seen one so close and… well… I wanted to share with someone,” said Phillip.

No reason to bring up the fact that I asked Mildred first but she wanted nothing to do with this.

Other than to hide where she couldn’t see it.

Surprising that.

“Uhm, Phil?” asked a tentative voice from behind him.

Looking over his shoulder he found one of Lenore’s younger sisters, Heather, standing there.

“Hey Heather, wanna watch with us?” Phillip asked with a grin.

“I… no. No thank you, Phil,” replied Heather with a wide smile. It melted away rather quickly however. “Uhm, Alice is home. I saw her sitting outside your door. She didn’t… send anyone to get you… but I felt I should tell you.”

Raising his eyebrows at that, Phillip stood upright.

That was odd to him.

He hadn’t been told she was arriving. Nor had anyone come to tell him she was waiting for him. As far as he knew he wasn’t anywhere hidden nor had he been secretive with his location.

The way Heather was acting also put him on edge. Something was very wrong here. It was just a matter of figuring it out.

“I understand, thank you. I’ll go immediately,” Phillip said, ducking his head to the young woman.

“Of course, Phil,” Heather said, giving him another smile. Turning, the young woman left without another word.

Something had her spooked.

“I’ll catch up with you later, Lenore,” Phillip said, patting Lenore on the back gently. “Dinner tonight?”

“That’d be lovely. Would you make some more of those sandwiches?” Lenore asked, standing up and meeting his eyes with a grin.

“You can’t live off those. That’s not a proper dinner,” answered Phillip with a laugh.

“Please?” Lenore asked, her grin growing wider.

“Fine, fine. I’ll make you three. We need a normal dinner though,” he said and then started heading back toward his room.

Turning the corner into the hallway that would lead him there, he could see what was presumably Alice sitting in a chair outside his door.

Just beyond her were his guards who seemed completely unconcerned with her there.

The chair must have been brought for her but-

As he got closer he could see it was indeed Alice.

But it didn’t look like her.

Her hair was a wild disarray. She was soaking wet and a puddle was forming under her. Her clothes had the look of something ridden in day and night. There were very visible dust and mud stains from her boots up to her hips as if she’d waded through a stream of soil.

“Alice? Are you alright?” Phillip asked with genuine concern. Coming right up to her, he leaned to the side to get a look at her face.

Her eyes were a bit sunken and had dark-black circles around them, as if she hadn’t slept for any length of time. Her cheeks were a bit hollow, her skin quite pale, and her lips had several cracks in them like she hadn’t drank enough water.

“Phillip,” Alice said with a smile for him, her eyes moving to latch to his. “I’m so glad to see you. May I enter your room? I’d very much like to speak with you.”

Caught completely off guard, he nodded his head.

“Of course. Not a problem,” Phillip said graciously. Opening the door to his room, he held it there and made eye contact with Bobbie.

As Alice passed him by and entered his room, he gave Bobbie a questioning look.

The soldier hustled over and leaned in close to him.

“She wouldn’t say a word other than she was waiting for you. Offered her all we could, but she wouldn’t take none of it,” Bobbie explained. “Told us not to go get you.”

“I understand. Hot water, foot-tub, sponges, towel, tea, her bathing robe, and some biscuits. Okay?” Phillip said, holding Bobbie’s eyes with his own.

“Of course, right away.”

Nodding his head at that, he entered his room and closed the door.

Only to find Alice standing right there in the entryway, waiting for him.

“I erred, Phillip Curis,” Alice said, her eyes boring into his own. “I erred terribly. I harmed you, when you had done nothing wrong. I thought little of what you offered, and forsook it. I never once considered the depth and extent of what you were doing, until it was gone.”

Shocked, unable to speak, Phillip stood there. Thoughts were slamming through his mind faster than he could latch onto them, let alone grab one and say it to Alice.

“I contemplated on it. I thought hard. I believed that I could solve it,” Alice murmured. “But I realized it was too late to solve. Not without drastic measures.”

Reaching into her clothes, she grabbed something there, and then whipped it out, pushing it toward Phillip.

“I rode, as hard, as fast, as direct as I could to meet with your mother,” said Alice. A wax-sealed and oiled leather message tube was held in her hand. “I threw myself down at her feet, as you see me now. In the middle of her camp. In front of her soldiers.

“I explained all the wrongs I had done to you, and sincerely asked her advice on how I could even begin to mend our marriage. I begged her just for a hint. Just a sentence on what I could do to start back down that road.”

Staring at the tube, Phillip reached up and took it from Alice.

“My mother came with me though I insisted she should not. I feared it would be ill for her health what I needed to do,” explained Alice. “Had, to do.

“Because I erred, Phillip, but I didn’t betray you. I’ve never been with another man in any way, other than you. I’ve never even kissed another man. But I let my foolish pride, my stubbornly stupid belief, get in my way. And I harmed you.”

Looking to the seal, Phillip saw it was his mother’s seal. The heiress to the house of Curis, general Clarissa Curis, had sealed this tube herself.

Alice had indeed gone to see his mother.

“Your mother didn’t know what to do with me and I refused to leave until she sent me away or told me anything of how to help heal our union,” Alice said, her voice starting to become a slight rasp. “Eventually, she wrote this letter, and told me to leave. Only then did I go. Leaving and coming straight back here to you. I have no idea what she wrote. It isn’t addressed to me, but you. But I pray it’s at least a chance for me to earn a fraction of your attention back.”

Frowning, Phillip considered how to proceed.

There was a soft tentative knock on his door.

Holding the tube, he turned and opened the door.

Bobbie was there with everything he asked for.

“The central table please,” Phillip said, stepping away. Moving toward Alice, he gathered her up with a hand resting on her hip. Leading her over to the chair, he held her there as Bobbie and Tonie brought everything in. They quickly finished up and fled.

Alice had kept her gaze on him the entire time. Never looking away from him.

“Please… please undress. Let’s get you cleaned up first,” Phillip murmured with a shake of his head.

He felt very confused at the moment, but he knew he needed to at least care for his wife. It was part of his duty as her husband.

Setting the tube down to one side, he grabbed up the sponges and started getting them into the hot water.

“I’ll tend to myself. Please, Phillip… read the letter,” Alice begged, working at getting out of her clothes. “It is either my salvation or damnation. I would prefer to know which way the die has been cast than wait any longer.”

Gently taking the sponge from his hand, the very naked Alice began to lightly scrub at herself with it, standing inside the empty foot tub.

She really went to see my mother.

All for the sake of me.

Last I heard she was quite a ways away. At the front lines.

That means Alice would have to have crossed into very hostile territory and put herself in danger.

All for… a scrap of a chance to somehow reach me, emotionally.

Swallowing past the lump in his throat, Phillip picked up the tube and then broke the seal with his thumb. As far as he could tell it’d been sealed by his mother and had been unbroken.

Removing the cap that was no longer secured, Phillip upended the tube and a letter slid out.

Taking it with his left hand, he set the tube down and began reading.

 

Dear son,

 

Your wife has ridden herself out to the war itself to end up as a lump of pleading, whimpering, begging flesh at my feet.

Listening to her empty herself of all the sins she’s believed she committed against you.

Large and small.

Once she was finished, she asked me for any way, hint, or idea I could provide to help her even achieve the smallest part of forgiveness on your part.

So that she could somehow begin to repair your marriage.

I don’t claim to understand the hearts of men. Though I do understand your father very well. And if you had anything of him, it is his soft and tender heart.

I cannot claim to be the perfect wife, and I’ve definitely hurt your father in the past. Where a small hurt can be magnified into something much larger.

And to him, often, the small hurts were the worst for him. Because I didn’t even know I committed them.

What I can say however, is your father always was able to correctly identify if the hurt was something intentional, or a lack of understanding. If it was a lack of understanding, well, you’re his son. I’m sure you remember those long talks he forced everyone to have.

If your wife neglected you out of ignorance, without betraying you, then maybe it’s worth giving her the possibility of your affection.

After all, you’ll be with her a very long time, my son. It hasn’t even been six months yet.

You yourself are bound to hurt her eventually as well, you know. May you have the same mercy you would expect her to have, for you.

 

Best wishes and love, my son,

Clarissa Curis

 

Sighing, Phillip re-read the letter once more.

It felt like a bucket of ice-water dumped over his head.

His righteous indignation, his anger, had all been blown out of him as easily as one might a candle.

All he was left with was a simmering resentment and depression for his situation.

Looking to Alice, he found she was just now finishing scrubbing her legs. Standing there naked before him, looking far more vulnerable than he’d ever seen her before.

She was watching him. Having likely never taken her eyes off him.

“It would seem my mother thinks you deserve salvation,” muttered Phillip, folding the letter up. Walking over to where the bath-robe was laid out, Phillip picked it up and then held it out for Alice.

Dropping the sponge into the now-dirty partially filled tub, she stepped out of it.

“Oh blessed father,” whispered Alice, putting her arms through the robe. “Will you grant me it then, Phillip? I’m not worthy of it, but I wish for it.”

“Sit,” Phillip said, pointing at the chair. Moving to the table, he found that tea had already been made, and a plate of biscuits had been put together as well.

He was fairly certain this was the tea he’d pre-set just in case someone dropped by and he was asked to host. All it had needed was hot water.

I owe someone a thank you.

Probably Milly.

Pouring the tea into the cup, he picked up the plate, and turned to Alice.

She’d done as instructed and was sitting in the chair.

Setting both the tea and biscuits down for her, he retreated a step and sat down on the sofa.

Taking a small sip of her drink, Alice still refused to look away from Phillip.

“Alice…”

“Nothing happened, Phillip. Nothing. It was improper to be alone with him. Just as you and Sophia both said,” Alice said after he paused. “But nothing happened, will never happen. I swear it. After I sent him away, after realizing you’d walked in on us talking, he sent many letters requesting to see me as well as messengers. I refused them all before I left on my trip.

“I wanted nothing to do with him and told him such. If he sends more letters and messengers, I will return them in the same fashion I did the ones previous.”

Putting a hand to his head, Phillip couldn’t bear to look at her. Instead he looked to the ground, his thoughts swirling and bubbling over one another.

He didn’t want to be moved. He wanted to hate her.

Wanted to dislike what she’d done and dismiss her plea.

“I’m falling in love with Lenore, Mim, and Milly,” Phillip said, cutting straight to the heart of the matter. Lifting his head, he looked to Alice.

“I understand,” Alice said without any hesitation and a nod of her head. “They’ve been paying you a lot more attention, listening to you, and generally spending more time with you. That’s not unexpected. It’s fully within what I thought might be the situation.”

“Is that so?” asked Phillip, quite curious.

“Yes. I accept it. It’s a situation I created. You came to me often. You tried to talk with me, to have lunch with me, to be with me. And I didn’t accept it. I erred,” declared Alice with some strength to her words. “Others took all that was offered to me and I foolishly lost out on. I… I can earn it back, Phillip. I know I can. I can show you that I care, and I want our marriage to work. I only need the smallest chance to do so.

“I’m not asking for you to throw yourself at me and profess your love. I’m only asking for a chance to show you I’m worthy of you.”

“And if I told you, you’ll never get that chance?” Phillip asked.

“I’d let your contract go to Sophia or Lenore,” Alice said, shaking her head. “You’re a good man, Phillip. I know I can be worthy of you, but if I’m not given even a chance, there’s nothing I can do to prove that. There’s no reason to torture you over it if you’re unwilling to give me that chance.”

“Fine, sign me over to Mim,” Phillip said, getting straight to the heart of it.

“I… okay. Sophia. I understand and will do so,” Alice said, getting to her feet.

“Wait, no. Wait,” Phillip said, holding his hands up.

Her reaction hadn’t been what he’d thought would happen.

If he was being honest with himself, he only said what he did because he didn’t believe her words.

“Wait,” Phillip said again, looking up at his wife. Who was looking back at him. Several tears trickled down from her eyes, one hand holding her teacup, the other her plate.

“I’ll sign it over, Phillip. I won’t burden you,” said Alice. “It’s okay. I don’t blame you.”

Damnit.

“Please… sit, down,” Phillip grumbled, motioning at the chair.

Alice didn’t do so. She watched him, her lower lip quivering slightly as she stood there.

“Please. Sit, Alice,” he tried again.

Slowly, Alice did so, looking like she wanted to leave the room instead.

“Don’t… sign me over,” Phillip said finally, feeling like he’d been defeated somehow. “We’ll… give it some time and see what happens. Would you be willing to sign me over in six months if we’re still unable to patch this?”

“Yes. I will. That’s not a concern,” Alice said. “To Sop-Mim, Lenore, or Milly. I’ll sign it regardless of what my mother thinks or says.”

Chewing at his lip, Phillip let out a sigh and leaned back in his chair.

“And what is it you want then? How do I give you this… chance?” Phillip asked.

“Have… lunch with me? Maybe talk? Dinner? Just… something? Where we can be alone in one another’s company? That’s all. I’d like that. Just… to be with you,” Alice said sincerely.

He wasn’t sure where it’d happened, or if she was just operating without her pride and ego at the moment, but the business-like and cold woman he’d married was gone.

A very unsure and scared young woman had replaced her. One who clearly didn’t have any idea of what to do, or how to even start, to get her husband back.

“You actually threw yourself down in front of my mother,” Phillip said with a bit of a smirk.

“Yes. Yes I did. I had no idea she was so big by the way. And your sister is just as tall,” Alice said with a bit of a surprised look on her face. “I mean, I knew the Curis family had a military bent but goodness.”

Laughing at that, Phillip couldn’t help himself. Nodding his head, he let out a slow breath.

“Yes. Father had often said he loved his big ol’oak tree. Mother never thought it was half as funny as we all did,” admitted Phillip. “Jamie thought it was a lot less funny when she suddenly got taller than Mother.”

“I do hope our children don’t come out as big as they do. Otherwise I worry my hips might split asunder,” Alice said with a shake of her head. “I’m not a large woman, Phillip Curis. You’re not allowed to put a giant in me.”

Snorting at that, then actually laughing, Phillip rolled his eyes.

“A giant, huh?” he asked, looking at Alice. “Pretty sure I don’t get much of a say in what happens despite what the general public would have you believe.”

“Phillip. Your family is huge! Please tell me your other sisters aren’t as large as your oldest,” Alice pleaded.

“Ah… no. They’re likely to be bigger when they get older. Bigger than Mom for sure,” Phillip said with a grin. “Curis family likes to grow’em big. Big ol’oak girls.”

“My poor womb,” Alice said and then laughed softly. “I hope you still think I’m attractive after I’m done pushing out giants.”

Grumbling good naturedly, Alice cuddled up in her bathrobe and then closed her eyes, leaning her head back on the chair.

“Curis-Rias giants. Going to split my poor insides in half. Come out holding onto my womb in one hand and my pride in the other,” continued Alice. “Going to be a mess afterward I know it.”

Against his wishes, against what he wanted, Phillip was actually truly laughing now.

Listening to Alice complain about “giants” was actually rather hilarious to him.

“Giants. My giants,” Alice muttered a final time before she went still in the chair.

Slowly, her grip on the teacup and her plate of biscuits relaxed.

Did… she just fall asleep?

Getting up, Phillip came over to her. A soft snore escaped her lips, confirming his thoughts.

Shaking his head, Phillip collected the teacup and plate of biscuits. Setting them down quietly on the table, he did his best to be silent. He wasn’t going to wake Alice.

To him it sounded like she’d been on a wild-breakneck ride to get to his mother, only to come back on another one.

Picking up the letter from his mother, he contemplated it.

Then he flipped it over to look at the back.

 

P.S. Matilda spoke to me after I wrote this letter. Apparently this was all Alice’s idea. She’s been a wreck for a while now and had no idea what to do.

My son… I’m not sure I could have done what your wife did.

Consider that.

 

Tapping the letter against his palm, Phillip decided to do just what his mother suggested. He’d consider everything.


Seventeen

 

The timid knock on his door drew Phillip out of his novel.

Sliding his bookmark into the page, he set it down on the table and then got up. All the while taking care to be as quiet as he could be.

Walking over to the door, he opened it and found Lenore there.

“Hey,” Lenore said with a smile, standing in the doorway.

Phillip smiled and stepped to the side, holding the door wide open.

“Hey there, come on in. Though you’ll need to be somewhat quiet. Alice is sleeping,” Phillip warned.

Lenore walked into his room, her head nodding somewhat woodenly.

“Ah, I see. I shouldn’t… be here if you finished with Alice and-”

Phillip laid a hand to Lenore’s shoulder and shut the door firmly, though quietly.

“She fell asleep in the chair. Upright. We did nothing but talk,” Phillip explained.

Walking around to the other side of Lenore, he dragged his fingertips along her shoulders.

“Oh. Oh! I understand. Did she tell you where she went?” Lenore asked, her skin on her neck and arms breaking out in goosebumps.

Phillip was delighted to see his effect on her.

“To see my mother, apparently. To beg her for insight into me,” Phillip answered, laying his hand to the inside of Lenore’s elbow and pulling her over to the table and where Alice slept. “All for the sake of just being able to start over with me in our marriage. Not to forgive her, or give her precedence, but just for the sake of starting over.”

Walking Lenore up to the table, he gestured to her older sister.

Alice was snoring quietly in the chair, drool running down the corner of her mouth, and partially exposed as her robe had fallen open.

“Ah… Alice… you-” Lenore froze mid-sentence, one hand partly lifted to her mouth. “She looks wretched. What… happened?”

“She went through a war-zone to see my mother. Quite literally. Straight there, and then straight back,” Phillip said and then took Lenore over to the sofa. Sitting her down, he sat down next to her, and then pushed himself up into her side. Partly displacing her shoulder and arm till it was behind his back and pinned to the couch.

You can put it around me, or leave it there.

Your choice.

Sitting there, somewhat uncomfortably, Lenore hesitated for several seconds, then moved her arm up, putting it around his shoulders.

“I did remind Alice that I was waiting on a contract from you or Mim,” commented Phillip. “She accepted that. Said she’d free me if I truly wished to be free in six months. Conveniently, right around the end of the year for you.”

Lenore’s eyebrows tried to escape into her hair, her eyes widening.

“I… alright. That makes this significantly easier. So easy that I’m almost terrified to believe it,” Lenore said.

“Understandable, but, it’s not as if I couldn’t make her life hell for not following through,” Phillip said, leaning in towards Lenore.

Taking in a slow shaky breath, Lenore didn’t pull away at his advancement on her.

His relationship with Lenore was nearly the reverse to his with Mim. Where she chased him, he chased Lenore.

And that meant that just as Mim had kissed him, he wanted to kiss Lenore.

Squeaking softly, Lenore didn’t pull away even as Phillip pressed his lips to hers.

Kissing her for several seconds, Phillip finally pulled away, and then leaned back into his seat. Comfortably under Lenore’s arm.

Glancing to Alice, he found she was still quite asleep, snoring, and drooling.

Looking back to Lenore, he found her exactly as he’d seen her last. Her lips slightly parted, her face a deep red color, and her eyes looking very heavy.

“Not-not fair,” grumbled Lenore, her arm slowly tightening around his shoulders.

In that moment, he was reminded that he was certainly playing with fire. Even being a bit younger than him, Lenore was stronger than him.

Feeling somewhat annoyed at his gender’s general lack of muscle, Phillip smiled instead. He didn’t mind feeling like Lenore wanted to possess him.

In fact, he liked it.

I wonder if that really does make me a cad.

Probably.

I’m shameless.

“Now, what’s up?” Phillip asked, tilting his head as he watched her.

“Report from Madeline, wanted to go over it,” Lenore said, her voice thick and with a hint of a growl to it.

Seems like I stoked a fire.

How fun.

***

 

Walking Lenore to the door, Phillip ushered her out, then closed it behind her.

By the time he returned back to the table, he was there to witness Alice slowly opening her eyes.

“Good evening,” Phillip said neutrally. Returning to the sofa, he sat himself back down and folded his hands in his lap.

“Evening,” mumbled Alice with what sounded like a thick and dry tongue.

“Tea’s cold, but I did set it up wonderfully when I made it. I imagine it might have lost some flavor, but not enough that it’s undrinkable,” Phillip said, gesturing to the teacup in front of her. “It’d take some time but I could make a fresh pot if you like instead?”

“No, no. Cold tea actually sounds just fine,” Alice murmured, sitting up straight.

The movement caused her robe to fall open, exposing herself from her privates to her breasts.

Looking down at herself, it was obvious Alice felt incredibly flustered. Then she seemingly gave up on it.

“Not as if you haven’t seen me in the nude,” she said instead, reaching forward to pick up her teacup. “You’re my husband, and while we’re not in a good place, it’s still your right to look upon me.”

Phillip wasn’t going to argue. He was actually quite physically attracted to her. There was no denying she was more pretty than he’d originally thought. That she was more than just cute and had gone to some lengths to take care of her body.

A good body, no less.

“Did… I… did anything happen while I was asleep? Mother said she would send for me,” Alice asked, holding the teacup and taking a long sip from it.

“No. You passed out while we talked. I decided to let you sleep right where you were,” Phillip said. “I briefly considered moving you to my bed but I’m… not that strong. That and I had the impression you weren’t uncomfortable. No one came and nothing changed. Though Lenore did stop by briefly.”

“Ah. Yes. Well. The seat… it’s actually a rather soft and well-filled chair. My hip hurts but I think that’s just a knot from not moving,” Alice replied, taking another sip of her quite-cold tea. “Even cold it’s still very good, Phillip. Thank you.”

“I-of course, Alice. I’m glad you like it,” said Phillip, not quite sure how to handle a complimentary and conversational Alice.

“Is that… orange?” she asked, inhaling over her cup.

“It is! I find that with certain teas I can add a few quick zips of strained orange juice to add some sweetness to it without sugar that doesn’t disrupt the flavor,” Phillip said with a smile. He was always glad when people noticed. “I don’t recommend much of it of course as it can really overpower the tea.”

“I’ll have to remember that. Though I’ve never been any good at making tea,” Alice said with a strained smile. “I was never any good at most domestic things. Father tried to teach me some of it but… I just don’t seem to have the mind for it.”

Phillip could certainly agree there.

“Phillip, Phil, I erred. I erred terribly,” Alice said, echoing her earlier sentiment. Turning to him fully, she set the teacup down and put her hands on her bare knees, squaring up toward him. “I treated you as I would a business partner. A trade-deal. I did my best to… to get the best position and leverage what I could. I took all I was given as if it were my due and left nothing behind.

“I erred and treated you callously. I promise you, I swear, it wasn’t out of vengeful spite. It was… it was ignorance. Ignorance and not understanding what love is or-or marriage, or a true partner. Or anything. I was… entirely unprepared for this. I’m not excusing myself from my actions mind you, I’m just trying to explain myself to you. I accept what I did and I’ll be doing my best to earn my way back into your heart. But I have to at least explain where I came from.”

Sitting there, Phillip really didn’t know how to respond.

He truly wanted to be angry at her.

To be mad. To hold her accountable.

To make her suffer.

But that wasn’t a good answer.

It was a satisfying one. One that would stoke the dark parts of his heart, but it wasn’t a good answer in the least. Nothing but negativity would come from it.

She’s not asking me to love her. Or to go back to what I’d been doing at the start.

She’s just asking for a chance, not that-

“I just want a chance, Phil. That’s all,” Alice said with a sad smile. “I don’t think we’re too far gone that I can’t make this right. I’ve been stupid, but I haven’t been unfaithful. Not in the smallest possible way. You’re the only man who’s ever known me in any fashion or way you could phrase it. You were legitimately my first kiss. First in everything. And last.”

Phillip certainly believed that. Alice had been as awkward and ignorant as a rat would be if you tried to explain what math was to it.

Nor did he actually question her statement to her fidelity.

“As I said earlier, I’m willing to give you that chance. But at this time I believe I would be happier with Lenore, Mim, or Milly,” Phillip said honestly and shrugged his shoulders.

“I-I know. And I accept that. I am suffering for my actions. Rightfully so. But… thank you for the chance,” said Alice, nodding her head.

Phillip wasn’t sure why she’d felt the need to bring it back up, but he did find it endearing in a way.

“Is… there anything I can help with? I know you, Lenore, and So-Mim are working on something. I’m not asking you to let me in on whatever you’re working on, but I’m sure I could help. I know it,” said Alice with some conviction. As if satisfied that she’d conveyed her point to him, she turned partially and picked up her teacup again.

Phillip was unfortunately having a hard time not staring at her body that was on display for him.

“I-well, actually,” said Phillip realizing that she might be able to help after all. “We’re going to end up running into a lot of the crafting and labor guilds shortly. They’re not someone I honestly want to deal with. Nor do I have contacts to facilitate it very well. Neither does Lenore or Mim.”

“Ah,” Alice said, turning her face back to him with a smile, her robe slipping down and exposing her completely. “Err, one… one second.”

Setting her teacup down she pulled the robe back up and settled it over her shoulders.

“Or… I’m sorry, should I have left it down?” Alice asked, her hands still on the neck of her robe.

“I won’t deny I was enjoying the view but I would rather you be comfortable. The sun is setting and the temperature dropping,” Phillip murmured.

Alice smiled at that, a smile that reached her eyes and gave her a rather lovely look. Slowly her cheeks took on a dark-red color as if she was considering pulling her robe down.

In the end, she didn’t. Though he had definitely seen where she’d considered doing it.

“Then… please let me know when you’d like to enjoy your view, Phillip Rias, my husband. Because it’s your view and yours alone. As to the guilds,” Alice continued, picking up her teacup once more. “I actually have a great many contacts with them. What is it you’re trying to do? How can I help?”

Fighting down the impulse to tell her to give him the offered view, Phillip considered what to tell her.

And just as quickly decided to tell her everything. It would be a good opportunity to test her willingness to earn back his favor.

“We’re going to be selling a new product. A cart, of sorts, with only one wheel. It’ll change the way many labor and craft guilds transport goods in short distances,” Phillip said. “New product, no known market, but I think it’ll be a big seller.”

Alice nodded her head slowly at that, her head slowly tilting to the side as her eyes slid up to the ceiling.

After a minute she sighed and looked back to him.

“They won’t deal with you as you’re a man. The guilds that is. They likely won’t want to work with Lenore or Mim either as they’re relatively unknown in their circles,” said Alice with a nod of their head. “You could always ignore them outright and try to sell to the individuals but… I think the reason you bring up the guild is because you think you can sell them all off at a better price. Let the guilds sell them off individually.”

“Exactly,” Phillip agreed. He’d come to the same conclusion. He didn’t want them to deal with selling his one-wheeled carts to people. They would already be doing that with the spinning wheel.

He wanted the carts to be off the property and sold so they could make more, or reinvest further.

“I’m not in the cart-selling business. I helped design it, get it ready, and to put it to market, but I don’t want to sell them,” Phillip finished.

“Fine. Sell them to me. I’ll buy them at whatever price you state, and then I’ll take care of the guilders. I’ll get my own mark-up from them. You’re removed from the problem, you get your money, and I can use my contacts. They’re not the best type of people to begin with. Mother and I have had to be quite careful in dealing with them,” Alice offered. “I don’t doubt I’ll make my own money back and then some on this, however . But I’d say I’m worth it for my guild relations and handling alone.”

Realistically, Phillip couldn’t argue that.

As she said, there was the distinct possibility that there were those in the guilds who wouldn’t want to work with him because of his gender.

There would be others who would be rather insulted at him not being part of the guild in any way. Or that he didn’t have the network for it.

In all of these things, Alice was right.

Doubly so that she believed she was worth allowing her the inventory and letting her sell it.

“Agreed then,” Phillip said with a nod of his head.

Alice raised her eyebrows slowly, then gave him a strange smile.

“Lenore and Mim aren’t consulted?” she asked, curious.

He realized in that moment that in dealing with Alice in the way he’d had, he had definitely revealed that he was leading Lenore and Mim in their efforts.

“No, they’re not,” replied Phillip with a smile.

Nodding her head slowly, Alice ran her tongue along her teeth.

“I understand. Well! I’m… I’m actually really hungry. Could I trouble you to have a private dinner with me?” Alice asked.

“I already promised Lenore I would have dinner with her. You’re welcome to ask her if you can join but… I don’t think she’ll agree,” Phillip admitted. “However… I’d be willing to have breakfast with you tomorrow morning.”

Truth be told he didn’t want to have dinner with Alice. He was honestly having a hard time not staring at her smooth skin or thinking about what she’d shown him earlier.

“Ah, I’ll not trouble her. But I will most definitely accept your counter-offer of breakfast,” Alice said. “Would… would you mind if I brought some papers from work in? I don’t want to include business in what we’re doing but… I would genuinely like your opinion on a few things. Even if it’s only as a sounding board. I want to include you as you’re my husband, but also because I value your thoughts.”

Huh.

I… alright.

“That’d be fine,” Phillip agreed with a nod of his head. “Breakfast, tomorrow morning, a little business as well.”

“Would… would you make breakfast?” Alice asked, her hands having wrapped into one another, her fingers clutching together. “Like… you used to?”

Unable to help himself, Phillip felt his heart flutter.

“I’ll make breakfast. I’ll serve it in your room, if you don’t mind,” Phillip requested.

“My room is your room, Phil. I’ll include you in everything and give you everything. I won’t make the same mistake,” promised Alice. “Ever.”

Yes. But did you already make too many.

Mim is infinitely more interesting than you, and Lenore far more entertaining.

And then there’s Milly. My stalwart… ever loving… dependable… Milly.

If this were a race… did you already lose?

“And, uhm, this may be me just being brazenly forward like a sex-minded woman but-” Alice stopped and cleared her throat. Then she reached down to the pile of clothes she’d left nearby and started digging through her pockets. In the act of doing so she once more fell out of her robe. “I’m… feeling very randy. And I was hopping you’d be willing to visit my bed. Or let me visit yours. I’d really like to enjoy one another as woman and husband. Ah, there it is.”

Sitting back up, Alice didn’t bother to adjust her robe, allowing herself to simply be on display. In her hand was a small polished metal case.

“I picked up some pregnancy nullifiers from… some of your mother’s soldiers. So long as I take one every day we have sex I won’t get pregnant. I can get more here in the city but I wanted them on hand. Just… just in case,” Alice said then frowned and shrugged her shoulders. “My mother said they work but… I’ve never taken them and I’ve only had sex twice so… I can only assume they work. Would… you lay with me? I can take the medicine right before so you know I’m being true. I wouldn’t want you to feel trapped into this by putting a child in me but I’d… really like to have sex. I’ve been feeling incredibly randy for you and very lonely. Very, very randy for you, husband.”

Phillip only thought about that for a few seconds.

He didn’t think it was quite fair to Lenore, Mim, or Mildred, but technically he was Alice’s husband. She was asking him for services. For him to perform his husbandly duties. He was going to do his duty regardless of anything else.

On top of that, he was eternally flattered at her picking up said medicine just to make sure she didn’t get pregnant and make it harder for him later.

“Yes. You can come to my bed tonight or I can go to yours,” he said assuredly. There was no shame in performing his husbandly duties. That and he did enjoy it. “I trust that you’ll take the medicine. There’s no need to do it in front of me and we’ll enjoy one another.”

He didn’t have to worry about her getting pregnant if he was honest. Mim had already stated she’d take him regardless.

And maybe you’re not out of the race after all, Alice.

Suddenly… you’re not so terrible.


Eighteen

 

Waiting quietly outside of Mim’s front door, Phillip felt rather odd.

He’d had dinner with Lenore just as he’d stated he would the night previous. While it pained him to do so, fearing the worst, he had told her of the change with Alice.

That he was once more servicing her as per his husbandly duties.

Lenore not only dismissed it as if it weren’t worth discussing, but she laughed about it.

Then she’d taken him out to a rather special eatery that catered to the wealthy and noble. Beyond that, Lenore had taken a number of steps to insure it was a very private thing. Along with a number of touches that had brought out a rather sweet sense of romance from her. A poetic view of romance that included her presenting him a rather charming belt buckle and pair of boots.

Only to go home and have sex with Alice. Then again when she crept into his room in the middle of the night. And again in the morning just before they had breakfast at her own request.

In the span of less than twelve hours he’d had as much sex and more with her, as he had with her up to that point.

I never would have thought of her as so… sexually charged.

Adjusting his tunic, Phillip turned his head and looked to Mildred. She was the only one accompanying him up to Mim’s door. Frankie, Vinnie, Bobbie, and Tonie were all at the gate. Two were engaged in a discussion while the other two were clearly on duty.

Mildred had chosen to go by herself with him this time.

I wonder if she’s hoping Mim will try to convince her again to let me get in her bed.

That assumes though that I’d say yes.

And after I tell Mim about Alice, it’s possible she may not want to see me at all.

“You won’t,” Mildred said, catching his eyes with her own. Then she gave him a small smile. “It’s just easier for Mim and yourself to talk more freely with just me in the room.

“I’m afraid my… feelings are apparently known for what they are. Despite my best intentions, I seemingly am not very good at hiding my emotions.”

“It’s alright, Milly. I feel the same way,” Phillip said with a shrug of his shoulders. “And who knows. Maybe all you and I need is each other, and our honor and duty.”

One corner of Mildred’s mouth quirked up.

“You’re stringing me along,” declared the tall, stalwart, soldier.

“No. You’re in an equal running with everyone,” Phillip said, deciding to dive straight into a conversation he hadn’t expected to have.

Least of all in front of Mim’s front door.

Frowning, Mildred turned and looked at him directly.

“What?” she asked.

“I told Alice that I wouldn’t say no if you put a marriage contract for me in front of her. That I was falling in love with you,” Phillip admitted.

Blinking rapidly, Mildred began to blush heavily. Then she started to breathe a bit hard and fast.

“You… you told her that…? I… she’s going to have me fired, Phil,” Mildred muttered.

“No, she told me she’d sign me over to you in six months if I wished,” countered Phillip. “That’s her time-line she has till I break free. Worry not, Milly. You’re not being strung along. Though… I can’t deny I do enjoy flirting with you and pushing at you a bit.”

It wasn’t as fun as pushing at Lenore was, but he did enjoy getting in close to Mildred. To taunt and tease her.

She was a striking woman, a bold soldier, someone who had seen war and come out as a hero in her own right.

I like to play with fire, apparently. A cad who likes to play with fire.

Mildred was staring at him. Then she slowly bent down until she was at his eye-level. Her eyes had an inner fire to them. Looking into him as if he were nothing more than a delicious meal she was about to take and devour.

It made him realize just how terrifyingly strong Mildred’s control was.

“Milly, are you-”

She grabbed him by the front of his tunic, pulled him several inches forward, and kissed him.

It was brief, wild, and like an inferno unchecked.

Releasing him, Mildred stood back up to her normal height and then looked around, finally turning back to him.

Holy hell that was intense.

For a brief moment he’d seen and felt everything she’d locked away inside herself.

“I can hear someone coming,” Mildred said, watching him with her quiet and stolid way. As if she had done nothing at all. Then she reached over and lightly adjusted his tunic with a single pull of her fingers. “You look very handsome in greens, by the way. I like it.”

“Thank you, Milly. I’ll keep that in mind,” Phillip said.

The door opened suddenly and Phillip found himself looking at Mim, rather than one of her house servants. She was dressed in a lovely dark-green dress that hung to her knees.

“Hello, Phil!” Mim said excitedly. Then she darted forward and grabbed his hand in hers, pulling him across the threshold. “And hello, Milly. How are you?”

“Quite well, Sophia,” Mildred said, following Phillip and Mim into her house.

“Mim. Not Sophia. Phil named me,” declared Mim. “Close the door, Milly? And uh… please? Just a few seconds? I’ll pay you back in return next time.”

Sighing, Mildred turned, and then closed the front manor door. She didn’t however, turn back around.

Before Phillip knew what was happening, Mim had her tongue in his mouth. Both of her hands on his chest.

Moaning, Mim pushed him up to the door-frame, kissing him hungrily, her tongue rolling all over his own.

Unable to shove her off, and not actually wanting to, Phillip kissed her in return, his hands finding her hips quickly.

Losing himself in it, Phillip managed to shove Mim’s tongue back into her own mouth and pursued it.

“Alright. I… that’s… okay, enough,” Mildred said gruffly.

Mim moved away quickly from him and stood several feet away. Fanning at her face, she was looking at him with more than a little heat.

“I’m… I’m so sorry, Milly. I know you’re after him, too… but… oh… that was so worth it,” Mim said, still fanning her face.

“It’s… I-”

“You can do the same to him next time. I’ll guard the door,” Mim offered, looking over to Mildred. “Just like I promised.”

“I accept,” Mildred said firmly, standing up straighter.

“Hey, don’t I get a say in this?” Phillip asked, his brain catching up. 

“You wouldn’t say no. Admit it, you want to put your tongue in Milly’s mouth. Look at that face. I know I would if I were you. Being the Dread Maiden or not,” Mim said, then let out a hard breath. “Wow. Alright. Time… time to go talk about something else. My gears are just… flying right now.”

Phillip had turned his head to watch Mildred as Mim spoke.

The soldier had slowly blushed until her face was a crimson color. She was indeed very pretty to him.

“I wouldn’t say no,” Phillip agreed, causing Mildred to look away. He didn’t feel bad admitting the truth to her.

“See? Okay. Come on. To my parlor. I do have some news anyways,” Mim said, taking in a quick deep breath. Turning, she started walking away. “Damn me. I shouldn’t have done that. I can’t slow my heart.”

“Want that turn Mim mentioned?  Maybe right now?” Phillip asked, moving closer to Mildred.

Taking in a slow but very deep breath, Mildred was staring at him hungrily again.

“N-no. Honor… honor and duty. I’ve already failed both terribly. I’ll not make it worse,” she murmured, then gave his shoulder a shove, angling him toward where Mim had gone.

“I don’t think you have. Your honor and duty is to me. And I know what I’m allowing and what I’m not allowing. I can shoulder all of that for you. Your honor is mine and your duty is to me,” Phillip said, letting himself be directed.

Mildred didn’t respond. She quietly walked along behind him.

He hoped she would understand him. Though that was an entirely selfish hope that would lead her back to him.

Right now he was in a blissful bubble. Where he could explore his options between four women who were interested in him.

Where he could do so without actually being fearful of it blowing up in his face.

Everyone seemed more than willing to let him do as he will as long as they still had a chance at him becoming their husband.

Or in Alice’s case, remain their husband.

On top of that, they all had an awareness of one another.

Truthfully, he only had one hard and fast rule in all this. He just had to have a care to not engage in sexual relations with anyone but Alice. That was the only line he couldn’t really cross.

There was a hint of guilt in him for what he was doing, though. Only because it was frowned upon from a societal standpoint.

Phillip was being fast, loose, and far too familiar with women that weren’t his wife.

Except, again, they were all aware of the situation and actively participating.

“So, the news,” Mim said, sitting down on a love seat. “We’ve heard back from Madeline’s guild leader. The weavers guild leader, that is. What we heard back wasn’t… very helpful. I get the impression that they’re going to try and strong arm us. Or force us into a pretty bad deal.”

“Oh? Why’s that?” Phillip said as he walked toward a recliner near Mim.

Patting the seat next to herself, Mim gave him a solid and steady stare. One that told him he could sit next to her, or she could pick him up and put him there.

“They’ve asked to meet in person with all the current investors,” Mim said. “We’ve refused as that’s not a normal request.”

Phillip started to sit down in the recliner, only for Mim to start to get up.

“Really?” he asked, eying the woman.

“Really. You can sit next to me, or I can come get you,” Mim said, holding his gaze. There was no bluff or bravado there. “I’m going to make you mine, Phil. I backed off once due to duty. I’ll not do it again. I missed out and I regret it. Deeply.”

There was a promise in her words.

He realized in that moment that he had to be careful with Mim right now. She didn’t just want him, she yearned for him.

“I’ll agree this time, because I’d like to sit next to you if I’m honest. But I’m not yours to command, Mim,” Phillip said eying her.

“Of course. But I will pursue you till you’re mine. You may not be mine to command, but I’ll have you as my husband,” Mim promised, slowly easing back into her seat.

Mim is… extremely… determined all of a sudden.

Maybe she spoke with Matilda or Alice.

I’ll have to take her seriously.

Walking over to her, he sat down next to her.

Mim settled her arm around him possessively, but didn’t pull on him. In fact she seemed quite content just to have him next to her.

Instead she looked toward Mildred.

“Sit, Milly. I already told my servants to go gather elsewhere. We won’t be disturbed. You’re an equal here,” said Mim. “It’s why I answered the door myself.”

Mildred looked at Mim for a single breath, then moved over and sat in the recliner closest to Mim on her right side.

“So, we said no to the guild leader,” Mim said, turning her head back to Phillip. “She refused to do business with us after that. Madeline, Lenore, and I feel that if we plan on working through the guild leader as we intended, we’re going to have to meet her.”

“It’s just weird,” Phillip said as he puzzled over the situation. He didn’t mind Mim’s feeling of possessiveness, though he preferred it when she flirted and teased.

Or direct sexual nature.

In fact, he rather liked Lenore being possessive because it felt more like her internal struggle. To take him for his own. Or Mildred’s steadfast nature and wish to love him.

To him, Mim was a flirty, sexy, and flighty young woman who wasn’t the way she was acting right now.

Watching him carefully, Mim looked as if she were peeling his thoughts from his head.

“I feel like they already know who’s investing,” said Phillip, coming to a conclusion of his thoughts. “They just want us to be direct about it. I would suspect this is all to some other end.”

“Likely criminals,” Mildred added in a low tone. “Or part of an organization of criminals. Had to break up a few of those in the last war when we took a city. Always led back to guilds.”

“That’s what Lenny and I were thinking,” Mim agreed. “Madeline swears she has no idea. She was just a weaver in the guild with almost no standing. To her this is apparently a shock.”

“Alright. So… we meet the guild leader then. But we do it on our terms,” said Phillip, looking to Mildred. “And likely with everyone there. I suppose I’ll be paying overtime to the night crew.”

“Does seem that way,” rumbled Mildred.

“Did we get the mercenaries hired and spun up? I know it hasn’t been that long but… I’d rather make sure our investment is safe while we’re all away,” Phillip added.

Sitting up straight at that question, Mildred looked as if he’d just spooked her.

“Yes. That would be what your mother would do. Divert and misdirect, then attack elsewhere,” Mildred said with conviction. “I… I hadn’t finished the contract but they’re already here. Arrived today. I was going to finish it tomorrow.”

“That should be fine,” said Mim with a wave of her right hand. “The meeting isn’t until the day after tomorrow.”

“No. They need a day to settle their shifts and understand the location. At least a day,” Mildred said, standing up. Pausing, she looked to Mim and Phillip.

“May I trust in you, Mim?” Mildred asked, staring hard at the other woman. “I can send in Frankie and Vinnie if you don’t feel like you can keep it above the line.”

“I… you may put your trust in me, Milly. I respect you and won’t-I won’t endanger your trust,” Mim said, looking rather surprised.

The two women kept up their dead-locked gaze for several breaths before Mildred nodded her head. With one hand on her sword, she headed for the door.

Seemingly intent on getting the mercenaries squared away immediately.

The clack of the door was loud as it opened, then closed.

There was no sound of boots heading their way, nor that anyone was coming.

“I… well… I see,” Mim murmured, turning to look at Phillip. “It would seem I’ll back off again, due to duty.”

“I’d say that’s the honorable thing to do,” Phillip agreed. “By the way, I’m not fond of this… possessive Mim that showed up today. I miss my flirty ‘bun in my oven’ Mim who was sexy and cute.”

Going from one shocked expression to the next, Mim sat there unspeaking.

Blinking several times, she took in a sharp breath, then let it out.

“You’re sleeping with Allie,” Mim said.

“Yes. I am. She requested me to perform my husbandly duties, and so I am. As is her right to request of me. She is however using medicine to prevent a pregnancy,” Phillip agreed. He wasn’t ashamed of what he was doing. He was legally Alice’s husband. “Lenore and Milly both know. One of the reasons I came over today was to tell you this.”

With a frown creasing her brow, Mim looked hurt. Then annoyed.

Rapidly followed by anger as teeth clicked together.

Slowly, she averted her gaze, staring off at the corner.

“It… would seem I’m in far deeper than I thought I was,” said Mim after a long pause. Then she let out a huffed breath through her nose and turned back to him with a grin. “I heard you were sleeping with Allie. Not from her, before you worry about that, but from… well, a source I trust. Obviously this was information without the context.”

Phillip felt his mouth slide to one side as he considered that.

“And… this made you-”

“Become a possessive bitch,” Mim said with a laugh. Then she put her hands to each side of his face and smooshed his face between them. “Oh my Phil. I forget how loyal you are. How dutiful and honorable you are. I thought the worst and that I needed to… to be something I wasn’t.”

“Just duty,” Phillip tried to say.

“Yes. Just duty. And I’m just stupid. You were here to tell me in person as you said. Forgive your Mim, would you? I’m learning. I’m learning as quickly as I can,” Mim said, then kissed him soundly, sliding her tongue into his mouth.

Kissing him for what felt like an endless moment, Mim finally pulled away. With a groan she then stood up and moved over to the recliner.

Flopping into it, she slouched low and looked at him with a smile.

“Just be you, Phil. You’ll be my husband in no-time,” Mim promised. “And I’m sorry for being stupid. Though… and I know this sounds truly awful… but… wanna give me that bun while Milly’s away?

“I think I’d let myself lose my honor, dignity, and pride for that. I’d cast it all aside for you to love me, Phil.”

Feeling like his chest had been turned into an anvil, Phillip sat there with his hands on his knees. His heart hammering against his chest at an alarming rate.

“I want to say yes, but it’s all I have left that I value,” murmured Phillip.

“I understand. I don’t even fault you for it but… if you change your mind,” Mim said in a purr. Then she spread her legs apart and put both her hands right up the inside of her dress. She also gave him a very clear view right up. “I’m always willing for you, Phil. You and no one else. I’d dash it all away just to have you for myself. Because I know… you’d never leave me if I talked you into a bed. You’d never abandon me.”

She was right, of course. Phillip had to be very careful with this kind of invitation.

If he did get in someone’s bed, he wouldn’t be getting out again. He’d likely tell Alice the moment he did it, and give her every opportunity to take justice from him.

It’d be the only way for him to soothe his conscience if he cheated on his wife.

“Phil… I fantasize so much about you,” said Mim in a deep voice, her eyes wide and staring at him. Her face was bright red, her hands deep in her dress which was pulled nearly up to her waist, and pressed to her privates. Her fingers and what they were now doing was quite visible. And the slick wet noises were louder than he expected. “So very much. Every fantasy is always about you. I’m not going to squander this chance while Milly is gone. Come over here and get on me. Give me that bun and enjoy me. I don’t care about honor or duty, I just want you, Phil. Or if you can’t do that, just watch me… I’m alright with that, too. I’ll corrupt you one little bit at a time. Get you to eventually just hop on me and give me what I want. Now, watch me fantasize about you as my husband, Phil. Watch me.”

Heavens!

She flipped that switch right back to who she used to be.

Unable to help himself, he couldn’t tear his eyes away from Mim as she began to fiercely masturbate.

Phillip was going to at least watch what Mim did even if he didn’t act on her very clear and direct offer.

Despite desperately wishing to.


Nineteen

 

Feeling rather odd about this meeting, Phillip really didn’t know what to make of it.

It wasn’t as if they were doing anything truly that earth shattering. Nothing more than a new change to an existing product, in fact.

Which was why it felt all the more appropriate that the mercenary company had been engaged yesterday. Hired exclusively to protect the workshop, Madeline, and her family. No-one was allowed inside other than Madeline, Lenore, Mim, Mildred, Phillip, or Alice.

She’d stopped by briefly to inspect the one-wheeled cart she’d be purchasing. 

Madeline had been somewhat awestruck to be in her presence.

Unbeknown to Phillip, Alice had quite the reputation. Even in bad deals she often came out on top, or neutral. She was a true mercantile shark that swam deep waters and with women whose wealth were many times her own.

What’d been surprising to him though, was that Alice had brought a private lunch for him and her. Had wanted to just talk to him about how his day was going.

There was nothing behind it other than spending time with him and talking about things.

It was a stark night and day difference between before she saw his mother and after. As if they were two different people.

Though, Phillip was finding himself rather attracted to her. She was amusing, and had a quirky sense of humor. One he hadn’t expected.

“That’s the building,” Lenore said. “I rented it from the owner for today only. I didn’t think it’d be wise to invite her anywhere near our own properties. Nor to go to hers.”

“See, this is why you make me nervous, Lenny. You’re rapidly growing up into a clone of your older sister,” Mim grumbled. “Just without the heartless idiot, aspect.”

“Why thank you. I look forward to coming by during holidays with my husband in tow. Maybe if you’re lucky he’ll give you a hug as a present,” taunted Lenore.

“You’re both going to lose when Dread steals him away while you bicker with one another,” warned Tonie. “Then she’s going to run off with him to a quiet corner of the world. We’ll all go with of course. Share in the booty with her.”

Phillip couldn’t help himself and had to choke down a laugh.

Mim on the other hand didn’t bother and laughed for both of them. 

Lenore sighed then nodded her head, looking annoyed.

“I do forget how close Milly is. And quiet,” Lenore murmured, glancing back at the large guard who stood just behind Phillip.

“And alone with him every night,” Frankie said with a chortle.

“Don’t remind me,” grumbled Mim. “So envious. Does he ride her? Is she loud? I bet she is. I’d be loud. So loud. I’d want everyone to know Phil was having me.”

“Enough,” Phillip said softly as all four guards started to laugh at that, while Mildred turned a deep scarlet. “We’re almost on the night guard. They don’t need to hear this.”

The night guard wasn’t a bad group of women, they just weren’t his day guard. He was considerably closer to them.

Two of them were waiting up ahead at the door to the rented building. Two more were trailing along behind. Their squad leader had been sent to watch over Madeline instead.

Mildred was leading both squads.

Not waiting, the two at the door pushed it open and went inside once the main group had gotten close enough.

Frankie and Vinnie stopped at the doorway as Bobbie and Tonie went inside to join the first two.

Once the rearward two joined them, Frankie and Vinnie entered the location as well.

“Clear,” Tonie called from inside.

Everyone entered now and found themselves in a small home. It wasn’t much more than what would be adequate for a middle-class merchant family.

The two night guards were standing at the back of the ground floor. His four day guards were occupying the corners of the room. The last two from the night crew were staying near the door.

Taking Phillip’s arm in his, Lenore claimed ownership of him and guided him over to the sofa. Seating him down without a word against the arm, she took the spot next to him. She did it in a way that all suggested possession but didn’t leave any actual room for it to be inferred. There would be no rumors coming from the guild leader from this meeting.

“Ah, I wasn’t going to do anything,” Mim complained, taking up a seat near to Phillip’s.

“Of course you weren’t,” Mildred grumbled, sitting down next to Mim.

Mildred had come back to a room that reeked of Mim going at herself. It’d only taken the guard two seconds before she had immediately assumed they’d had sex.

To which Phillip swore her off, and promised that it was just Mim being herself. Mim readily agreed to that and suggested Mildred go give Phillip a lick just to make sure.

Mildred had settled on believing them, that her trust hadn’t been broken, but she also clearly wasn’t too happy with the idea of Mim playing with herself for him.

“You would have done the same given the opportunity,” Mim said lightly, then grabbed Mildred’s arm and put it around her own shoulders and leaned into the other woman. “Don’t be mad, I promise to make sure you get some rewards after I become his husband. I promise. Just support me and you and I can both win.”

“I’d lose if you won,” Mildred said gravely, staring down at the smaller woman. Then she reached up and patted Mim on the head and said something in a whisper with a grin.

To which Mim gasped and looked up at the other woman.

“I’m honestly rather shocked,” she said in a surprised tone.

Laughing, Mildred removed her arm from Mim and made sure she had a clear line to draw her sword if she needed it.

Madeline had taken up the end of the sofa on the other side of Lenore.

Fortunately they didn’t have to wait long. The last member of the meeting showed up by herself. It was a woman that looked to be in her late thirties. With dark-brown hair and bright-blue eyes. She radiated an annoyed and troubled aura at the same time.

She also carried herself in a way that looked akin to someone who owned the space they were in. Her shoulders were spread wide, chin up, and a wide stance to her walk.

Walking into the room she looked rather surprised at what she’d found at the front door. Then her eyes moved from person to person to person.

“Not what I suspected, but not unsurprising either,” said the woman with a growl to her voice.

Walking toward the table, she put her boot up on the edge of it and looked to Phillip, Lenore, and Madeline.

“Well, you did what I told you and brought everyone in. So here I am,” said the woman, sticking her thumbs into the tops of her pants. “And did you bring me a sample I can take back?”

Phillip felt like she was being overly confident. Almost to the point of contempt.

When he considered she didn’t ask for names or introductions it only added to that. She’d just jumped straight into a conversation.

It meant she wasn’t actually interested in who was here. That it was more a power struggle for her to get them here, than wanting to see them.

“No. We didn’t. That wouldn’t happen until we reach an agreement. Rather than selling my product to individuals I’d like to do something different,” Madeline said, getting the woman’s attention. “I’d rather have them all sold through the guild. Obviously a small amount of coin would be added to the purchase as a tax or tariff to the guild but-”

“No,” said the woman with a shake of her head. “You can give me a percentage of all your profits or you won’t sell them at all.”

“Guild mistress Fend,” Lenore said with a polite smile. “That isn’t something we’re willing to do. While we’re more than willing to pay a tax to sell the product through you, we don’t actually need to do so. In fact, we can just sell it to whoever wishes to buy it.”

The woman, apparently named Fend, looked to Lenore and held her gaze.

“You can stare as long as you like, it won’t change anything,” Lenore offered with the same polite smile. “And my name is Lenore Rias, by the way. This is Phillip Curis Rias. Across from me is Sophia Lane and Mildred Aims.”

There was a flicker of recognition in Fend’s eyes. Her lips pressed together and her cheeks flexed.

Pulling her boot from the table, she spread her feet apart and then put her hands on her hips.

“I couldn’t care less. You can give me my percent, or you don’t get to sell it and I’ll just boot Madeline from the guild,” Fend said, throwing a thumb over at Madeline.

“I see. As you like then,” Lenore said and then nodded her head. “I suppose our business is at an end then. Thank you for your time.”

“That it? You gonna run home and cry?” Fend asked with a laugh. “Maybe cry to your sister or your mother?”

Raising her eyebrows, Lenore looked rather amused.

“What I do is of no matter to you as our business is concluded,” Lenore said, voicing the same sentiment once again. “Have a good day, guild mistress Fend.”

“Ha, whatever. When you realize your error, you can send me the boy to warm my bed as an apology,” Fend said, making a hand flick motion at Phillip. Turning, the woman marched away, not bothering to wait or say anything further.

Mildred however, didn’t seem to take kindly to that. She stood up and began to stomp after the woman.

Turning her head, guild mistress Fend’s eyes rounded out as Mildred closed the distance on her.

Snatching up the older woman by her shoulder, Mildred slammed her into a wall, her hand closing down on her throat.

“You don’t know who I work for I’m pro-”

Leaning in close to the woman, Mildred stared into her eyes as her hand continued to tighten, silencing the woman before she could finish talking.

“I will end you,” Mildred promised. “I don’t care who backs you. Who pays you. Who buys your meals. I will… end you. Then I’ll call on the Queen and General Curis to have my crime waived through re-enlistment.

“And let’s be certain here, I plan on penning a nice letter to the lady of the Curis household about you. About your backers. The weavers guild. Just to make sure they’re aware of you and what you just threatened. Because you may have those who back you, but I have those who back me. Do you understand me?”

Guild mistress Fend was as bright as a tomato now and was rapidly nodding her head.

“Good. You will leave now. You will go home. And you will not interfere in our business going forward. If anything occurs or happens, I will come looking for you,” promised the large ex-soldier.

Using her hold on the guild mistress, Mildred tossed her toward the door.

Glaring at Mildred, Fend looked like she wanted to say something, thought better of it, then fled entirely. The door slammed behind her as it closed.

“I had no idea dealing with the guild was so dangerous,” Madeline said. “I mean, I heard that some guilds were run by organized crime but… I guess the weavers guild is one such.”

“Matters not,” Lenore said with a sigh. “They don’t actually want to get in a war with anyone. They just want to run their businesses. Least of which involves actually doing what that idiot said.”

“I’ll talk to my mother about she thinks. She’s dealt with a lot of people just like this. That or… we talk to Allie. Allie… honestly Allie usually deals with the criminal elements on any deals I work,” Mim admitted. “She’s just better at it. Far more ruthless than I am and people don’t cross her.”

No one in the room, including Mim, looked like they really wanted to talk to Alice. Most of the women here were in a battle with the woman in regards to Phillip.

Going to her for help in this situation would likely be galling.

Damn their pride.

“I’ll speak with her,” Phillip offered congenially. “I don’t mind. I’ll make sure to address it with her tonight and see what she thinks.”

Everyone in the room looked instantly relieved.

They wouldn’t have to go to Alice with their hand out.

As soon as that thought cleared their minds though, Lenore, Mildred, and Mim all looked annoyed. Likely at the fact that Phillip would indeed go talk to Alice about it with his hand out.

He didn’t doubt that each one of them knew he was sleeping with her. And that he likely would talk to her about what was going on, after he’d finished up the evening with her.

“Ugh,” Mim grumbled. “Let’s go back to the warehouse and drink. I want to drink.”

“Yes, please,” Lenore said rather quietly. “I think I would like that very much.”

“I’ll remain so-”

“Drunk,” interjected Vinnie. “Very drunk, Dread. So drunk you don’t know your ass from your head. We’ll keep an eye on Phil. Both eyes… in my case.”

Mildred let out a short breath. Then nodded her head once.

“Drunk it is,” agreed the guard.

They didn’t want to talk to Alice because of their pride, now they’re upset because I’m talking to her.

Because of… their pride?

Phillip wanted to roll his eyes, but he managed to keep it in check.

He couldn’t actually imagine what they were going through. In fact, he realized in that moment he didn’t have the mental fortitude that they did to handle this.

If it were him, he would have backed out of the entire situation and ran away quite quickly, he imagined.

Phillip wasn’t going to pretend he was as brave as Lenore, Mim, Mildred, or Alice.

Because he wasn’t.

 

***

 

Letting out a low and deep moan, Alice’s hands held to Phillip’s shoulders, gripping him tightly as his climax fell away to nothing.

Panting softly, Alice moved a hand to his jaw and caressed his face.

“I swear, Phil, you get better at this every time,” Alice said in a soft voice, her fingers moving up and down against his skin.

Chuckling at that, he slid off, and out of Alice. He settled down next to her in her bed. Sliding an arm around his shoulders, she drew him up against her side, guiding his head down to rest on her.

“I wish I could tell you-what was wrong with me-for not wanting this every night- before this-but I can’t even begin to consider it,” Alice said between pants. “Stupid, foolish, and ignorant is what I was.”

Unable to help it, Phillip felt deeply grateful for her compliments.

Maybe he wasn’t as self-assured as he thought. Being complimented on his prowess in bed was certainly feeding his ego in a big way.

Letting out a soft huff, Alice leaned her head down and kissed him. Her right hand cupping his jaw as she did so.

Settling back into the bed, she let the kiss end.

Feeling somewhat guilty for Mim, Lenore, and Mildred, Phillip didn’t know how to respond. He was rapidly finding himself being pulled back toward Alice with her constant treatment of him.

She greeted him, went out of her way to see him, spent every possible moment with him, and generally just fed his need for attention.

“Stay in my bed tonight? Don’t leave?” Alice asked in a pleading voice. “It’s your bed, too.”

She’d asked him to stay every night. To not go back to his own bed.

“I’m sorry. I don’t feel comfortable with that. Not till we’re… we’re solidified. Then I will,” Phillip promised, patting Alice gently on her stomach. He was more than willing to perform his husbandly duties. Those were hers by right.

But he genuinely cared for others and more so than he did for Alice.

“I understand. I wish you’d stay, but I understand,” Alice said, her hands sliding up and down Phillip’s shoulders and back. “I… know the answer is no. But I feel like I have to ask. Just to hear the answer.

“Are you sleeping with Mim or Lenore? Or Milly? I wouldn’t be upset if you were. I really wouldn’t. I swear it. I know I lost a lot of what was mine and… and I wouldn’t-”

“No, I’m not,” Phillip said with some amusement. There was an ugly part of him that was gratified that she was nervous about him sleeping with others.

He wasn’t insulted by her question at all.

“Though I’ve kissed or been kissed by them,” Phillip admitted, being completely honest with her. He still felt somewhat unnerved by the fact that all four women seemed willing to participate in this weird contest for him.

“Oh. That’s… that’s it? Oh! Alright. I… I seriously thought I was… much further behind. I’m-I’m actually-okay,” Alice said, sounding incredibly relieved. “Thank you, Phil. You’re a good man that I don’t deserve. And I’m sorry, I… kind of jumped you as soon as you came in. I’m not sorry for it because it was so good, but I do want to talk to you about your day. If you don’t mind. I’d offer to discuss mine but I literally spent the entirety of it listening to Mother drone on and on.”

“Actually, I did have something I wanted to ask you about, if you don’t mind. I didn’t want to talk about it before I performed my duties,” said Phillip. “I didn’t wish for you to think that I was withholding what was rightfully yours.”

“Well, thank you for the consideration. What is it you wanted to talk about?” Alice asked, tilting her head to the side to look at Phillip.

“We’re dealing with the guild master of the weavers. A guild mistress Fend,” said Phillip, reaching up with his left hand to tap Alice’s chin with a fingertip. “She made some rather presumptuous demands of us. Demands that we really would never agree to. No one would agree to if they considered what they were. We’re not sure if we need to be concerned since we rejected her offer.

“And beyond that, she insinuated I’d have to sleep with her if we wanted to conduct our business at all with anyone from the weavers guild.”

Snorting, Alice nuzzled the crown of Phillip’s head and kissed it several times.

“She’s a blow hard. She does have some backing from a couple merchants who are less than… stand-up people. Nothing to be concerned for. Now if you were dealing with the baker’s guild, that’d be different. Though I take offense at her propositioning my husband. I may send her a note just to remind her of her place,” murmured Alice. Her tone was chill and held some of the faint aloofness he’d known her for. As if she were two separate people. Business Alice, and personal Alice. Where Phillip was only dealing with personal Alice anymore. “You don’t have to worry about her doing anything violent or stupid, though you will have to be concerned about her trying to ruin your business with the weavers. Considering what you told me of the product though and what I saw… it’s a moot point. You can sell those to whoever and there’s not much the guild mistress can do about it. Those who have it will simply do better and sell more. Those who don’t, won’t. Sounds like she’s trying to flex her muscles for some reason.”

“Maybe… because I’m your husband?” Phillip asked.

“That’s… I mean, it’s a possibility,” admitted Alice. “Unlikely, but a possibility. Just do what you’re doing. You shouldn’t have to worry about it too much. Though I wouldn’t put your guard down either.”

Phillip nodded his head, feeling considerably better about the situation.

Unfortunately he wasn’t sure if it was the safe feeling of Alice’s arms around him, or her words that had settled his troubled thoughts.

I’m a weak little cad without any bravery.

Letting out a soft breath, Alice got comfortable in her bed, not letting go of him. She wasn’t holding him in place, but she was clearly not trying to get him out of her bed.

Not really wanting to, Phillip disentangled himself from Alice.

Who didn’t try to keep him in her bed, though she did give him a sad smile and her hands roamed his body even as he got up.

“You can always rejoin me, husband. I’m all yours,” Alice promised.

Nodding his head, Phillip left, clothes under his arm.


Twenty

 

In the month since they’d met with guild mistress Fend, very little had changed.

Phillip had been mostly left to his own devices as Lenore, Alice, and her sisters, had all gone to see their father with their mother.

Apparently he was sequestered with his own mother and tending to her care. Along with their youngest children.

Everyone left in the house were cousins to Alice and Lenore as well as their aunts, Matilda’s sisters. The Rias home was where the main family lived, but also where some of the more connected branch members could live as well.

It wasn’t a concept Phillip was overly familiar with since his own home had just been his parents and his siblings. Everyone else had their own holdings.

Phillip had been asked if he’d like to go by Alice but he’d politely declined. He argued that he could remain here and tend to Alice’s business needs as well as Lenore’s while they were gone. Just as Matilda was relying on her sisters in a similar capacity.

Alice and Lenore had both agreed immediately and provided him with a list of all their investments and deals they’d appreciate him keeping an eye on.

Mim had kept him company with Mildred for a week before she was dragged off on a trade deal she wanted to pursue in a city several days distance.

One that he had inadvertently set her on when he helped her with her finances.

There was a surplus of iron ore that only needed refining, which the army would be more than happy to handle, that seemed to be stuck with a duty tax unpaid after being imported.

Mim had ended up purchasing the goods and only needed to pay the tax in person and retrieve the product.

Unfortunately that spiraled into a number of other deals that kept her distant.

Or so the daily letters he received from her had told him.

From the daily letters sent by Alice and Lenore he’d been made aware of the fact that it was unlikely they’d be departing relatively soon. It seemed their grandmother was due to pass and more of the family was coming out to say their goodbyes.

Which was evidenced when the cousins and aunts all started to depart. Leaving more and more of the home under his care, though not their business deals, thankfully.

He was doing more than enough work for himself, Alice, and Lenore that he felt drained at the end of the day.

Groaning, Phillip leaned forward over Alice’s desk in the Rias office.

“Want me to take some of that stress off?” Vinnie asked. “I could just… duck under that desk and show you what a real woman can do.”

Chuckling in response, Phillip put his face in his hands and closed his eyes.

“Sure. You and Frankie can take turns,” Phillip replied, rubbing at his eyes with his palms.

“Oh, I’ll go first then,” Frankie said quickly. “But I’m only going to get you about halfway, Phil. You gotta pop it in me and load me up. I’ll just lay out on the desk.”

“Uh-huh. Got it,” Phillip said off-handedly. “Lots of tongue and lips then while you work. No teeth at all, please.”

“Got it, I can do that,” Frankie promised.

He enjoyed the flirty banter with his soldiers. Had always enjoyed it.

It reminded him of home and overheard conversations between his sisters and their friends. Of the awful and vulgar things they’d joke and kid about.

“As if you could do anything but be bitey,” Tonie commented, followed by the sound of a card hitting a pile. “Ha, got it. Die, you bitch, ha.”

“You cheated didn’t you, nasty goat-fucker,” complained Bobbie. “And who are you kidding. If anyone was allowed to suck him off it’d be Dread. He’d let her in a flash. Him and his precious Milly. I bet I could be just as precious.”

“I very much would let my precious Milly do that,” Phillip agreed, still staring at the darkness behind his eyelids.

He’d never imagined Alice had so many deals that were whirring and burning away.

She had more going on by herself than his entire family did. It was no wonder Alice had a reputation.

“Hear that, Dread? Crawl under there and show him your pretty mouth,” crowed Frankie. “Since he’d welcome your precious ass to do it.”

That got Phillip’s attention.

Pulling his head up, he looked to the door.

Mildred was standing there with the doorknob in hand, staring at him. She’d entered so quietly he hadn’t even heard it.

“Hmph,” Mildred said then shook her head. “I got a report from the mercenaries. Time for you four to go get lunch as well. Do a patrol of the building, then two of you stay here on each door, the other two go get food. Swap after you finish eating.”

“Oh, I see how it is,” Tonie grumbled. “You just want to suck him in peace. Eat your own lunch. I get it, I get it.”

“I mean, I would, wouldn’t you?” Vinnie asked, getting to her feet. “I don’t want anyone interrupting me when I get to eat him finally. And I’d let you finish in my mouth and swallow you down, Phil, no need to get on top of me. Just food for thought.”

“Nasty pig,” Bobbie said, shoving Vinnie to one side as they started to troop out the door. “You trying to steal from Dread?”

“No, just trying to get the second round,” said Vinnie with a laugh, echoed by the other three.

Mildred closed the door after they left and let out a sigh.

“It doesn’t bother me,” Phillip said with a chuckle. “And as I’ve said before. I find it fun. It doesn’t hurt anyone.”

“Fun for you, they mean it though, Phil,” Mildred said in a grave tone. “You take it as humor, but they would do exactly what they claim.”

“I know it isn’t humor,” said Phillip with a shrug of his shoulders. “But they also know I am taking it as humor at the same time. So they can say those things without rejection. And I can accept the statements without rejecting them.”

“Oh, is that how it is?” Mildred asked archly, taking a seat across from him. “Is that why you told me to crawl under your desk just now?”

“No, that was completely sincere, Milly,” said Phillip, meeting her eyes head on. “And you’ll only ever find out if you decide to break your honor and duty while I break mine.”

Of everyone, Phillip knew he would actually be willing to toss everything away for Mildred. She’d have to do the same to be with him.

For one another, they’d have to quite literally end what their lives were.

In a strange way, it begged the ultimate romantic question.

Could you toss it all away for someone?

And Phillip desperately wanted to do it, if only for the idea of it.

The romance of it.

Blinking slowly, Mildred stared back at him, then clicked her tongue and broke eye contact.

“You know I love you. Have since I met you at your mother’s camp when you were helping me around while I was convalescing. I’m here because I want to be. Because… because I hope you’ll choose me. No need to tease me sexually,” complained the soldier, reaching out with a piece of paper in her hand. “I’m just a line soldier… you’re the grandson of a duchess. The chance alone is so unlikely.”

“I do believe I said we’d be breaking our honor and duty together, Milly my dear. And yes, I remember our meeting just as succinctly as you do, thank you,” Phillip said, taking the paper from her. “Hard not to be somewhat impressed meeting the Dread Maiden herself. And besides, you know how I feel about you. I’m a hypocritical, lecherous, cad with four women dangling on lines and you’re one of them. You’re on perfectly equal footing with the others and we still have four or five months to go before I hit my promise to Alice.”

“I wouldn’t say you’re being very lecherous or hypocritical when everyone involved is involved willingly. Even Alice, who you yourself said knows what you’re doing,” countered Mildred, though her tone sounded defensive. “Not to mention the only person visiting your bed is your lawful wife.”

Reading the report quickly, Phillip had to wonder about the wording.

“They… feel like an attack is imminent, but have no proof, nor has there been an attack,” Phillip said, setting the paper down. “Am I reading that right?”

“You are,” Mildred said, staring at him.

“Okay. Well. You wouldn’t bring it to me if you didn’t think something was going on,” muttered Phillip and handed it back to her. “Do what you need to do. Whatever that may be.”

Shaking her head partially, Mildred didn’t seem like she could process what’d just been said.

“I… I’m sorry?” she asked.

“Do what you need to do,” Phillip said with a small shrug of his shoulders and a smile. “I’m not my mother. I’m not a tactician. Nor a leader or a strategist. Certainly not compared to you or your people.

“Do what you feel is best. That’s my request. Because any order I give you wouldn’t really match up to what you would likely feel is our correct course of action. I know my strengths, this is not one of them.

“Talking to people, understanding them, figuring out a good deal, that sort of thing I’m great at. This? Not so much.”

And apparently seducing women. I’m not bad at that.

 

***

 

Trudging into the Rias household, Phillip was drained.

Spending all day working to keep Lenore’s and Alice’s ventures moving in the right direction while they were out, was becoming more and more difficult.

It seemed that as soon as people realized the two ladies were out of town, things just kept happening. Excuses, changes, requests for more money, all number of things were being dropped on Phillip.

He didn’t doubt for an instant that it was all planned. Planned and being executed simply because he was here, and they weren’t.

Fortunately, it wasn’t the same people causing problems repeatedly. Once he’d attended to a situation it tended to remain fixed.

He wasn’t sure if it was because he was solving the situations correctly, or because he had a habit of taking down notes when he met with people. Writing down the majority of what they said, were claiming, or wanted.

That Lenore and Alice would both receive said notes was also made quite clear to everyone who saw him on their behalf.

There was also a group of individuals who didn’t want to meet with him at all once they found out who was handling the Rias women’s deals.

Those he also made a note of, just in case something happened.

“You… you alright, hon?” asked Tonie from his left.

“I’m just really tired, Tonie. Really, really tired,” Phillip admitted. “It isn’t a physical exhaustion but a mental one. I think my mother once called it decision fatigue. That if she made too many she started making bad choices.”

“Oh, okay,” Tonie said, nodding her head.

“Uhm, can I help?” Bobbie asked from his right. “I mean, if it’s anything I can go get or make for you, I can do it. Is there something I could go get for you?”

“That’s sweet of you, Bobbie,” Phillip said, reaching out with his left hand to put it behind Bobbie’s shoulder blades and patted her firmly. “I really appreciate that. There’s nothing I need though. Thank you.”

“Uh, I could… uh… I could help you out,” Vinnie offered from behind him. “I could use my mouth ya know. Ma always said it helped with Pa and kept him in line. Just pop you off real fast.”

“You know what? I’m going to say yes, to that, Vinnie. I’d love it if you did that. But I’ll take it another day and time. Is that okay?” Phillip said. “Next time I’m feeling like this, you can help me out.”

He didn’t want to reject her outright because she actually sounded completely sincere. But he couldn’t actually say yes either.

“Just… saying that I’m willing, too,” Bobbie added, which was quickly chorused by the other guards.

“I understand. I’m officially saying yes to each one of you. Just not right now. Later. Come on. Let’s… just all get in my room and have a sit-down. I just want to not think for a bit. You can all keep me company,” Phillip said, not wanting to reject any of them. There had been no sexual overtone to their offers.

Just strangely misplaced care. Made by soldiers turned guards who knew only violence, blood, and death.

Tramping into the house, the six of them made it to his room and inside.

“Lock the door please,” Phillip said and started to strip out of his clothes. He planned on sitting around in his room in a simple shirt and underwear. “Get the door to Alice’s room, too.”

He didn’t give a damn if his guards admired the view either.

“Oh, uh, sure,” Frankie replied and then dropped the locking bar in place. Then she also threw the lock as well.

From the other side of the room he could hear someone else locking that door, as well.

“Great. Now you all can relax, too. Get comfy. We’re not going anywhere else tonight,” Phillip grumbled as he dropped into a recliner after undressing. “Rest of your shift is in here with me.”

“We… we shouldn’t be in here, Phil,” Bobbie said, standing near the sofa.

“And yet here is where you’ll be. So… shut up and get comfortable,” Phillip muttered and closed his eyes, leaning his head back against the padding.

There was the quiet click and clack of gear as the women stood at attention. Likely all looking at one another.

“Fine,” Mildred said with finality. “I’m going to go work out the next shift change. Lock the door behind me, Vinnie. I’m going to turn in after I finish that. You’re lead.”

Phillip heard the door unlock, open, close, and relock itself.

After that, there was a whisper of leather sliding for a few seconds, followed by a thump as something hit the ground. Followed by other noises that sounded like people ditching equipment.

There was a sigh of contentment and something like a sofa squeaking.

Cracking open an eye, he found Frankie and Tonie across from him. They were wearing nothing but their small clothes. Piles of equipment, weapons, and armor nearby.

Phillip couldn’t deny he liked the look of both women. He had a thing for the tall, athletic, and muscular types.

Probably because that’s all I knew growing up.

Closing his eyes, Phillip felt better.

“You both look great in almost nothing,” Phillip said with some amusement. “Thanks for the show.”

Frankie chortled at that and Tonie huffed.

“See? He just wanted to get a look. No need to be so uptight,” Frankie said. “Not like we don’t look at him.”

“Exactly,” Phillip agreed. “And if you don’t mind-”

“I’d be happy to. Want me to do it right now while you sit there?” Vinnie said and interrupting him.

“Later, Vinnie. I promise. Not right now. But if you don’t mind, can I ask you some questions? All of you?” Phillip asked.

He wanted to get their opinions on the matter. They’d been watching over him from the start. Had seen or heard everything that’d happened.

If they couldn’t weigh in on what was going on, who could?

“Sure, what’s up?” Bobbie asked from his side.

Opening his eyes, he tilted his head to look over.

Bobbie was nude and sprawled out in the recliner, looking very comfortable. Vinnie was in another on the other side, though she was wearing shorts. That was the extent of what she was wearing.

Didn’t expect them to go nude but… whatever.

“Wasn’t wearing any small-clothes. They chafe,” Bobbie said with a shrug of her shoulders. “I’m not ashamed.”

“Nothing ever up top for me, makes my nipples get a rash,” Vinnie said.

“If the four of you were in Mildred’s position, or Alice, Lenore, or Mim, would you stay in it?” Phillip asked, getting straight to the heart of the matter. “I can’t decide if I’m leading them on or not.”

Tonie looked annoyed, reaching up to scratch at her side.

“You’re not fucking any of ‘em but Alice, right?” she asked.

“Just Alice,” he agreed.

“And you’re not trying to fuck any of ‘em?” Bobbie asked.

“No. I’m not.”

“Or doing other kinds of sex stuff?” Vinnie asked. “Like how I want to use my mouth on you till you go in it? They’re not doing that either?”

“No. None of that either.”

“Uh… are you doin’ anything at all with’em?” Frankie asked, sounding confused.

“A kiss here or there. Mim… ah… pleasured herself in front of me. I didn’t touch her,” Phillip said, feeling rather guilty.

Looking around at the four guards, Phillip saw looks of surprise, incredulity, and annoyance.

Tonie clicked her tongue and then shook her head.

“In other words, you’re just courting all four of ‘em,” she summarized.

“Sounds like it,” Bobbie agreed. “I thought he was dippin’ in all of ‘em.”

“Me, too,” Tonie grumbled. “Hell, maybe I do have a shot at you, Phil. I’m a bit more rough than Milly but I think you’re amazing. I’d be a shit wife though but I’d keep you happy and sexed. I’d be loyal. A hard worker. I’d give everything I had and was up in a heartbeat and run away with you. I could work as a guard or a soldier somewhere for us.”

Really?

Huh.

“Stop trying to sell yourself, he’s asking for help,” Bobbie threw out. “And… yeah, if you were just courting me and the others here, I’d stay in. I’m not losing anything for it. I’m getting to learn more about you and… if we fit? Yeah. If we fit. That’s what I’d call it. If we fit.

“And courting doesn’t hurt no one. Especially when everyone knows the game and there’s no sex goin’ on. And as far as I can tell, they all do know the game.”

“Yes, they all know what’s going on,” Phillip agreed.

“Yeah, I’d stay then,” Frankie agreed. “I’d probably be more like Mim though. You’re too damn handsome, I swear.”

“I’d stay,” Bobbie agreed.

“Me, too,” Vinnie said. “I’d be more like Mim, too. I’d probably go down on you every time I got you alone. Make you want it all the time.”

She really has a strong fixation on getting me in her mouth.

“I’d stay… but… I dunno. I’m not even in the running and I want to stay just for a chance with you, Phil,” Tonie added in a strange tone.

Looking to the young woman, he found she was leaning forward, staring hard at him.

“I’m no maiden but I really would be good for you,” Tonie swore. “Just consider me the fifth contestant and give me a chance. I’ll leave the other little girls in the dust. You’re worth getting into a fight like this for.

“I served with your mother for my contracts and came here after the last was up. I remember every time you came to camp. You always were very polite and kind to all of us dirty ugly soldiers. To me.”

“I don’t think you’re dirty, or ugly. Any of you,” Phillip said with a casual flick of his hand. “But… I’m glad to hear you’d all stay. I’m just… feeling a bit hypocritical.”

“Nah, they’re all here because they want to be. And you’re not giving them false hope. You’re honest with each of them,” Frankie muttered. “Uhm… I’ll be the sixth fighter then.”

“Seventh,” Vinnie said quickly.

“Eighth,” Bobbie added with a heavy sigh. “We’ll be the dark horse girls.”

“That or just stay with him regardless of who wins,” Tonie said in the silence that followed. “He’d keep us hired on till we were too old to marry. Then just turn us into servants. I’m sure I could get in his bed at some point, too And once in, always in. Just gotta survive whoever he marries being pissed at me.”

“You’re incorrigible,” Phillip said with a chuckle. He couldn’t deny that her plan actually had merit in it. It planned for his mentality quite well,

“I dunno what that means, but if it means I’m a sex-hungry woman who wants to lick you from your toes to your eyebrows and show you what you’re worth, yeah. I am. I’m definitely that,” Tonie said with a growl to her voice. “But only you. I’m not really interested in other men. You’re… you’re different, Phil.”

Closing his eyes, Phillip grinned to himself.

He wasn’t afraid of these women.

Mildred might worry over them being forward with him, but he knew them better than she did. They weren’t a threat to him, or his honor or duty.

If anything, he was the threat to them.

They were rapidly putting themselves into a position they had slim chances of winning. Because they somehow felt that slim chance was worthwhile.

Good at seducing women, indeed.


Twenty-One

 

“Phil.”

Startling awake in the recliner, Phillip opened his eyes and looked to the speaker.

Mildred was standing in the entryway to his room.

“Hey, Milly,” said Phillip with a thick tongue that didn’t want to respond. “What’s up?”

He hadn’t expected to fall asleep as he had. The book at his feet was testament to the fact that he’d dozed off while trying to read after working all day. Sitting upright, he then bent over and retrieved the book from the floor.

“I’m sorry for waking you,” Mildred said with a grim look on her face. “But we had an incident. I’ve already solved the situation but I wanted to make you aware of it.”

Phillip cleared his throat twice and then set the book down on the table in front of him.

“Okay?” Phillip asked, turning his full attention to Mildred.

Or at least trying to. He felt groggy and run down given everything he was trying to keep together.

“Several individuals broke into Madeline’s workshop. We caught three, but I’m not sure if there were more of them,” Mildred said, getting straight to the heart of the matter. “If there were more of them… then they’ve likely already gotten the news back to whoever sent them.”

“Which means… there’s a distinct possibility that someone knows what we’ve been making,” Phillip said with a slow exhalation. “The cart isn’t an issue thankfully. Alice already started selling those before she left.”

Phillip shook his head and considered what to do.

They had the money from the carts in their pockets which meant they were certainly in excellent shape. But losing the first to market status on the updated spinning wheels would be a significant blow.

There was also the distinct possibility of losing the market entirely. If someone got ahold of one of the spinning-wheels and broke down what was changed, they could easily mass produce it.

To dump so much gold into it that time wouldn’t be a consideration.

Especially if someone was trying to take action before Alice or Lenore could return.

Which meant it was very likely the guild mistress herself.

“Okay. We’ll start selling them today,” Phillip said with a short nod of his head. “I’ll go meet with Madeline and we’ll start moving things into action. We don’t have much of a choice otherwise.”

“If this were a battle, first to strike would have the initiative,” Mildred said, agreeing in her own way. “I had the spies executed, by the way. Their bodies were dumped on the other side of the city. Whoever hired them will obviously know they died, but they won’t be able to claim anything. They’d have been the ones hiring them.

“No sense in risking them escaping with information. And they knew the price of being a spy that was caught.”

Phillip was mildly surprised at that.

There was no such thing as a “spy” in civilian life. They would have just been tried as simple thieves.

Burglars, even.

“Okay,” Phillip said, not really knowing how to respond to that. “I’ll support whatever you feel is best, Milly. Always.

“For now though… we need to go talk to Madeline. Get a list of everyone we should go see about selling our product to, and start doing just that.”

“I’ll organize the guard,” Mildred said with a nod of her head.

Turning, she left him there with his thoughts.

Well… here we go then. No way to go back from here I suppose.

Phillip prepared himself mentally for what he suspected lay in wait for him. A war of a different sort than what his mother waged.

One that would play out in backrooms with the weight of fortunes lying in wait.

First to market counted; having inventory counted a great more; being who they went to if their equipment broke, was priceless.

He needed to go see Madeline in the morning.

 

***

 

Entering Madeline’s home and business, Phillip was struck rather quickly by the fact that it was swarming with women.

Very tough-looking women.

Kitted out in armor, arms, and looking like they knew a deadly business and how to go about it. That they were likely the very same type of creature that Mildred, Tonie, Bobbie, Vinnie, and Frankie were was obvious in that single glance.

Soldiers and fighters through and through, without the hope or wish of being anything else.

Given his personal preferences, Phillip had to hard-curb his interest. If he was being honest with himself, he really wanted to mingle and talk to some of the women he saw. Get their names and maybe have a conversation with them.

As if they sensed that desire, Tonie and Vinnie pressed in a bit closer at his sides. Till their arms touched his own. Locking down tight around him and guiding him deeper into the house.

Finally, Phillip found Madeline. She was unhurriedly finishing up the assembly of a spinning-wheel.

Looking up from her work, she saw him heading her way.

A dissatisfied grimace spread over her face. Either she wasn’t happy to see him, suspected bad news, or already knew what was about to happen.

Given how many guards are swarming around, I imagine the second one, or the last, as far as possibilities.

“Good morning,” Phillip said, coming to a stop in front of her. “I assume you know what happened?”

“Morning, Mister Rias,” Madeline said with a shake of her head. Followed by a slow nod. “Yeah. I heard. And I can guess at what’s next, too. Time’s up?”

“Time’s up,” agreed Phillip with a nod of his head. “We need to go to market. I want you to start selling them by noon. I’m going to see if I can’t talk to the guild-mistress one more time, and then a few of the largest textile shops in the city.”

“Alright. I can do that,” Madeline grumped then sighed and threw up her hands. “Whatever. We’ve been building for this moment. Maybe I’m just afraid.”

“First touch of battle is always the hardest,” offered Tonie.

“It’s a lot easier after that,” Vinnie chimed in.

“Really just becomes a slog and the anxiety goes away,” Bobbie finished.

To his left, Mildred nodded her head a little.

“Great. Anything you need from me before I head out?” Phillip asked, feeling rather excited about the whole thing. He didn’t doubt that he’d be able to make some great sales. That he’d be able to really move product.

Outside of figuring out who to deal with at the start, he was also quite good at talking people into doing what he wanted. Or buying his product, to be more specific.

“Yeah, actually. If you don’t mind,” said Madeline after a second.

“Of course, what can I do?” Phillip asked with a smile.

“Stand next to the sales stall for a bit. Dressed just as you are right now,” Madeline asked. “Honestly… I think we’ll get people coming over just to look at you, let alone buy a wheel.”

I… ah… ugh.

I suppose she’s not wrong.

“As… you wish,” relented Phillip. “That’s not an issue I suppose.”

“Great. Be back by noon? We’ll start then,” inquired Madeline.

“Noon it is,” confirmed Phillip.

Turning on his heel, he left the house and got back out onto the street.

“I mean, I’d come over to see you, Philly,” Frankie said, her left hand coming up to rest on his back.

It was surprising to be touched like that.

His personal guards had put up a barrier around him almost at all times. That they even excluded themselves from.

Outside of Mildred, not one of them had touched him before.

He wasn’t against it either. Her warm hand felt good on his back.

“You see me all the time, you dolt,” Phillip said with a laugh, glancing at Frankie. “Now, get in front of me and let’s go see the guild mistress. We need to be going. If we’re going to do this, we need to do it sooner rather than later.”

“You trying to get a look at my butt?” Frankie asked, arching an eyebrow.

“Oh, that’s a good point. Milly, would you and Vinnie go up to the front?” Phillip asked.

Frankie guffawed at that and gave Phillip a very light shove before turning around and moving behind him.

“Whatever, I’ll stare at your ass then,” Frankie said with a chuckle.

Vinnie and Mildred moved past him and got in front of him. Though Mildred did pause to give him a several-second stare.

“What? She’s right. I should enjoy the view, right?” Phillip asked, not looking away from Mildred.

Who was now becoming a slow dark-red color.

“You can look, Phil. But you have to remember it’s also all yours if you want it,” Vinnie said, adjusting her helmet. “On me, Dread.”

Not waiting for her leader, Vinnie started forward, forcing the other woman to catch up with her a short step later.

“You’re terrible,” Bobbie said at Phillip’s right side.

“You love it,” said Phillip, feeling extremely flirty and excited. Getting into deals and leading them all the way through like this got his mind spinning wildly. “You wish I told you to get up there.”

“I… uh… yeah, I do and yeah, I did,” Bobbie said, clearly off guard.

“You could get up there and walk backwards. You and Tonie. That’d be just as great,” Phillip offered easily.

“Oh my fuck I never should have told you I was interested,” grumbled Tonie. “Now you’re making it even harder for me.”

“You make me harder, too, Tonie,” said Phillip before his brain could catch up. “Especially when you smile.”

“Damnit, Philly,” muttered Frankie from behind him.

“You made me hard in the first place, Frankie,” threw Phillip even as his mind screeched at what he’d just said to Tonie. “It’s just a shame you put your hand on my back. And not elsewhere.”

Suddenly, all of his guards were quiet.

For the first time, in a long time, they weren’t actually responding.

Walking through the street, the group was able to make their way rather quickly. People got out of Mildred and Vinnie’s way. Moving to the left or right without much of a complaint at all.

Faster than he honestly wished it, as he was actually enjoying staring at Mildred and Vinnie in their leather armor, they reached their destination.

I really am a cad. I can’t believe I said those things.

But… they were so fun to say!

They really made my heart race.

Maybe this is… maybe this is why my sisters always liked talking at men.

Stepping up to the front door of Fend’s home, Phillip knocked on it rather firmly.

He wished it wasn’t his first place of call, but it needed to be done. Getting it done sooner rather than later, was also in his best interest.

There was a light clatter from somewhere inside.

“One minute!” called a voice that sounded like Fend.

We’ll tell her we’re going live with it soon. Likely tomorrow.

Then just-

The door opened finally and Phillip found himself looking at a nearly nude Fend. She was dressed in what was little better than a handkerchief and a pair of shorts.

“Hey, decided to take me up on that offer, huh?” Fend asked, giving him a devilish smile.

Did… she take her clothes off just to answer the door like this?

I mean, I know it’s early in the morning, but not that early.

“Ah, I certainly came over to discuss the offer we made to you,” agreed Phillip hesitantly. “But not to that. I’m sorry. I’m a married man and-”

“She wouldn’t know. And your guards won’t care,” Fend said, leaning up against the door frame. She folded her arms under her breasts and partially pushed them up with the motion. “Because if you just came here to talk about what we already did, then it was a waste of time.”

Sighing, Phillip nodded his head and then realized this was pointless.

“As you like. Good day,” Phillip said with finality and turned on his heel.

“I-that-okay, look. I’m sorry,” Fend said quickly as Phillip walked away. “Let’s talk it out. Maybe we can figure something out after all.”

Pausing, Phillip stood there, staring at Bobbie.

The green-eyed woman was staring back at him, her face slowly turning red the longer he did it. Till finally she broke eye contact and glanced down at his belt-buckle, then rapidly away to the side.

She is rather pretty.

He had a bad feeling about Fend. Had from the very start.

But he owed it to his partners to make this work. To get this going down the right path. If he could get Fend on board, it would make everything else all the easier.

Especially if they could make sales from the guild-hall itself. It’d shift their plans considerably.

“Okay, fine. Put… some clothes on, though,” entreated Phillip.

“You got it. Come on in. I don’t have any servants or the like so just make yourself at home in the parlor,” Fend said agreeably. She was partially covering her breasts with one arm and had moved to one side. Putting most of her body behind the door frame. “Could you please have your guards wait outside though?

“This is guild business and that… means… secrets that I just can’t trust with anyone. Even if you trust them, I don’t. That’s my own ask on this.”

She met me half-way, now I suppose it’s my turn.

And there isn’t much she can do to me by herself.

Nor would she have an alibi if something did happen.

Realizing that if he wanted this to work, a positive answer was what he would have to give.

“Okay, but the front door stays unlocked,” countered Phillip.

“Sure, sure, no worries. I got it,” Fend said and then pushed the door open wider. “Come on in. Just head to the left. I’m going to go get dressed. I have some tea out on the table. I was just enjoying my morning. I’ll bring a second cup for myself, you can use the one that’s there. I hadn’t even touched it yet.”

Not waiting, Fend vanished deeper into her house.

Sighing, Phillip looked to Mildred.

“We’ll be right here,” she assured him. “Just give a mild yell and we’ll be there faster than she can blink.”

Phillip scoured himself for courage, cobbled it all together, and then marched into Fend’s house. Pausing in the entry way he looked one way, and then the other.

Spotting what looked like a parlor, along with a tea service on a tray in the middle of a table, Phillip assumed that was where she expected him to be. Putting his hands behind his back, he wandered over to the tea-set and inspected it.

It was a rather well-made set, with a matching silver set of silverware. The spoons, forks, and knives all looked to be forged with one another in mind. Though the backs of them came to an odd-looking triangular design he hadn’t seen before.

Oh how lovely. The silverware must be foreign.

And the plates even have a silver liner to complement the rest.

I need a set for myself.

Picking up the tea-pot, Phillip gave the interior a casual inspection.

The tea was long since ready. If it waited any longer it’d be too cold. As well as likely over-steeped.

Clicking his tongue, Phillip simply poured some of the tea into the tea-cup that’d been set there. Picking up the saucer and cup, he held it up to his nose and took a discerning sniff.

It smelled wonderful.

Unable to help himself, he took a sip of it.

He found it was a lovely aroma and taste and immediately took a much larger sip. There was a pleasant tingling sensation in his throat as well.

Picking up a single sugar cube, he dropped it into his cup and stirred it in quickly.

Quite nice, if I must say so. I’ll have to ask her where she got the tea itself. I’ll need to buy some.

This would go lovely with a pastry with a strawberry flavor.

Mim would love it.

Nodding his head, Phillip set the spoon down on his saucer. Lifting the cup he took another sip with a smile on his lips.

“Oh, wonderful!” Fend said, joining him just as he reached the bottom of his teacup. She was dressed in a long dress and a rather loose-looking blouse. It didn’t look bad on her, but she’d clearly dressed in a hurry. “Before we begin, I wanted you to look at this new tea-set I bought.

“It’s a sister set to the one right there, but in gold. I’ve heard you’re quite the tea connoisseur and I’d love to get your opinion on it.”

“Of-” Phillip winced, his voice rasping unexpectedly. Clearing his throat, he grimaced. “My apologies, seems it went down the wrong pipe there. Of course I’d be delighted to see it.”

“Wonderful. Bring your cup,” said Fend, looking excited. “It’s right over there.”

Lifting her arm, Fend pointed to the room next to the parlor.

Sitting at the center of the room was a tea-caddy with a tea set resting on it.

Excited, and wondering if he could perhaps buy it from Fend, Phillip eagerly walked over to it.

“Delightful,” Fend said as she joined him.

“It does look rather exquis-” Phillip’s voice cut away from him once again. Wincing, he set his teacup on the saucer and reached up to rub his fingertips against his throat. It was like his throat was on fire now.

Coughing, he reached up and pulled at his collar with two fingers.

“Ah, it’s kicking in. Wonderful,” said Fend from behind him, followed by the sound of doors closing almost silently. “Don’t worry, it’s rather temporary. Just… makes it really hard to speak.”

Realizing he’d made a mistake, Phillip spun toward the nearest exit and started running for it.

Only for his knees to give out from under him as something struck him upside the head, his teacup tumbling from his hand and bouncing off the heavily carpeted floor and rolling away. The spoon he’d used to stir in his sugar clunked to the ground.

“I did tell you that it would be a mistake,” said Fend as she rolled Phillip over onto his back. “Oh, it looks like the other little surprise I put in there is kicking in, too.”

Fend reached down and grabbed at Phillip’s rapidly stiffening member.

“I had to put in a rather large dose of both to make this happen so quickly,” Fend apologized, starting to strip Phillip of his clothes.

His hands came up to fight her away, his cries coming out as wretched croaking.

Slapping his hands to one side, Fend laughed and then jerked his pants down to his ankles.

“Stop it. This’ll be quick, then I’ll hand you off to your guards. That you suddenly fainted and I did all I could to help,” said Fend. “And even if you tell anyone what happened, no one will believe you. My word versus yours.”

Groaning, Phillip turned his head to the side even as Fend worked at her dress.

Damnit. Damnit all.

Spotting the spoon, Phillip glared at it with a hot anger.

A spoon. That fits. That’s about how useful I am as well.

Fend squatted down over his hips and sat herself down on him. He could feel her privates against his lower stomach.

“Right, here we go. But first, a little kissy-kissy. You’re so pretty,” Fend said in a dark tone.

In the next instant she was on him, kissing him roughly.

Clenching his hands into the carpet, Phillip wasn’t sure what to do with himself.

Without meaning to, his hand found the spoon.

Not thinking about it, he flipped the spoon around to the rear of it. Throwing his left arm around Fend’s neck he pulled her in closer, not wanting her to squirm away.

Moaning, Fend was completely unaware of what he was doing otherwise.

Gripping the spoon tightly, Phillip struck out. Stabbing the triangular butt of the spoon into Fend’s neck.

Then he pulled his arm back and did it again, and again, and again.

Fend apparently hadn’t realized what’d happened in the first strike. By the third though she was struggling to push away from Phillip.

Who hung onto her, kissed her, and continued to ram the spoon home.

Over, and over, and over. His mind lost in a haze. His thoughts slowly floating away from him as he continued to get hotter and hotter.

To the point that it felt like the top of his head was being pulled open.

Everything became a blur to him, even as he punched the spoon home several more times into Fend’s neck.


Twenty-Two

 

“Phillip?” asked a concerned voice.

Groggily, Phillip managed to get his eyelids to respond and open partially.

Everything felt hazy and like the room was spinning.

“Waaaaaahhh?” he asked, his brain feeling like it was sliding toward one side of his skull. Only to rapidly move back to the other side.

“You’re okay,” said the same voice.

He was pretty sure it was Mildred, but it had a strange faint echo behind it.

There was also the stink and horrible taste of vomit in his mouth. Taking a shuddering breath, he realized it wasn’t just in his mouth. The stink was also on him and around him.

And the smell of blood. A lot of blood.

“You’re okay,” Mildred said in a soothing voice. “I got you back to the house rolled up in a rug. You… threw up at some point.

“I need to get you washed up. I already got rid of the rug and your clothes are burning right now.”

Burning?

Lifting his head up, Phillip glanced down at himself and found he was still quite nude. Blood and vomit were spread across his torso and stomach in equal measure.

All the way down to his knees in fact.

His member was also at attention and proudly pointing right at Mildred. It was also covered in blood.

Fend… bled a lot.

And everywhere.

Groaning, Phillip let his head rest back on the ground.

“Oooay,” he mumbled, though Mildred was already picking him up, his acceptance assumed rather than actually being given.

Carrying him in front of herself in what those terrible romance novels would call a “prince carry”, Phillip was brought into his personal washroom.

“We heard a muffled yell. Tonie, Bobbie, and I went in. Vinnie and Frankie watched the door,” Mildred explained, starting to lay him down inside the filled wooden tub. The interior linen had been hastily pulled to one side.

Ugh, splinters and-

Phillip’s mind locked up as his skin hit the cold water.

“It’s old water from your bath this morning. This needs to be done now. There’s no time to wait for hot water,” apologized Mildred as he settled into the tub completely. She pulled up a washcloth over the side of it and began to scrub at him immediately. “We found Fend dying on top of you by the time we got to you. You hit everything important, by the way. She was little better than a corpse, she just wasn’t dead yet.”

Opening his eyes, Phillip stared up at Mildred as she scrubbed and washed at him. Her hands firm and unyielding.

“Everyone else stayed there. They were going to report the death after coming to relay your request to meet with Fend,” continued Mildred. “Finding the door open, and the corpse inside.

“Which meant I had to get you back here, cleaned up, and ready to meet with anyone who comes calling.”

That all makes sense but… it puts my guards in a delicate position.

They could be blamed for this.

“Why use a spoon when they had actual weapons,” answered Mildred, plucking the thought from his mind. “If anything, you’re still the most likely culprit. Especially given that your mutual dislike for each other was known.”

Which is why she’s cleaning me.

“Sorry,” Mildred said, and then began scrubbing at his erect self. Shaking her head, she looked unnerved and amused at the same time. “Not exactly how I imagined touching it for the first time.”

Her hand closed down tight around him, the wash cloth dragging over him several times.

Then she pulled her hand back and inspected him.

Phillip did so as well.

Still ferociously erect.

But no longer covered in blood.

Closing his eyes, Phillip couldn’t keep his thoughts together very well. He did feel like he was doing better since he woke up, however.

“Can’t believe she’d do something so damn risky,” muttered Mildred. “She’d clearly been expecting something like this.”

Or she’s done it before and had it on hand.

“Okay. Hold on,” said Mildred, rolling him to one side. She started to scrub down his back now, her firm callused fingers digging into his flesh.

“Thank you, Milly,” croaked Phillip.

Grunting, she continued her work.

It was stupid to put myself in such a position.

Stupid!

I knew she wasn’t a friend but I willingly sought her out on her own territory, let her be alone with me.

Foolish. Stupidly foolish.

Never again.

“Okay, time to get dressed,” Mildred said, causing Phillip to open his eyes.

She was watching him with a frown. Her eyes had the unmistakable quality of being annoyed to them.

“Whatever,” she said and then reached in and picked Phillip up. “I’ll just change as well. Better that they think I’ve seduced you than you’ve murdered someone.”

Phillip couldn’t argue with that.

He wanted to say it was self-defense, but he knew that didn’t matter. All that mattered was how many friends Fend had, and if they were part of the sheriff and her team of constables.

If they were, it wouldn’t matter if Phillip was defending himself or not. Convicting him of the death of Fend would merely be a question of when, not if.

Taking him back to his bedroom, she laid him out on the rug near his bed.

“Letting you air dry for a second while I dump the water and change my clothes, I’ll be back with a towel,” Mildred said and then left.

Staring up at the ceiling, there was little Phillip could do. Or wanted to do.

At the moment, he could at least control his fingers and toes when he tried. Things were coming back to him.

Mildred was blessedly gentle yet swift in getting him dressed. She’d changed herself into clothes he didn’t see her in often. Clothes that Lenore or Alice were far more likely to wear.

Faster than he thought, she had him put to rights and sitting on his couch. As if he were here the entire time and being rather bored.

By the time she’d managed it, he could keep himself upright to a degree as well.

“I was shtupid,” muttered Phillip, his tongue mostly behaving inside his mouth.

“No, you just didn’t think she’d do something so wrong,” countered Mildred. “To be fair, I didn’t think she would either. It’s why we agreed to let you do what you wanted.”

Shaking his head a little, Phillip disagreed with her.

He knew better.

His father had warned him often that putting himself in those kind of situations, with people he didn’t know, was asking for trouble.

Regardless of whether or not he liked the state of the world, Phillip had to know how to live in it. He’d done something that his father would have cautioned him against.

Now he’d murdered someone who attacked him, and would likely be questioned sometime soon.

“I give it an hour,” Mildred murmured from right next to him. She’d taken up a seat on the couch as well.

Gently, she reached out and patted him on the back with one hand.

“Just… stick to the story. We’ve been here since the morning. Waiting on Fend to respond to your request,” Mildred coached him.

Nodding his head, Phillip could only wait.

 

***

 

Phillip wasn’t quite sure what he expected to happen.

The sheriff was the queen’s justice. An agent specifically assigned to the city to organize the law, arrest offenders, and hold them for judges to rule over.

Those of the actual nobility were afforded queen’s justice, and would require a formal complaint sent to the queen. The nobility were often laws unto themselves upon their own lands.

Technically, Phillip was of the nobility. He was also removed from it, and a married son that wouldn’t inherit.

It put him in a legal grey area that the sheriff likely wouldn’t want to push too hard into. One never knew if the nobility behind said husband would get involved.

And in the case of his mother, and grandmother, Phillip was probably a very dangerous suspect to question.

Even then, the sheriff did arrive.

It took her far longer than he expected to show up, though. An entire hour in fact, before the sheriff came to visit him. Along with several of her constables, all looking rather nervous at being in the Rias household.

They were all dressed up in what was likely their best outfits. Though the sheriff was wearing some type of uniform.

Phillip had been able to recover most of his faculties and thinking by this point.

That allowed him to receive them in the formal receiving hall and room. Having so much time, he’d even taken the time to prepare a tea service for himself and Mildred and talk with her for a time by themselves.

Despite the situation that’d occurred, that Phillip had just killed someone, he was thankful to have some alone time with Mildred. She was always a constant source of strength and resolution to and for him.

“Good morning, Mr. Rias,” said the woman at the front of the group. “My name is Sheriff Halis.”

“And what can I do for you, Sheriff?” Phillip asked, not having gotten up from his seat on the couch. Mildred was sitting next to him in a recliner. “You’ll forgive me for not bothering with pleasantries but I have a rather full day ahead of me.”

All of the Rias household servants were going about their business. Or resting in their rooms and enjoying the break.

Phillip being the only actual family member in the home meant they didn’t have that much work to complete.

Looking to be in her thirties, with brown hair, and warm brown eyes, the sheriff looked like someone confident. Confident in their ability, their power, and their status.

Except Phillip could tell she was nervous. That she wasn’t sure of the situation and didn’t quite feel as secure as she made herself look.

“Mistress Fend has been slain. Your guards were at her home,” said the sheriff.

“Slain? She’s dead?” Phillip asked, doing his best to look surprised. Then he deliberately shrugged his shoulders. “I’m sorry for her family, though she and I had no love for one another. I admit I don’t feel any actual regret at her passing.

“Though you mentioned my guards, but they’ve yet to return. Where are they? They were only supposed to go inform Fend that I’d like to have a meeting with her today.”

The sheriff looked rather surprised at his words. Her eyebrows raised up and her mouth forming a partial O.

“They’re… being held right now down at jail,” the sheriff said slowly. “In connection with the death of mistress Fend.”

“Well, you can release them,” Phillip said with a wave of his hand. “Those four, and Mildred here, are all under the employ of my mother. The heir to the Duchy Curis. You’re welcome to write her if you feel my guards are under suspicion of murder.”

Having thought on the situation since the second he could get his mind to behave, Phillip had been wracking his mind. Trying to figure out all the possible ins and outs of the situation. How to dodge what was likely going to be a murder investigation, and how to get his people clear of it, and himself, as quickly as possible.

Lying about who was paying them would be easy. His mother would back him up, as well.

“I… your mother?” asked the sheriff.

“Exactly. Unless you’d like to insert yourself in the queen’s justice?” Phillip asked with a sweet smile.

No sheriff would ever want to do such a thing. It was the very same reason Halis was having difficulties with Phillip.

“They’re-you’re not employing them,” Halis said, looking annoyed now.

“I am not. They’re officially paid by my mother. I assume you’re letting them go. Or… aren’t you? Should I be contacting the Countess?” Phillip asked, looking at the sheriff in surprise. “I would hate to engage the queen’s justice over such a trivial matter but… if I must.”

Shaking her head slowly, the sheriff realized she had no choice in the matter. While her position was certainly sound against the majority of the citizens, it was not true for the nobility.

“They’ll be released immediately,” said the sheriff with a bow of her head. “Would you be so kind as to accompany me to the jail for their release?”

“No, I won’t be so kind. You can release them on their own recognizance, thank you,” Phillip said with a wave of his hand. There was no way he was allowing Halis to get him into the jail.

Not for any reason.

Staring at Phillip, who stared back at her, Halis was slowly coming to the realization that she wasn’t going to get what she wanted here.

“I’d like to ask you about mistress Fend,” the sheriff said, changing the subject.

“She was a poisonous monster who wanted me to sleep with her for her support in selling product,” Phillip said without any sort of shame. He had no doubt that word would spread about what Fend wanted him to do at some point. It was easier if he said it up front now. If he was the point of origin. “I refused and that concluded our business. I sent my guards to speak with her today in a last-ditch effort to see if she could see reason.

“It seems perhaps I wasn’t the only one she was attempting to force into a compromising position. After all, if she was willing to try such a thing on myself, the grandson of the Duchess, husband to Alice Rias, then I can only imagine what she would do to commoners.”

Pushing on his relationship, Phillip was doing all he could to reinforce to the sheriff that this was a lost cause. That coming after him would only get herself in more trouble. To draw the ire of both the Rias and the Curis family.

“Was there something else?” Phillip asked when the sheriff didn’t immediately respond to that.

There was no surprise on her face when he relayed what she’d wanted him to do. Which meant she already knew of it, or Fend had done it previously and had a record.

In either situation, Phillip was certainly now glad for the mental preparations he had given himself.

“You didn’t order her killed?” demanded the sheriff, putting her hands on her hips.

“No, I didn’t. There was no reason to,” admitted Phillip. “There’s nothing she can do to actually stop my sales, or corner the market.

“For all intents and purposes, she was a toothless threat that wanted something she wasn’t going to have. Beneath my notice, outside of my concern, and certainly not a problem. Now, if there’s nothing else, I’m going to go see my distributer. You can have my guards sent back here, sheriff.”

To Phillip, talking in such a way felt incredibly strange. This was so far outside of his normal behavior and disposition that he felt like an absolute fraud.

Gazing at him for several more seconds, the sheriff inclined her head once, and then left. No servants were called to escort her out, and Phillip offered nothing on her departure.

Mildred got up and followed, seemingly wanting to make sure they left.

Two minutes later Mildred returned, coming to a stop in front of Phillip.

“Have they left?” he asked, his voice a little tight in his ears.

“Yes, they’re gone,” she said, watching him.

“Oh thank heavens,” said Phillip with an anxiety-filled chuckle, followed by a full-body shudder and a shake of his head. “Today… today isn’t my day.”

“It’s… definitely one of the more colorful days,” Mildred allowed. “Now that that’s passed… are you alright?”

Phillip had to think on that question.

Really think on it.

He knew that realistically he should be feeling horrible with himself. Having taken Fend’s life, he should fee the stain of killing someone on his hands.

Except he didn’t feel horrible.

He didn’t feel bad.

If he was being completely honest with himself, he felt vindicated. That it really was in self defense and he hadn’t done anything wrong. Not feeling much of anything felt more abnormal to him at the moment, than the idea of killing Fend.

“Yeah,” Phillip said after a long and heavy pause. “I feel more guilty at feeling nothing, than I do for the action.”

Mildred looked like she was digesting that. For several seconds she stood there just staring at him.

With a sudden nod of her head she let out a short breath.

“She was the enemy. Not a questionable enemy. Not a soldier opposing you for the sake of their masters,” said Mildred carefully. “But a true enemy. One who wronged you and would wrong you.

“What you’re feeling is right for the situation. You haven’t lost who you are, but you’ll likely feel the weight of it later. At night. When you’re trying to sleep.”

Unable to doubt her words, because Phillip imagined Mildred felt them herself and spoke from experience, he nodded his head in agreement.

“Could… you go get them?” Phillip asked, meeting Mildred’s eyes again. “I don’t want Bobbie, Tonie, Vinnie, and Frankie in there any longer than they have to be. You work for my mother as well. You could easily push the issue.

“There’s no way I’m going to the jail, though. That’s just putting myself into an enemy’s hand. Again. I’ve learned my lesson.”

Smiling at that, Mildred ducked her head formally to him.

“On your order, Phil. I’ll go retrieve the girls,” Mildred said before turning on her heel and leaving him there.

Left alone, Phillip found himself staring at his boots.

They were a lesser pair, not the ones he preferred.

Although… I’m sure those boots are gone now. Likely burned up by Mildred’s all-encompassing protective nature.

Hopefully this is over.

But… I feel like… it isn’t. Like those who called Fend a friend or co-conspirator will come for me.

I must prepare.


Twenty-Three

 

Once his guards were returned, safe and sound, Phillip went right back out into the city.

He needed to be on hand to sell the spinning-wheels. In any way he could.

If that meant helping sales just by him standing nearby at the location, looking handsome, offering smiles and warm words, he’d do it. Salesmanship of that type wasn’t that hard.

Because he, Mim, Mildred, and Lenore, needed this to work. To sell.

To go completely out of stock and force Madeline into a race to make ever more. But this time, with helpers. A large number of helpers could be hired after the first batch.

It wouldn’t be a secret anymore.

There was no alternative here. Far too much money was invested in this to let it go.

What they made on the one-wheeled carts to Alice simply wasn’t enough. They’d made money for certain, but there was no way it could offset their investment in the wheel upgrade.

“That’s right,” Phillip agreed with a smile and a nod of his head. “My friends Lenore Rias and Sophia Lane got all this up and running. It’s all rather impressive, I’m not really sure of the details.

“They’re not here at the moment so I’m just stepping in to help out. Well… kind of help out. I’m afraid I’m not that much use here.”

Phillip paused to reach out with his hand and touch the young woman’s forearm. With an excited sound, Phillip partially leaned toward the young woman he was talking to.

“Oh! Did you see the blue ones by the way? I admit that the color really doesn’t actually add anything but I found to be lovely. I mean, who paints a spinning wheel except a bold seamstress who wants to show off a bit? Someone as pretty as you are probably doesn’t need to, though,” he declared in an amused tone, letting his hand fall away from her arm.

She’d shown up a few minutes ago to look at the new wheels. Apparently she was the daughter of a noble and she was interested in making her own thread.

For what reason, Phillip had no idea, or even if she was being honest.

All he cared about was selling her a wheel.

Her light-blue eyes and brown hair that was pulled back from her face gave her an open appearance. She was also probably just a bit younger than he himself.

That wouldn’t dissuade him from getting her to make a purchase though.

“But that’s just me,” Phillip conceded as the young woman smiled back at him. Slowly, she leaned forward toward him, clearly angling to get closer. Laughing, he stood upright again and waved a hand at her as if it were a natural movement. “Maybe I’m just being silly. It wouldn’t be the first time.”

“No! No. Not at all. I completely agree with you,” said the woman, still leaning forward. “I think you’re absolutely right. I’ll go get the blue one.”

Laughing, Phillip nodded his head and then reached out to brush his fingers against the woman’s shoulder.

“Aww, thanks! I really appreciate that. You’ll have to show me what you come up with later on,” enthused Phillip. “With those lovely hands of yours I bet it’ll come out great.”

Phillip wasn’t sure about this woman, but he knew in general that they responded very well to compliments. His sisters had often lost their ability to speak when complimented by men.

Immediately followed by the belief that the man was interested in them. So starved for compliments were they that they latched onto anything given to them.

The woman nodded her head a little bit and slowly walked away toward the counter Madeline was at. Watching Phillip nearly the entire way as she went.

There was thankfully no one immediately around him waiting to chat him up. Though no small number of women gave him a look or three as they walked by.

“I think… I think I just realized somethin’,” mumbled Bobbie from his right. “You’re being absolutely honest with us dark horse girls. You could’ve sweet talked us all in your bed in a flash.”

“You’re only just now realizing that?” Tonie said with a laugh. “I’ve wanted to lick the sweat off him since I saw him, not for just how he looks either.”

“Talked me out of my drawers and I wasn’t even the one getting any of the compliments today,” admitted Vinnie.

“Out of’em? He owns mine. And what’s in’em. Freakin’ Dread shows up and, ‘Phillip Curis grandson of some-bitch wants his guards. And now. Otherwise he’ll go to the fuckface countess in charge’. And I’m the woman he’s demanding to be released? No one would ever go to the countess for me,” Frankie countered. “Phil would. So… yeah.”

“And I stand by it,” said Phillip clearly. “If that stupid sheriff hadn’t done what I told, I would’ve gone to the countess. Regardless of anything else, that sheriff certainly wasn’t going to be allowed to keep you.”

A teenager practically tripped over herself as she stared at Phillip. Stared at him so hard he felt like he was like something on display.

He only smiled at her and waved a hand, his fingers wiggling back and forth.

I’m not that good-looking, am I?

“Ugh, that’s awful,” Frankie muttered with a laugh. “That poor girl. She won’t ever forget that moment. She’ll be up late at night remembering how she tripped in front of an extremely good-lookin’ guy.”

Passing by slowly, a woman looked at Phillip for a second before her eyes latched onto the spinning wheels.

“It’s a new technology,” Phillip said as if pulling her unspoken question from her eyes. “It lets you use your hands freely, even as it spins.”

That got the woman’s attention.

She paused in mid-step, her eyes having moved back to Phillip.

“As it spins?” she asked, turning her body partway back to him after having passed.

“Exactly! Miss Madeline came up with the idea. One uses their foot to move the wheel, allowing the miss to use both hands freely,” explained Phillip. “I personally have no experience, but my understanding is this makes the work go much quicker.”

From what he knew this was all true. Extremely so since the vast majority of those who worked in with fabrics in the city did their own thread. Their own special dyes and blends as “secret formulas”.

Phillip suspected that was a bunch of poppy cock and that someone in a guild somewhere just didn’t want to pay another guild. If he was a betting man, a specific person was hired to make the thread, in shop, while someone else in the shop did the fabric and clothier work.

Pursing her lips, the woman seemed to be contemplating the product.

“Miss Madeline hand-crafted each and every spinning wheel and added that technology personally,” said Phillip, skirting the truth a bit. It wasn’t true she’d made all the new pieces herself, but she had assembled them personally. “In her own workshop, sponsored by the Rias and Lane families.”

That got the woman’s attention, her eyebrows raising slightly at that. Then she ignored Phillip and went straight into the display to look at a spinning wheel.

Smothering a sigh, Phillip only smiled and looked back to those passing by again.

He recognized the woman’s hesitation.

It wasn’t strange for her to worry that the work had been done by a man, like Phillip, given he was standing out front. There were any number of women who simply didn’t trust work done by a man and would second guess it. Check it for themselves.

Or demand a woman verify the integrity or value of the item.

Such is life.

 

***

 

Walking into the Rias household, Phillip was quite glad to be home. Once the door shut behind him, he felt better. Taking a detour to the mud-room, Phillip wanted to clean up a bit rather than track the filth of the city through the house.

After being out for most of the day, not to mention having killed someone, he was feeling empty. That he was emotionally, physically, and mentally drained and had nothing left to give anyone.

In the first day, they’d nearly sold their entire stock of wheels.

Given what those buyers would report to others, it was very likely the rest of the wheels would be gone within the week.

Which meant Madeline was already taking all the money she’d earned and was re-investing it back into making more wheels. Though she had made a deliberate repayment of a large portion of what she owed her sponsors.

Or more directly, Lenore, Mildred, Mim, and Phillip.

Since money would come in and go out with far more regularity, Madeline seemed to feel confident in the situation. She would no longer be making product with no sale date.

“Well, that went quite well,” Mildred declared, turning to face Phillip. “The day started… oddly… but it definitely turned itself around.”

“Ha. I thought I was going to end up in prison forever,” Vinnie said with a laugh as she picked up a piece of cast-off bronze and started scraping filth from the bottom of her boots. “In fact, hey, Phil, you wanna hop in a bed with me? I just got out of prison and I ain’t seen a man in years.”

Laughing at that, Phillip was going through a similar removal process of his own boots.

“Yeah, Vinnie. Let’s do that. I’ll even pull your hair till you bend backward,” said Phillip with a snort. “But you’ll have to wait. Put that away with that rain-check on the other… thing.”

“Oh, sure, uh huh. By the time I’m allowed to collect I don’t think you’ll have the stamina to cash them out,” complained Vinnie.

“You’re right. Add another rain-check as interest. I’ll let you get on top for that one,” Phillip said in a serious tone as if he were bartering over a price.

“You’re such a shit,” Tonie said and then slapped Phillip on the back of his shoulder with a chuckle. “I demand to be given any rain-check she gets, as well.”

“Fine, fine. If I promise any of you dark-horse girls a rain check it’s for all of you,” Phillip said in a magnanimous tone.

Considering his rain-checks for them would never be cashed, everyone was well aware that it was like promising a mountain.

Which everyone clearly knew since they all broke into laughter.

Even Mildred was laughing.

A firm and hard knock at the door quieted everyone.

Frowning, Mildred looked back the way they came. With a casual move of her hand, she withdrew the short-sword she kept at the small of her back and then went to the door.

Phillip edged over toward the entrance of the mud-room to see what was happening.

“-order of the countess,” stated a woman’s voice in clear crisp tones.

“You may present me with the document,” Mildred declared, holding out her left hand to the person at the door. Her right hand, however, held up her short-sword. It was a clear alternative she was offering them if they didn’t comply with her request.

“Ah… yes,” said the person who’d spoken. A hand came into view and handed a piece of paper over into Mildred’s open hand.

Swift and sure, she flicked the paper with her wrist, forcing it to stand upright despite its folds. Her eyes moved back and forth as she read the paper.

“I see,” she said then looked to the person at the door. “You will remain there while I present this document. Do you understand?”

“Yes… Miss Dread,” said the voice. Mildred was more widely known than Phillip had suspected.

Saying nothing more, Mildred shut the door and then came over to him.

“The sheriff apparently was able to talk the countess into signing a writ for your arrest on the grounds of murder,” Mildred murmured, holding the paper out to him.

Arrest… me?

Feeling his eyes widen and his heart skip a beat, Phillip took the paper from her and began to read it over.

It was exactly what she said.

He was being formally arrested under suspicion of murder with the intent to investigate him and determine his guilt. That he would be held an indeterminate amount of time until his guilt could be completely ascertained.

Or more directly quoted, “until such a time as he confesses to the murder of guild mistress Fend.”

I see.

In other words, they will interrogate me, likely hurt me, and possibly torture me, until I admit to killing her. At which point they’ll force me to sign something and that’ll be it.

“Well. We shouldn’t keep them waiting,” Phillip said and shook his head. Taking everything of worth out of his pockets, off himself, and off his person, he piled it up on a bench nearby.

“We could kill them and escape,” Tonie said with violence in her voice.

“We could, yes,” Phillip agreed, checking through everything on his person. Anything he took with him he wasn’t likely to get back. “But then it’d be a mess when the others got home. No. I made this swamp with my own poor decision-making. I shall wade through it and come out the other side.”

In his head he was going over everything he knew about prisoners of war. What his mother and sisters had said about them, what had been done, and what to expect.

The least of which was he would very likely be forced to take a stimulant and then raped.

Grimacing at the thought, he only shook his head. He wanted no part of that what-so-ever, but he had to prepare himself for the possibility.

To try and build up a shield in his mind to what could very likely happen.

“Manage the household. Keep it running. Work with Madeline on the wheels and decline all other meeting requests. Should anyone try to push, press, or change an agreement, write it down,” said Phillip. “And make sure they know that Alice or Mim will deal with them when they get back. That tends to slow them down.”

“Phillip, we can… we can fight this and-”

Phillip held up his hand to cut Mildred off.

“I will see this through and come out the other side. I know my goals, and I know their goals,” he said with an easygoing smile as he started to walk to the door.

I must not confess, and they wish me to confess.

My victory is assured so long as I never do that.

Now I need only wait for them to present an opportunity for me to defeat them.

Opening the door, Phillip found himself staring at several of the countess’s guards in full armament.

“As the grandson of the Duchess, I would please ask that you allow me to walk on my own,” Phillip said. “I give you my word as a Curis that I will cause no trouble. Grant me safe conduct with my dignity intact and I will see that my mother learns of your generosity.”

In that single declaration, in mentioning his grandmother and mother, Phillip spent all the currency he had on these guards. He wasn’t going to hold back and he planned on making sure that everyone knew who he was. There was nothing to hide or sandbag with, either.

“Of course, Master Rias,” said the guard in the lead, bowing her head to him. “Thank you for your cooperation. We’ll be… we’ll be taking you to the sheriff’s holding cells.”

“As you will it,” declared Phillip and left the home, closing the door behind himself.

“No, sir. Not as we will it at all,” muttered a second guard.

Smirking at that, Phillip nodded his head at the woman who’d spoken.

“Please lead the way, Captain,” Phillip said, noticing the rank of the woman in the front. The two at her sides were lieutenants.

Putting one foot in front of the other, mustering all of his courage and trying to hammer it into place, Phillip walked with the three guards.

He kept his chin up, his shoulders squared, and his back straight. As if he were going out with his own guards and would be returning in no time at all. That this was nothing more than a distraction at the moment, and while annoying, it would pass.

He was the grandson of the Duchess. One of the only grandsons she had, in fact. His mother was a general of such worth that she commanded the royal armies instead of the queen.

On top of that, he was the husband of Alice Rias, a known and unexpectedly feared entity in the city.

If he couldn’t walk with his head held up, he couldn’t imagine someone who could.

It felt as if he’d been led through the city on parade. That hours had passed as he marched along and that every single citizen of the city had seen him. As if there weren’t a person who wouldn’t be aware of his moving with the countess’s guards.

Unwilling to bow his head, Phillip did his best to harden his mind to it. Despite feeling the shame of countless gazes on his person.

Finally, he was brought to the sheriff’s office and escorted inside.

Looking up from what looked to be paperwork, Sheriff Halis seemed rather surprised.

“I told you to bring him in under ch-”

“We would not do that,” declared the captain before the sheriff had even finished speaking. “It stated no-where in the writ that he was to be shackled, chained, or bound. Only arrested. He offered his noble family’s name as collateral and I accepted it.”

Ah. It would seem I owe the captain.

“Thank you for that, Captain…?” Phillip asked, stepping up beside the woman and looking into her helmet.

He couldn’t see much of her face as she had attended to the situation with her visor down.

Phillip wasn’t certain but he got the impression she didn’t want to be associated with the event.

Lifting that visor, he found himself looking into a face that was oddly reminiscent of Mim’s. With similar features and facial shape.

“Captain Bux,” said the woman with a pained smile.

“Captain Bux, I’ll remember your courtesy after this. I’ll remember all of it,” promised Phillip, turning to look at the sheriff. “Well? You’ve had me falsely arrested. Shall we continue with this farce?”

Growling, Halis waved a hand at him and several of her people wordlessly took him into custody. The three guards from the countess turned on their heels and left quickly.

They don’t want anything to do with this at all.

But the countess signed her name to this action.

So… what’s going on?

Confused, Phillip let himself be dragged to a cell and roughly tossed inside.


Twenty-Four

 

Several hours passed with Phillip left to himself.

Or at least, mostly left to himself.

The cells around him were filled. Most of them with more than one person in fact as if it was over-crowded. People who eyed him a way he was not accustomed to at all.

Thankfully he was alone in his cell, which was a small mercy. He couldn’t begin to imagine what kind of difficulties he’d be undergoing if he weren’t alone.

Unfortunately, Phillip had been forced to relieve his bowels into a nasty bucket in the corner of his cell. Even as quite a few women watched him do so.

It made him cringe with shame just thinking about what had happened.

If I’m able to repay the sheriff for this… I shall endeavor to do so. This… this is truly… despicable.

The stomp and thump of boots caused him to break away from his angry thoughts. Bringing him back to where he was in the here and now.

Looking toward the entrance of the holding cells, Phillip could hear the boot-steps approaching him. Whoever it was, seemed to be heading straight for him.

Unable to remove the frown from his face, Phillip reached up and smoothed his hair back into its normal position.

Or at least tried to.

He also adjusted his clothes and then straightened his tunic out.

Several women with truncheons in hand stepped up to the front of his cell. They were all dressed in what Phillip could only assume was the uniform for deputies. It seemed to be common amongst them all so far.

“Prisoner, you will come with us for questioning,” demanded the deputy.

Smiling, Phillip sighed and then stood up. Walking over to the cell door, he waited.

“As you like. I’d like to ask though, do you agree with what the sheriff is doing?” he inquired, looking to the three women.

The one in the lead nodded her head firmly while the two behind her looked rather uneasy.

“Of course I do, you scumbag. Murdering bastards like you should be hung immediately. Questioning you like this is pointless when we should just be killing you,” stated the deputy.

“I see. Thank you for answering,” replied Phillip with a nod of his head toward the deputy. He wasn’t about to reveal anything to anyone. Even if it was the promise of revenge.

Right now, his goal was to endure and outlast.

Eventually the sheriff would be forced to release him or act. The simple reality was Alice, Lenore, or even Mim, would eventually come back and likely raise a stink.

Provided he never revealed anything, or confessed to anything, there’d be nothing that they could hold him to. Other than a suspicion without proof.

He was high enough in power and connections that the sheriff had done what she did. To go about it in a round-a-bout way that required the countess signing off on it.

And even then it was obvious the guards of the countess weren’t influenced by the situation.

Sheriff Halis was walking a tight-rope.

Phillip just had to wait for her to fall and to provide her with nothing.

The cell door clacked and was opened with the turn of the key.

“Out, prisoner,” demanded the lead guard.

Doing as ordered, Phillip exited and stood near the guard who had made the command to him.

She prodded him in the side with the truncheon, pushing him toward the entrance.

Glowering at her, Phillip started moving toward what he believed she wanted. Since she hadn’t said anything he had no idea in truth. All he could do was go with it.

Exiting the cells, he stepped to one side and waited. He wasn’t about to move beyond this point.

For all he knew they were hoping he’d continue on so they could somehow charge him with something else. Like an escape attempt.

“Go on,” demanded the guard.

“Where? I don’t know where I’m going, or where anything is,” asked Phillip. He wanted to scream or shout at the woman, but that would only invite problems.

Likely violence.

Or worse.

As if realizing that he was right, or that he wasn’t going to do something stupid, the lead guard huffed. Then she started leading the way, the other two guards waiting on each side of Phillip.

Finally.

Catching up to the guard, Phillip got behind her and stayed only two paces behind her. His goal was the same as it had been.

Confess to nothing, reveal nothing, get out as quickly as possible, with as little damage to himself as he could manage. Anything and everything beyond that was a luxury.

Screaming, shouting, or being overly rude, wouldn’t do him any favors.

He was led to a small room and pushed through the open door.

Inside he found a room with six or seven people in it. All were seated.

In front of the sheriff was a table.

“Prisoner, go stand over there,” demanded the sheriff in an almost bored tone. As if this were the last thing she wanted to do and had no time for it.

Phillip walked over to the indicated spot and stood there, folding his hands in front of himself.

“You’ve been found guilty of murder. Please sign this document and we can move this along,” Halis said blandly and pushed forward a piece of paper as well as a quill nib and ink-pot.

Quirking a brow at that, Phillip wondered if this was some sort of trick to get him to sign. According to the arrest paperwork he’d been given, he was not yet guilty.

Arrested, certainly, guilty, not yet proven.

Walking over to the paper, Phillip began to read it.

“Sign it already,” demanded the sheriff.

Rather than doing that, Phillip instead continued to read.

While worded oddly, as if it were a proclamation of guilt, he found that it was a written confession. Or so he believed after he managed to puzzle through half of it and being forced to re-read several sections.

“Stop reading it and sign it already!” shouted the sheriff.

“I’ll do no such thing,” said Phillip with a sniff and then looking to Halis. “This is a confession. And I’m not guilty of the crime you have written here. There’s no reason for me to sign a confession that’s a lie.”

Looking around the room, Phillip stared into the face of each person present.

By and large, he recognized most of them as he’d seen them once already. They were all deputies for the sheriff. This was a room full of witnesses that would say whatever she wanted them to, he imagined.

“Sign it!” screamed the sheriff.

“No. It’s fraudulent,” Phillip declared in a neutral and normal tone.

“Make him sign it,” the sheriff said, gesturing at one of the deputies.

Laughing, Phillip watched as a deputy came over to him.

“And just how are you going to accomplish that? Any signature you force me to make will be held up against any other signature I’ve ever made in a flash,” he said, feeling his heart beating incredibly hard in his chest. “That’s all the proof I’d need to have you executed for malfeasance to a noble. Everyone else involved would likely get a brand though not an execution.”

“MAKE HIM SIGN!” shouted the sheriff at the top of her lungs.

The deputy looked far less sure of herself now, however. She stood next to Phillip, staring at the sheriff. She clearly didn’t want to do what she was ordered.

“Fine! I’ll do it,” growled the sheriff, getting up from her seat.

Coming around to the other side, she snatched at Phillip’s right hand and then forced a quill into it.

Relaxing his fingers, the quill wouldn’t stay where she’d put it. It simply fell into the webbing of his hand.

“Mmm, as if I’d assist you in this,” said Phillip, peering at the woman.

Grabbing his hand entirely in her own, she clamped her fingers down around his. Using both her hands, she forced the quill nib into the ink-pot then to the paper.

Grinning, Phillip jerked his hand to the right and left a long ugly line of ink across the whole thing.

“Ah, sorry. You’re holding me so tightly, it hurts and feels like my hand is breaking. I can’t quite control it,” Phillip apologized, not looking to antagonize her at the moment.

Screaming wordlessly, the woman pulled Phillip’s hand through the ink and began to force him to write a P. He didn’t resist her and allowed her to write the P quite easily.

Succeeding, she started to move it through an H.

Only for Phillip to dig the quill in sharply as it slid to the right in the middle of the H. Ripping audibly, the corner of the paper tore off.

Phillip said nothing, he just stood there, looking at the paper. He managed to not even smile.

Then the sheriff punched him across the face and sent him crashing to the ground. His temple smacked and bounced off the stone at the same time.

Unsure if it was the floor, or the punch, Phillip couldn’t clear his thoughts.

He’d never been struck before.

Everything spun around him and his eyes wouldn’t focus on anything.

People were yelling and speaking loudly now.

Unable to do much, Phillip lay there in a heap, trying to get his brain to turn back on. Except he couldn’t even really understand what’d happened to him either.

Someone tried to pick him up and get him to his feet.

They wouldn’t work for Phillip, however. Which meant the second whoever it was tried to get him to stand, his knees buckled out from under him.

And that made his head swim violently. The world was spinning with far more force now and he couldn’t quite keep even the simplest of thoughts.

Pitching forward, he began to throw up violently. Emptying up his stomach’s contents.

The room around him went silent. That or he couldn’t hear them anymore over the sound of his retching. Either way Phillip had no idea what was going on anymore.

Then he blacked out.

Several times he woke up for brief periods.

Where his head felt like delicate and brittle glass that’d been cracked. Seconds away from shattering apart.

He was fairly certain he was back in his cell again.

As well as the fact that someone had come and checked in on him. Peeling his eyelids open and peering into his eyes.

It was mostly a blur.

The third, or perhaps the fourth, time he woke up, he felt more normal. That he wasn’t going to just pass right back out.

All he could taste was vomit. Not to mention all he could smell.

Unfortunately his head was pounding and the right side of his skull felt like it’d been smashed in.

Groaning, Phillip turned his head partially to one side.

Then promptly started to dry heave. His stomach doing its best to push up the contents once more.

There was nothing to throw up. He was empty.

Only to pass out again.

 

***

 

Phillip came to sitting in a chair.

The light he could see through his eyelids was far too bright and his skull felt heavy and empty at the same time. His thoughts were sluggish and he just wanted to lie back down.

Groaning, he just let his head roll to the other side, away from the light.

Someone grabbed him and held him upright.

“The hell did you do?” asked a voice.

“She punched him to the ground,” said a different voice. 

“I only hit him once,” said the sheriff.

“You punched the grandson of the Duchess?” asked the first voice again.

“He… wouldn’t sign and-”

“You tried to make him sign,” said the second voice. “When he didn’t want to.”

“You… tried to force the grandson of the Duchess to sign, then punched him out to the point that he started vomiting all over everything, and threw him back in a cell. Where you left him,” said the first voice. As if the whole thing was too far-fetched to believe. “You’re on your own. I want no part of this. If anyone asks me what I know I’m not going to lie either.

“I won’t swing for you, Halis, you fool. Fend didn’t deserve this kind of loyalty. Especially when you can’t even prove he’s the culprit.”

“He’s the culprit, and he’ll confess it,” promised the sheriff. “I have a witness now. I’m going to have them testify shortly.”

The sound of boots leaving the room was loud as what Phillip assumed was the first voice leaving.

“I’m doing the same. I want no part of this,” said the second voice, leaving the room as well.

Growling, the sheriff muttered something under her breath. It was followed by the sound of a door opening.

“Get in here. Bring the witness. Let’s get this over with,” declared the sheriff. “I’ve already got his damn prison transport ready and they’re waiting.”

Once more the sound of boots came, though this time it sounded like a great number of people all entering whatever room he was in.

“Alright, sit down,” commanded Halis.

“We’re here to witness testimony against the prisoner. Then his confession to the crime,” the sheriff proclaimed. “Hurry up and tell everyone what you saw.”

A woman cleared her throat and then started to speak.

“I saw Phillip Curis enter Fend’s house with her. He never came back out,” said the woman. “Then his guards came out and left. They came back with deputies.”

“And there it is. As simple as that,” Halis declared. Then he could feel her breath on his face as she leaned in close to him. “It took me a while to find a witness, but I’ve got you, Phillip. You bastard, I’ve got you.”

Damn. I didn’t think anyone actually watched me go in.

Lifting his head partially, Phillip let out a panted breath.

His mind felt better today. Like it wasn’t breaking into pieces. But he didn’t feel right. Things were still quite wrong.

He knew he was missing something here.

“Confess and I’ll make sure you get an easy sentence. Done in a decade,” promised the sheriff. “Don’t confess, and I’ll just take your murdering ass to the countess. She can finish you with a signature as easily as she set your arrest into motion.”

Unfortunately for Phillip that was quite true.

As much as he’d love to believe that he was above that as his grandmother’s grandson, or his mother’s child, he knew it wasn’t true. He was putting far too much weight on something that he would never inherit as a man.

As Phillip Rias he was tied only by his bachelor’s name. A name that no longer graced him.

“Saw me go in to Fend’s house?” Phillip asked, wanting to question the witness but still feeling incredibly groggy.

“That’s right. I saw you go inside. You murdering scumbag,” said the witness with venom in her voice.

“Saw me go inside,” repeated Phillip.

“Exactly. I saw you go inside with your guards. You had them over-power her and kill her,” stated the witness. “Filthy horrible bastard.”

I… what?

Ha. Haha.

I see. She didn’t see anything.

My guards didn’t go in with me. They stayed outside.

Chuckling, Phillip let his head dip back down, catching a look at his hands and fingers.

They were filthy.

Not to mention his fingertips looked heavily ink-stained.

Must’ve knocked over the ink-bottle.

“She didn’t see anything. The witness lies,” Phillip mumbled. “Probably paid by you or Fend. Not hard to check. Then she can hang, too, with you.”

Sitting there, Phillip did his best not to move. He didn’t want to jar his fragile sense of stability around. The world wasn’t spinning at the moment.

No one said anything to that.

For which Phillip was grateful.

Their voices grated on his ears and made them ring.

Or were his ears just ringing in general.

“Get him out of here,” growled the sheriff.

Two sets of hands grabbed him and jerked him to his feet.

Sending him right back into the abyss.


Twenty-Five

 

Phillip woke up here and there. He felt somewhat better than the previous each time, but still not well.

Unfortunately the sheriff continued to hound him. Dragging him out of his cell, shouting at him, demanding he confess to his crimes. Each and every time Phillip just sat there.

It wasn’t entirely planned resistance on his part. He really just wanted to be left alone to recover. To get his head back together.

The only good thing he could count on though was whoever was minding him did leave him water. Almost more than he could feasibly drink.

Each time he had the opportunity, he would drink his fill. In the brief periods of wakefulness when he had his faculties under control.

Only to lie down and go right back to sleep, leaving the food completely untouched.

The very idea of eating something made his stomach squeeze up tight.

“Get him up,” demanded a voice, rousing Phillip from his straw mattress.

“Leave me alone,” he grumbled, not wanting to be picked up again. Every time they touched him he ended up passing out.

“Gently. Don’t… don’t jerk him up, he passes out,” said someone else. “If you’re not going to be gentle about it just go away. If he passes out again it’ll be that much harder.”

Someone else growled at that statement but didn’t argue.

With far more kindness than he’d experienced since he got here, Phillip was brought to his feet. Slowly, they began walking him out of his cell. Then down the hallway.

He could just barely manage to keep his weight under his legs. To keep his feet steady as he walked. The world wanted to swing violently in either direction.

“What… what the hell are you doing?” asked what sounded like the sheriff. “We need to get him transported.”

“We’re doing the best we can. If he goes limp and passes out, pretty sure that’d be worse, wouldn’t it?” asked the woman on his left in an angry and curt voice.

“Not confessing,” mumbled Phillip. “Illegal. Not confessing. Didn’t do it.”

“Fuck,” said the woman on his right. “This is your fault, Halis. All your fucking fault.”

“I didn’t-no, this is his fault. He’s the criminal here,” said the sheriff before she stormed off.

Phillip lost track of what was happening as he was brought up and out of the cells. The steps themselves were incredibly difficult for him. Getting all his weight on one leg was almost too much for him.

Reaching the entry of the building, Phillip nearly fainted when the door was shoved open.

There was the sound of boots entering, followed by a gasp.

“Phillip!” said what sounded like Alice. “What in the hells did you do!?”

“I didn’t do shit,” said the woman on the right. “The sheriff did this to him.”

Lifting his head, Phillip forced his eyes open.

Standing there in the doorway was Alice. Her clothes looked frayed and she had bags under her eyes, but it was Alice.

Stunned, and honestly stupefied, he just stood there and stared at her.

Alice held his gaze for several seconds before turning her head to look at the sheriff.

“I did not! He got in a fight with another prisoner and-”

“Lies,” Alice said in a loud dismissive voice. “Absolute lies. Phillip would never get in a fight with anyone.”

A warm presence pressed into his front, firm arms wrapping around his middle.

Then he was picked up off his feet and held to Alice’s front, his head resting on her shoulder.

Sometimes he forgot how much natural strength she had.

“Who did this?” she asked in an angry whisper.

“Sheriff beat me,” Phillip said.

“I… I did not. I didn’t,” declared the sheriff. “He’s under arrest for the murder of Fend. The countess signed it herself.”

“Oh. I know. I’m well aware of that,” growled Alice. “I’d have been here sooner if that wasn’t the case.

“As for murdering Fend, if you have proof of that, of anything, you wouldn’t have him here. Nor would you have asked for that signature from the Countess.”

Signature.

Oh, yeah.

“She tried to make me sign a confession,” said Phillip. “That was when she beat me. Ink on my fingers still.”

Alice shivered as she held onto him. He could feel the tension in her. The rigidity in her posture and her spine.

The anger.

“Countess,” Alice called in a quivering voice. “I demand satisfaction from you, your subordinates, your sheriff, and her subordinates.

“Or so help me I will bring this entire damned city to a screeching halt. Then I’ll go get the Duchess and her daughter. Because if you think for an instant that they’ll let this go because he’s just a man, you’re sadly mistaken.”

Phillip was able to see the doorway from where he was perched on Alice’s shoulder.

A woman had been standing there, almost unmoving. Listening and watching what was going on. He wasn’t sure the sheriff could have seen her from where she was in the room.

She looked to be in her middle years, with dark-brown hair and gray eyes. Her hair was coiled up atop her head in a small bun, though she was wearing what looked like a military uniform.

As if she’d been out in the field.

“Halis, what have you done?” demanded the woman, stepping into the room finally.

“I… you signed the order yourself!” declared the sheriff. “I have it right here. You approved of this!”

That got Alice’s attention. Phillip could feel her head snap to the side, and he imagined she was glaring at the countess.

“I did no such thing. I did not approve of you arresting the husband of Alice Rias. I approved of you investigating the death of the guild-master,” the countess said, stepping out of Phillip’s frame of view.

“No! You signed his arrest. Look!” said the sheriff with a rustle of paper.

“I did not-I-”

The countess’s voice trailed off as she likely read what was written.

“Alice, Captain Bux showed me courtesy,” mumbled Phillip, not wanting to forget the one person who had been kind to him. “Halis wanted me chained and bound. She refused and took me at my word.”

Alice’s hands which had been gently rubbing his back stopped, then started again.

“Of course she did. She’s Mim’s paternal cousin,” Alice said under her voice. “I’ll be sure nothing happens to her.”

Oh. That makes sense.

Mim’s cousin.

Looking to the doorway, Phillip could see out into the street beyond.

Standing there next to a horse, and looking quite dirty and ruffled, was Mim.

She was looking into the doorway of the room, her dirt-stained face pointed toward him. Her eyes holding to his.

Giving him a weak smile, she stood there, not moving away. Lifting one hand, she waved at him. Then pointed off to the side.

Huh. Did… Mim and Alice race here?

That’d mean that someone told them what happened.

Mildred, probably.

“-told me it was an investigation. That you would arrest a commoner at worst,” shouted the countess.

“He is a commoner!” argued the sheriff. “And-”

“And I don’t care!” replied Alice, shouting over both women. “Countess. I demand satisfaction. Now.

“Have Halis branded on her face as a thief and convict. I want all her deputies fired immediately, no need to brand them.”

There were a number of indignant voices at that.

To which Alice paid absolutely no heed and continued.

“You can pay me and my family restitution personally, Countess, and I’ll consider the matter closed. Otherwise I’ll… I’ll… I don’t know what I’ll do. But you’ll know it was me and you’ll never even begin to understand how dreadfully angry I am.

“And if you do what I’ve said, I’ll let it end at that. Beyond that, the only reason I won’t go to the Duchess about this, is apparently you have someone in your employ who isn’t an idiot. Captain Bux refused to chain my husband down and parade him through town as a spectacle. On Halis’ orders, apparently.

“You may send the payment to my husband at my household directly. Good day, Countess. I will be awaiting a letter stating what you’ve done to ameliorate this situation.”

Turning on her heel, Alice marched out of the building and onto the street.

Phillip saw Mildred and Mim waiting near a coach with the Rias family crest on it.

“Stupid fools,” growled Alice under her breath. “Even if she does what I want I’m going to punish her. Punish her deeply.”

Mildred opened the door to the coach and assisted Alice inside.

“Thank you, Milly. Tell the coachman we’re going to Doctor Wens. Slowly,” Alice said in a kind voice. She was moving around the interior of the coach and shifting a few things around. “When that’s done, get inside. Both of you.”

Several moments later Mim and Mildred both clambered into the coach as Alice sat down on the bench. She didn’t put Phillip down. Instead, she held onto him, cradling his head on her shoulder.

“You’re here,” Phillip said to no one in particular. He was honestly surprised all three women were here.

“Of course I am,” Alice said defensively. “As soon as I received Milly’s letter I left. I said my goodbyes a long time ago.

“And honestly, Grandmother would have told me to leave if she could have. Not to sit around waiting for her to finally die.”

“Letter?” Phillip asked.

“I sent a letter to Lenore and Alice about what happened,” Mildred admitted. “It would have taken longer for a letter to reach Mim than to go in person, so I went and told her in person.”

“And here we are. As soon as Milly told me what was going on, I left instructions for my people, stole a horse, and left,” Mim said with a sigh. “Though I’ll be honest, I was hoping to be here first and rescue you personally.

“Just how fast did you push your coach team, Alice?”

“You stole a horse? As for the team, they’re dead. Pushed them till they died. I didn’t even realize I’d done it until it was too late. Sold them to a butcher,” admitted Alice, still holding onto Phillip. “Bought a new team. They’ll probably be put to pasture. Pretty sure they’ll not be the same after this. I did try to go easier on them so they at least wouldn’t die.”

“They’re done, yes. They won’t be the same,” Mildred confirmed. “Or most of them are.”

“I see. And, yes, I stole a horse. There was no way I was going to wait around,” Mim said with a laugh. “I did leave a note as to who stole it, and I’d pay them double for it once I got home or send it back.

“So… more… borrowed without permission? I’m sure it’ll work out just fine. I just need to send a follow-up letter.”

“It’s done, too,” Mildred added.

“Oh, well. Yes, bought without permission. I suppose maybe we should invest in breeding stock and a horse farm,” Mim said casually. “Might as well with all these horses who can’t run now, Allie.”

“Lenore?” Mildred asked, changing the subject.

“Received your letter but couldn’t get away from the situation,” replied Alice, her hands still sliding up and down Phillip’s back as the coach rolled slowly along.

“Chose not to get away,” Mim countered. “Since you’re here, that is. Clearly it was a choice.”

There was a long pause before Alice shrugged her shoulders.

“I didn’t ask permission. No one else’s opinion mattered other than my own. I just took my coach and left. I’m a grown woman and my husband needed me. It was my coach and my team. Mother and Lenore have their own and can do as they like,” she answered. She didn’t defend Lenore or her actions, but she did provide a plausible answer.

Phillip felt his breathing slow as he held to Alice, and his mind started to wander off.

Then he fell asleep against her, feeling quite a bit safer than he had in a long while.

 

***

 

Phillip had briefly stirred when someone poked and prodded at him. Though he fell back asleep.

When he finally woke up once more he felt better. He was also in a bed that was quite comfortable. With sheets that smelled wonderful and a much cleaner feeling in his mouth than he expected.

Clearing his throat, he looked around his room.

Frankie, Vinnie, Bobbie, Tonie, and Mildred were all around him.

He was in his room back in the Rias house.

All five women were looking at him.

“Oh, sleeping beauty woke up,” Tonie said. “I wonder which kiss we gave him did it.”

Phillip blinked and then raised his eyebrows as that.

Clearing his throat again, he thought about how to respond to that, but didn’t have the energy to flirt back.

“We’ll just have to try again tonight when he’s asleep,” Frankie said.

“Clearly,” Bobbie agreed.

Smiling, Phillip let out a sigh.

“Home, I see. Everything is okay?” he asked.

Mildred stood up from her chair and walked over to him.

“Wheels all sold out. Madeline is selling them as she makes them,” explained Mildred, ignoring everything that’d been said by the others. “She deposits a part of the proceeds from every one against what she owes. Things are moving quite well.”

“Countess bitch hung the sheriff. Her body is rotting outside the city wall,” Tonie said with a chortle. “She was trying to appease your oh so angry wife and Mim.”

“Both of which are doing much better now that Halis is dead,” Mildred offered. “Alice is just following up on all the notes you left her.”

“Angrily, following up on those notes you left her,” Bobbie amended. “Taking no prisoners. At all she-”

There was a hard clack as the door to his room opened.

“Ah, here we-Phil!” said Mim, excitedly coming through the door.

She bounced and hopped her way over to the side of his bed. Moving in close to him, she bent down over him and hugged him. Pulling his face up into her well-exposed cleavage.

“Oh, Phil… Phil… I’m so glad you’re awake,” Mim murmured, her fingers sliding through his hair as she held him against herself. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have left you here alone. Fend wouldn’t have dared do something like this if I was here. Alice and Lenore left and expected me to be here and… and I wasn’t.”

Mim’s arms tightened around him, pushing his face deeper into her chest to the point he couldn’t breathe.

Holding onto him for a little bit longer, she eventually let him go, easing him back into the bed and pillow. She lightly slid her fingers through his hair and rearranged it, her fingers pausing at his temple.

“I think Halis got off lightly,” Mim said with a cold under-tone to her voice. “I had planned to ruin her life completely. Every aspect of it. Death was too simple for her.

“But that’s why the countess is regarded as smart as she is. She knew that in having her hung it’d make it harder for us to stay angry.”

Unable to really express how he felt, all Phillip could do was smile.

The absolute anger Mim and Alice had displayed warmed him in a weird way. It buoyed his own self worth. That he was worthy of such extreme emotions and actions.

“How are you? Are you feeling alright?” Mim asked, cupping his cheek with her palm.

“Yeah, feeling a lot better, honestly. Everything feels almost normal. Just a little… light headed but that’s it,” Phillip admitted.

“Considering you’ve been mostly asleep for three days that’s not surprising,” Mim said with a smile and patted his cheek.

Three… three days? Holy crap.

“Doctor Wens gave you something to sleep. We stopped adding it to your soup yesterday. He thought that we should just keep you asleep for a few days,” continued Mim, still petting his cheek tenderly. “We were just waiting for you to wake up after that.”

Phillip grunted and cleared his throat.

“Milly filled me in about the wheels,” Phillip tried. He didn’t really want to talk about what happened to him anymore.

“Ah, yes. Madeline is moving along at full speed now,” Mim said with a grin, her nose scrunching up almost mischievously. “And since Fend is dead, murdered, no one really wants to cross Madeline! All those little guild mates of hers are just waiting to buy wheels as she makes them.”

“Good. I’m glad I killed Fend then,” Phillip said with a grin and let out a slow breath.

“You… you did kill her? I mean, I admit I assumed you had and had thought so but,” Mim mused and then paused as she considered what he’d just said. She then turned her head and looked to Mildred and the other guards. “You guys wouldn’t tell me one way or the other what happened. Just that she died. Despite me saying I thought he’d killed her.”

“Dark horse girls don’t care for you or anyone else,” Bobbie said expressively and with some heat. “We serve Philly and that’s it.”

Mim’s brows drew down in confusion, before she laughed and shrugged her shoulders. Looking back to Phillip, she looked positively delighted.

“So you really did kill her and you admit it outright,” she said, grinning at him.

“Yes, with a spoon. Stabbed her repeatedly in the neck,” clarified Phillip. “She tried to drug me. Rape me.”

“Good! Good. That’s what I honestly expected, ” Mim said with a look of wonder and approval on her face. Leaning down, she kissed him quite firmly, her hands on each side of his face. There was a collective holding of breaths in the room at the action.

Mim released him and leaned back a few inches, gazing into his face.

“Phil, my sweet, sweet Phil. I’m really going to have to get you to knock me up,” said Mim without a care. “If you give me a little girl with half the intelligence, bravado, and courage that you do, they’ll take over a city by themselves.

“You give me a little boy, and I guarantee they’ll end up marrying whoever is running the county they’re in. Maybe even the duchy. You’re just full of wonderful surprises.”

Then Mim kissed him again, this time pushing her tongue into his mouth. She was practically crawling into his bed as she continued to kiss him hungrily.

At which point someone yanked her off him, to which Mim only started laughing at.

The room slowly descended into an argument about how kissing him wasn’t allowed.

Phillip only smiled, watching the chaos. Glad to be back amongst what he knew.

Even if it was Mim, Mildred, and the Dark Horse girls collectively arguing about what Mim was allowed, and wasn’t allowed, to do.


Twenty-Six

 

Sitting in his recliner, Phillip was enjoying being alone for the moment.

After everyone got louder than he wanted to deal with, he’d asked them all to please leave. While he enjoyed their company, right now he didn’t want to hear them argue loudly.

And if he was being honest, he really wanted to sit and think.

To collect his thoughts and figure out what’d happened to him in the last two weeks.

From murdering someone who tried to rape him to sleeping three days after having been released from prison. There were too many larger-than-life incidents inside that time period and what’d happened to him that he couldn’t process it.

At least not effectively.

His mind kept wanting to scurry away from everything rather than confront it. To give battle to it and wrestle it down.

Or that’s how his mother would describe dealing with her own demons.

He’d seen first-hand the aftermath of battles and knew that a great many soldiers suffered long after a fight ended. That they in turn were forced to combat, battle, and survive inside their own heads.

Except Phillip was finding he wasn’t as strong as he believed himself to be.

His mind just skittered away every time he tried to force it to go back to what’d happened to him. Only for it to blank out and provide him with useless thoughts about things that didn’t matter.

The one time he did manage to corral his thoughts on the subject he ended up breaking out in a sweat. His hands going tingly and cold as well as his heart beating in an odd fashion in his chest.

Giving up, he let his head hang down, his eyes closed.

It wasn’t something he could apparently handle at the moment. Regardless of how he tried, approached it, or convinced himself that it was doable.

A quiet knock on the door caused Phillip to lift his head up.

“Please, come in,” he called, looking to the door at the hallway.

Surprisingly, the door to Alice’s room opened instead.

“Oh. You’re up. How wonderful,” said his wife, looking at him from the doorway. “Mim mentioned you were awake, but not that you’ve managed to get out of the bed.”

Moving into his room, she pulled along a trolley behind her. It had a tea-service and lunch sorted out on it. If he didn’t miss his guess it looked to include everything from sandwiches, fruit, pastries, and what looked to be smoked meats.

Then the smell of it all hit him and he found he was famished and quite thirsty.

Closing the door behind herself, Alice came into the room fully and walked her trolley over to where he sat.

Turning her head, she looked to the door to the hallway. Hesitating for a second without doing anything, she stood there. As if she’d come to a decision, she walked over to the door that led to the hall and locked it.

“I’m with Phillip and will be caring for him,” Alice called through the door. Not waiting for an answer, she came back over to him and started to set out two settings.

“Thank you,” Phillip murmured, watching her as she did what was traditionally his own job.

“Of course. You’re my husband and future father of my children,” Alice said as if she didn’t even consider this an issue. “As soon as I heard you’d woken up I started preparing all this for you. I wasn’t sure how hungry you’d be, though. So I brought lighter items as well as heavier items.

“It’ll all keep until tomorrow morning as well, so you can pick at it at your leisure. I suspect you might end up going back to sleep after you get some food into yourself.”

Unable to help it, Phillip watched Alice without any of the negative or hostile emotions he’d held for her. In a short period of time, since coming back from seeing his mother, she’d worked diligently at repairing what she’d ruined.

To the point that even he couldn’t quite argue that she wasn’t just on equal footing with everyone else, but trying to push ahead. Mildred, Mim, and Alice were all struggling to persevere.

All without damaging the other parties or attacking them.

It was impressive to him given he’d seen how catty and awful his sisters had been at times with one another. Under his mother’s rule they were expected to mend their differences once the “battle was over” however.

Fighting was expected, lingering feelings weren’t allowed.

I wonder if this is that.

That the battle between Alice and I is over. That I need to accept a neutral state and let it go where it goes.

She… she’s certainly proved she cares.

Watching Alice as she did her best to prepare tea and lunch for him, he couldn’t help but notice her nervousness. She was making mistakes for a proper placement, but he wasn’t going to slight her kindness.

This was being done with a warm heart without expecting anything in return.

“The Doctor said you had a ‘commotion in the mind’. I don’t quite understand what that means,” admitted Alice as she finished up. Phillip had three different plates in front of himself now. From a light serving of food to a heavy and filled plate. “But what it came down to, was you’d been struck very hard in the head and would need time to rest. That there was nothing else to be done for it and it would likely heal all on its own, or not at all.”

Phillip felt somewhat surprised by that and picked up the lightly filled plate.

“Well, I can honestly say I feel better today. So at least we don’t have to worry about it never healing,” Phillip offered as he began to eat the sliced strawberries on his plate first. Given the abnormal cuts, that they weren’t all the same size, and there was one that even had a piece of stem to it, he imagined Alice had cut these herself.

She’s putting in the time and effort.

Her, Mim, and Mildred.

Though… Lenore… didn’t come.

That’s rather disappointing.

Regardless of how he approached it in his mind, no matter how much he didn’t want to feel slightly resentful, he faulted Lenore. Faulted her for not doing exactly what Alice done.

Perhaps even more so when he realized that they would have received the letter at the same time and had very likely discussed it. That Lenore could have just as easily gone with Alice.

“Ah, I’m extremely glad to hear that,” said Alice with obvious relief in her voice. “So very glad. Ah… that’s… ah, it’s the best news I’ve heard in a while. Even better than when the countess sent me that letter that Halis had been hung.”

Phillip didn’t quite revel in Halis’ death as Mim and Alice clearly were. Neither did he regret that she was dead. In fact, he regretted her death less so than even Fend’s.

“I have a few questions I want to ask you. But first, I must confess to you, dear wife, I killed Fend,” Phillip admitted and continued to eat, lifting his eyes up to Alice’s.

“I figured you had,” she said with a shrug of her shoulders and a wave of her hand as she sat down next to him. “You’re your mother’s son, after all. You may be handsome, Phil, perhaps one of the most handsome men I’ve seen when you smile, but I know your background. I’ve seen the way your mind works and your personality.

“Your mother raised a very fine young man. But she also raised one that would preserve his honor. With violence if necessary.”

Alice nodded her head and then shrugged her shoulders as if it were nothing. That it wasn’t just within the realm of possibility, but expected.

“You taking Fend’s life fits in quite well with what I expect of you, Phil. It’s why when I read Milly’s letter, I rushed back as quickly as possible,” Alice continued. “I had already assumed you’d killed her. I wasn’t sure how much evidence I’d have to destroy, witnesses silenced, bribed, or… ended, and whose palm I’d have to grease.

“It’s why I stopped in with the countess first before coming to collect you. Regardless of what happened, you were leaving with me one way or the other.”

There was an odd heat in his chest at her words. Like a flame that was set in his stomach and the top of that fire was licking at his heart.

“Why did the countess bend over backward to appease you? Are you really that powerful?” Phillip asked, watching Alice.

Chuckling with her mouth full, Alice shook her head and swallowed the large bite of a pastry she’d taken.

“I’ve invested quite heavily in her war effort to support the queen. She isn’t a vassal of your grandmother, nor does she serve with your mother, but she does assist her. I felt it prudent to assist the countess in turn,” confessed Alice.

“You didn’t bring it up. You never even hinted at it,” Phillip pressed, somewhat confused.

“There was no reason to bring it up. Nor was it something I wished to tell you,” said Alice, meeting his eyes with her own. “Or at least, tell you right now. Milly wouldn’t really be able to compete with something like that. So it wasn’t worth mentioning. I’m trying to be as fair about this as I can. As I promised you I would.

“I just figured I’d be able to tell you after we reaffirmed our wedding vows. Somewhat as a surprise and maybe… maybe get you to praise me.”

Alice said the last and broke eye contact with him, turning back to her plate and taking another bite. Apparently that’d been a bit too much for her to say in the end.

“As to how powerful I am… well, not that powerful. I have more than enough money to splash it around and make waves,” mused Alice. “Not enough to cripple anyone. I have more than my share of favors and those who owe me. I’ve certainly got a number of contacts in the right places as well. High and low.

“I just happened to have made some arrangements and investments that would hurt the countess quite a bit. Enough that she really didn’t want to test me over something her sheriff had done. Regardless if it was a distant relative of hers or not.”

It was a relative? No wonder she signed off on it without really looking into it.

And working beyond that thought, why Mim and Alice feel like they can’t really push any further.

Chewing, Phillip nodded his head at his thoughts and her words. It all made sense from a political point of view. No one would really want to test those kind of waters given his background, Alice’s investments, and the Rias family as a whole.

Especially if you knew your relative was in the wrong. That you had only two choices, appeasement, or digging deeper.

I wonder what I’d do if I was forced to choose in such a way.

“What other questions did you have?” Alice asked, smiling at him.

“Lenore got the letter and stayed?” he asked. He wanted absolute clarification in this matter. It was bothering him and he needed to know the truth.

Because there was the distinct possibility that he was missing information. That he was overreacting given the situation.

“She received an identical letter to the one I received,” answered Alice after a moment of contemplation. Her words were slower than he’d expected and she seemed uncertain. “Forgive me, it’s hard to discuss it to a degree as I feel I’m possibly sabotaging her chances.”

“And the letter, it conveyed the situation to you accurately?” pushed Phillip. He needed to know the details.

“Yes. Mildred put in everything one would need to know, to verify the severity of the situation,” confirmed Alice. “She confirmed for me that she wrote the same letter to Lenore, that she did myself. I also was there when Lenore received her own letter.”

Chewing at the inside of his cheek, Phillip considered his nearly empty plate.

It wasn’t what he wanted to hear, but it was certainly what he needed to know.

“Could Lenore have come with you?” Phillip asked.

“I did offer for her to join me. She declined,” confirmed Alice. “I didn’t wait around to give her a second chance, however. I left immediately and didn’t look back.”

Biting his lip, Phillip couldn’t keep himself from thinking on that. From realizing that Alice prioritized him above all else, and Lenore hadn’t.

Mim, Mildred, and Alice had done all they could.

“It’s very likely that she wasn’t allowed to leave,” offered Alice. “Once I’d left, I’m sure my mother told Lenore to not leave. Given what she’s trying to accomplish, she probably felt it worthwhile listening to her.”

In other words… in trying to make herself the head, so she could demand me, she didn’t prioritize getting back to me.

Or so my thought process goes. I could be wrong.

Phillip had heard his mother and sisters discuss “fighting for the objective” and not getting lost in the battle. A general could forget themselves in the battle, especially if they were winning, and lose sight of their goals.

“And while I’m on that line of thinking,” muttered Alice and then she let out a heavy sigh. “Without Milly’s rather prompt letter, or having gone and fetched Mim, there would have been nothing stopping the sheriff until I or Mim finally returned.

“As much as I want to be the hero. To claim all the glory and credit for myself. Were it not for your dedicated Dread Maiden, I wouldn’t have even known. Nor would Mim.”

That’s very true.

I can assign all the credit I want to Alice and Mim, but without Milly… it wouldn’t matter.

“Now, what else? I want to make sure I answer all your questions before I start talking about all manner of things that don’t matter,” said Alice as she leaned toward him. She put her elbow on her knee and gnawed at a toast point while she gave him his full attention.

“Milly kinda told me what was going on with Madeline, but not really. Could you elaborate on it?” Phillip asked, then realized he’d made an error. He had never asked her to actually handle the business for him. “If you got involved with it, that is.”

“Mm. I did involve myself. I’m sorry, but I wasn’t sure what was going on. Not to mention I wasn’t about to let anything happen while you were… indisposed,” Alice apologized. “Milly and I have been working quite well together with Madeline.”

Clearing her throat, Alice set down the toast she had in her hand back to her plate. Then she looked thoughtful.

“As far as I can tell, Madeline is dealing straight and clean with you. The percentage of her sales that’s yours as part owner has come in for every purchase,” began Alice. “Additionally, she’s been adding a number of extra deposits to each sale to pay toward the debt she owes you all.”

This was everything he’d heard from Mildred as well, which certainly made Phillip feel better so far.

“Beyond that, I provided her with coin on your behalf to cover her costs for inventory and people,” said Alice. “I assumed you’d want to remain involved in this, so I didn’t think it would be a problem. I did make sure to go over each agreement I made in your name to insure they were similar to the previous ones and matched them.”

“I… yes, thank you, Alice. That’s exactly what I would want,” agreed Phillip. “I’m sure Milly, Mim, and Lenore would wish the same.”

“I assumed so. Which is why all the agreements list all four of you, and not just you,” Alice said with a flick of her left hand, her chin still resting in the palm of her right. “She didn’t ask for much yet. Her income from the sales is more than likely providing more than enough for her to get what she needs.

“I did purchase the building next door to the one she’s working out of directly in my name. I couldn’t do it under your name as you were… sleeping.”

Waiting, Phillip was curious where this was going. He hadn’t expected to buy the building next door.

“If she’s going to hire as many people as I expect, it might be prudent to have them working nearby. Not to mention easier to control inventory,” explained Alice. “The house they’re in right now simply won’t fit all the work they’re going to be doing, not to mention product and sales.”

Oh, that. Yes.

“I’ve already rewritten the whole thing out to be sold to you at the price I paid,” said Alice with a shake of her head and a smile. “All you have to do is sign it and it’s yours. I just didn’t want to sit on it since it was an available property. I’m sure someone like me might slip in and buy it, then try to charge you triple when you figured out you’d need more space later.”

“Thank you, Alice. You… you’ve done an excellent job of assisting me in my time of need,” Phillip said quite seriously. He was finding that he was in a number of people’s debt right now. “Though… I do have one further question.”

Alice tilted her head to one side, smiling at him, and waiting.

“Yes, husband?” she asked.

“Who’s… been caring for me? I’m not in the same clothes and I smell… clean,” Phillip inquired. “As if I’ve been cleaned and someone has been making sure I don’t… soil… myself. Which I’m sure I did.”

“Oh you did. Several times,” confirmed Alice. “I care for you from the evening till the morning. It’s easier for me to just join you in bed personally.

“Milly was minding you from the morning till about noon. At which point Mim was caring for you.

“We just kept rotating in and out as needed. We all agreed there was no need to have anyone else tend to you.”

Ah… ahhh… I see.

“Mim swears up and down she did nothing untoward you in any way and I actually believe her,” said Alice. Then she gave him a winsome smile and stood up. “I do have to check on one thing, but then I’ll be right back. Then talk to you about all manner of useless and worthless things. Including how stupid my mother has been about my grandmother.”

“That… sounds great. Thank you, Alice. I… am in your debt,” said Phillip, his eyes following her. He was thinking he wanted to lie down and take a nap, just as Alice had suggested. But he also wanted to listen to her talk.

“Oh? Lovely. I hope to collect as soon as you’re feeling better. Until then, husband, I’ll just have to wait. I’ll be right back,” said Alice and then left him there by himself.

Phillip discovered that Mim hadn’t been completely honest with Alice when he went to the bathroom while Alice was gone.

“Mim’s” was written across the top of his manhood in what looked like some type of cosmetic.

He wasn’t sure how he would live this one down.


Twenty-Seven

 

Several days passed uneventfully.

Phillip spent it all lounging around in his bedroom. Mostly in his bed, but equally as often, sitting on his sofa. Often with Mim, Alice, Mildred, and his guards in some combination.

After his experience the rules had changed for who was allowed in his room and who wasn’t.

This had been formally done by Alice, who had simply declared that she had no concerns with Phillip’s loyalty. That she knew without a doubt he was faithful to her, and that his guards, Mildred, and Mim were all welcome during the day. So long as they left when the sun met the horizon.

After that it wasn’t a question of loyalty, but propriety. 

Considering he didn’t want to leave his room, Phillip was quite grateful for the change. Incredibly so.

“-oh drat. I have to go. I have a meeting with a land-agent. I’m thinking of buying into some unused properties in the city,” Mim said, getting to her feet. Coming over to Phillip, she bent over him and kissed him on the brow, her hand coming up to pat him on the cheek.

Mim had become incredibly bold since the incident and frequently stole kisses from him. Though only when it was only her and Mildred.

She apparently wasn’t going to test her luck around Alice. Or push her luck with his guards. They still hadn’t quite forgiven her for kissing him the way she had previously.

Tonie was looming over Mim as she lingered near Phillip’s side.

“Oh stop it, I promised I’d be good,” Mim complained, resting her cheek on Phillip’s temple. She turned her head and looked up at the imposing woman. “Haven’t I?”

“Sure. You have. Which is why I, we, don’t trust you. You’re just waitin’,” growled Vinnie on the other side of him before Tonie could say anything.

“Ah… yeah, I am,” admitted Mim with a laugh, turning to look at Vinnie. “I am, I am. Can I just sneak a quick one in? I’ll make him let you kiss him, too.

“He lets me get away with a lot because he knows I love him. Lets me get away with too much, if we’re being honest.”

I do… actually. I really do.

But… she’s not wrong. I know she cares. That she really would toss it all away.

That she came running for me.

Though, it isn’t as if my guards didn’t try either. Milly said they waited outside the jail every single day. Not hiding their presence at all.

That they’d even gone so far as to follow the sheriff home every day and night.

In the end, their intimidation had likely forced the sheriff to be more aware of the situation. That it was very possible she had changed or altered her plans into trying to force him to confess, rather than simply imprison him.

But that doesn’t mean we can’t punish Mim either.

She’s far too comfortable. Far too certain of herself.

And a Mim who is comfortable and too certain, gets too bold.

Forgive me for using you, Vinnie.

But I’m finding the only power I have, is my mind, and my appeal.

Glancing around the room, Phillip found it was only Mim, Vinnie, and Tonie who were watching him or close by.

Reaching up, Phillip grabbed Vinnie by the bottom of her armor and pulled down sharply.

“Uh, I-what are you doin’, Phil?” Vinnie asked and got down on one knee near him. Both Mim and Vinnie were looking at him curiously.

Apparently his attempt to pull her down was little more than a tug that a child might give a parent. He simply didn’t have the strength she did.

Reaching out, he snagged Vinnie behind the head and pulled her in toward himself and kissed her, his fingers sliding through her short hair as he kept his mouth pressed to hers.

Letting it only last a couple of seconds, he gently pushed her back from himself, his hand falling away from the back of her head.

Vinnie was staring at him with a glazed look on her face, her mouth partially open.

“Have a good day at work, Mim,” Phillip said, looking to the woman in question with a wide smile.

“Ooooh. That’s not fair at all,” Mim said in an annoyed tone, her brows drawing down over her eyes. There was a rather wide smile on her face though. “You’re not supposed to take away my power play like that. Now they won’t do what I want.”

“That’s the point. To remove your hold and make sure they serve me, not you,” Phillip said, reaching up with his other hand to set his fingers to the lower part of Tonie’s armor. “Go to work, Mim, and have a good day. Work hard, be the mercantile sorceress I know you can be.”

The threat in his words, that he’d kiss Tonie next, was clear.

Mim had two choices.

To call his threat as a bluff, or to leave.

And this is the power I have. I’ve captured them all with my nature and my looks.

Now that they’re trapped I can use it to my advantage.

But I have to be sparing with it. To use it minimally.

They’re trapped partly because I don’t do things like this. Letting it occur every now and then is acceptable… but not advisable.

It’s a weapon, not something to be used against those I care for.

With that thought, Phillip could see he was right.

In Mim’s eyes, he could see a small bit of hurt there. Hurt he wanted no part of at all.

“Oh, Mim my silly thing. I’m only teasing you,” Phillip said softly, then leaned forward and kissed her as briefly as he had Vinnie. After breaking the kiss he laid his cheek to hers. “Go to work, my Mim. Be the impressive lady you are.”

Mim had partially leaned into him at this point, her hands holding to his tunic.

“Okay,” she said in a breathy whisper. “Okay… I… I’m going to work. I’ll come back after. Okay? Can we have dinner tonight?”

“Sure. We can do that. I’ll let Alice know in advance, but can we have it in the dining room? I don’t want to leave the house,” Phillip requested.

“Of course, Phil. Of course,” murmured Mim. She kissed his cheek and then stood up.

Pulling down at the hem of her tunic, she looked flustered. Her cheeks were red as well.

The hurt he’d seen in her was gone, however. And that’s what mattered to him at this moment. She looked like the Mim he’d come to expect when he got aggressive with her.

Smiling at him suddenly, she let out a short breath.

“You know, it’s still amazing that you can do that to me,” said Mim with a chuckle. “You’re a dangerous man, my Phil. I’m very grateful you care for us. That you’re not looking to manipulate us all.”

Phillip smiled back at her.

“When you come for dinner, maybe… wear something in blue? Blue and white maybe?” he asked. He really did love the look of her when she wore blue dresses.

Blinking twice, Mim nodded her head, then left.

Frankie, Bobbie, and Mildred looked up from their conversation as Mim left, then went back to their own affairs. Whatever those three were discussing had them completely engaged.

Glancing to his right, he found Vinnie watching him with a dazed look.

“Don’t tell the others,” Phillip said with a grin. “That was for you alone. And your constant wish and desire to… use… your mouth on me.

“I appreciate it, your desire to help me and make me feel… good… even if I keep giving you rain checks. It isn’t unnoticed.”

“What about me? Huh?” Tonie asked. “I’d do all that she would. I’d let you have whatever you wanted of me, all you have to do is ask. I just don’t like offering it as much as she does. I started the Dark Horse Girls. I’m second only to Dread. Don’t I-”

Phillip smirked and pulled down on Tonie’s armor.

To which she immediately dropped down to her knees and leaned forward eagerly, her eyes already closed.

Meeting her lips with his own, Phillip kissed her in the same way he had Vinnie.

Breaking the kiss, Phillip sat back in his chair, watching Tonie’s face.

The hard and fierce soldier-turned-guard had a look on her face that matched Vinnie’s.

“You might want to stand up before the others notice,” Phillip commented dryly. “And remember. Our secret.”

Vinnie popped into an upright position, though Tonie sat there still in a bit of a daze, gazing at Phillip with a searching look.

“Of course, Philly. Our secret,” Vinnie said quickly. “And… uh… I want to suck you off right now. While you sit there. Looking all sexy and very much like you. Can I get another rain check? That’ll make nine you owe me.”

“Fine, another,” Phillip said with a laugh.

Tonie came back to herself as he finished talking. She nodded her head then stood up.

“Okay,” she murmured, sounding somewhat off. “Our… our secret, Philly.”

Letting out a slow breath, Phillip nodded his head once.

Now… Milly. She keeps avoiding me. Running away when I get her alone.

And I’m tired of that. I need to thank her for what she did for me privately.

This is that chance. While Alice and Mim are away, I can dismiss the others.

Clearing his throat, Phillip waited for a second as Bobbie, Frankie, and Mildred all turned toward him.

“I’d like some time alone with Mildred,” Phillip said formally. “Please go secure the hallway and let no one in. I’ll summon you when I’m finished.”

He didn’t mention Alice’s apartment as that wasn’t his place to block that door with his guards.

The surprised look on all four guards vanished in a flash. They grouped up and then exited the room swiftly without a word, closing the door behind themselves.

Leaving him alone with Mildred.

“Go lock the door, Milly,” Phillip said, getting out of his chair and walking over to the door that led to Alice’s room.

“Phillip, we really-”

“Milly, go lock the door,” Phillip demanded as he reached Alice’s door.

Pulling the bar down into place, he effectively locked Alice out if she showed up.

The clack of a similar bar coming into place behind him told him Mildred had listened.

“Go sit down,” Phillip said, gesturing at the sofa. He had plans for Mildred and he wasn’t going to let her escape this time. He was tired of her running like a frightened deer at the very idea of him being alone with her.

“Phil-”

“Sit,” declared Phillip. He wasn’t going to let her wriggle out of this.

Having prepared for this moment, Phillip walked over to his wardrobe and pulled out the padlocked chest there. Inside it, was seventy gold nobles.

Mildred’s entire investment paid back to her as well as the start of what she was owed from Madeline paying them their percentage of each sale.

Groaning, Phillip walked the chest over to the table set in front of the sofa. Which Mildred was thankfully sitting at now.

Putting it down in front of her on the table, he was glad to be rid of it. It was far heavier than he’d expected. Phillip produced the key from his pocket and set it down next to the chest. Then he sat himself down next to her on the sofa.

“Milly, my Dread Maiden, my beautiful stalwart defender, this is yours,” said Phillip, gesturing at the lock-box. “Seventy golden nobles. Your investment returned to you at double, plus your percentage of what we’re owed by Madeline.”

Mildred let out a slow and quivering breath, her eyes fastened to the box.

“Open it, stick your fingers in your money, feel it,” Phillip encouraged her. “That’s your life savings. From five, to seventy.”

Having done such a thing to her, for her, Phillip was feeling quite smug. Smug and very satisfied.

He’d rewarded her faith in him just as she had rewarded his faith in her.

Picking up the key, Mildred set it into the padlock, turned it, and then opened her chest.

Glittering golden coins awaited her. More than she would have ever seen in likely her entire life. More than she could have saved if she kept every single scrap of coin she ever made.

The difference between a commoner, the mercantile class, and the peerage.

Where Phillip often had spent seventy coins on a few sets of clothing, and Alice might have bought a few pieces of furniture over a few months, Mildred simply wouldn’t see such a thing.

A shuddering whimper escaped Mildred’s lips and she paused, her hands hovering over the coins.

He had imagined many things that she might do.

He’d even fantasized about a few truthfully. But none of them had included her letting out a pained whimper.

“I’m a failure, Phil,” Mildred moaned, her hands slowly moving down to the coins. “I don’t deserve any of this. You were… you were so harmed. And I let them take you.”

“Not like you could have done anything else, you big silly,” Phillip said with a laugh. “They’d have just arrested or killed you.”

Contemplating it, Phillip tried to approach it from something she might understand better.

“I’d say you didn’t fail, but succeeded,” tried Phillip. “You put yourself in a position where you could gather reinforcements, rather than die on the field and accomplish little. You didn’t retreat, you strategically withdrew and brought up the reserves. Led them to the appropriate part of the battle and flanked the enemy army. You acted the part of a commander, rather than a soldier.”

Reaching out, Phillip shoved Mildred’s right hand into her coins.

“And this is your life savings. This has nothing to do with your performance,” said Phillip. “This is what you earned through your investments.

“You’re a wealthy woman now. What’ll you do, Milly? You don’t have to be a guard anymore. You could be whatever you wished. You’re young enough you could retire, marry, and never lift a finger again.”

Mildred closed her hand slowly and then turned it over. Thick gold coins spilled from her fingers and landed in the chest.

Staring into her hand, she seemed completely at a loss.

“How many?” she asked in a soft voice.

“Seventy. You started with five,” Phillip said, then leaned in close to Mildred and put a hand on her knee. “A hero earned five gold over her service in the army. The Dread Maiden just made seventy gold for being a smart investor.”

Mildred snorted at that and put all the coins back. Staring into the contents, for a few more seconds she then closed it and locked the chest.

“I’m not a smart investor. Nor am I particularly bright. I just… I just keep betting on you, Phil,” whispered Mildred, pulling the key from the lock and setting it to the side.

“Well, a savvy gambler then? You’ll remember there were those who didn’t bet on me,” admonished Phillip. “And I’m now tired of you insulting yourself. Or putting yourself down. No more today. Or I’ll be cross with you.”

“Cross with me,” repeated Mildred, turning her head to look at him.

“You’re my Dread Maiden, aren’t you? So listen to me. No more negativity,” Phillip said, squeezing her knee.

“I’m your Dread Maiden,” Mildred said with a soft smile. “No more negativity. I’m… I’m a savvy gambler. And I’ll continue to bet on you. Please… invest my gold in whatever you do next.”

“Certainly, but you’ll need to put your gold away into a temple for now,” said Phillip. “There’s nothing to invest in yet, and I don’t think you want that kind of gold sitting around idly.”

“I… okay. I’ll go put it in a temple,” she replied and then slowly leaned in toward him.

Oh!

My brave Dread Maiden wants a kiss.

I’ll give her one to remember.

Leaning toward her as well, Phillip reached out with his right hand and laid it on her stomach. His left hand moved up her leg to her thigh.

A shiver ran through Mildred as her eyes closed, her large frame moving over his own.

As soon as their lips met one another there was a sharp knock on the door.

“Philly!” Tonie called through the door. “Messenger just rode up real hard!”

Ignoring the knock, Phillip kissed Mildred for a handful of seconds before finally moving away with a sigh. Turning his head to the door, he considered how to respond.

Tonie had warned him so he could stop doing whatever he was doing with Mildred.

She thinks I’m bedding her.

“Alright, I’m coming,” he said and then looked to Mildred. “Sorry, Milly. Go take care of your coinage. I’m going to greet the messenger.”

Getting up, he went over to the door, unlocked it, and opened it.

All four of his guards were standing there and then immediately peeked into the room.

They almost looked equal parts disappointed and relieved that they could see Mildred sitting on the sofa.

And that both her and he were clothed and looked undisturbed.

Rolling his eyes, Phillip grabbed Frankie and Bobbie around the hips. He started pulling them along with him until they finally met his pace.

“Come on, you two, you’re my personal guards for the moment,” he said as he released them.

Reaching the front of the manor home, Phillip arrived as the messenger entered from the main door. They had a hard messenger tube in their hands.

She was a young woman in supple leather armor and riding clothes. The look to her was that she’d ridden quite hard and fast.

“Ah, I’m looking for Phillip Curis,” said the messenger, walking straight up to Phillip.

“I’m he, though I’m married. It’s Phillip Rias,” he replied, holding his hand out.

“Ah, yes. Phillip Curis Rias,” confirmed the messenger and then laid the tube in his hand. “From Duchess Curis.”

What? Grandmother?

Breaking the seal, Phillip tore the top off the tube and upended the contents.

A single piece of paper slid out and landed in his hand.

Dropping the tube, he unfurled the letter and began reading.

 

Dear Pip,

 

I’ll make this as brief as I can.

Your mother has been taken as a prisoner of war. I plan on traveling to meet with the queen to discuss her release. Please relay this information to your mother-in-law and see if she’d be willing to travel to the capital. I would appreciate her assistance in this matter as a close friend of your mother’s.

I’ll wait for a few days to give her the possibility to join me here at the Ducal manor.

As is always the case with these situations, the more people involved in the petition for a ransom to be paid, the more likely it is to be paid.

 

Realizing there was no more, Phillip flipped it over to the back.

There was nothing there either.

It was almost too short for it to be his grandmother. She had often been quite verbose with her letters in the past.

But then again, she’d never written about such a situation.

Except… Matilda isn’t home.

So what do I do?

I could see if Alice is willing to travel with me. Perhaps Mim and her mother?

Though they’re not of the nobility.

Technically Alice and her mother are in an off-hand sort of way by marrying me.

Shaking his head, Phillip looked to the messenger.

“Thank you. I have nothing to send in return. Did my grandmother pay you already?” Phillip asked.

“Yes, she did. Thank you,” said the messenger with a bob of her head. Turning on her heel, she left quickly, closing the door behind herself.

“My mother was captured as a prisoner of war,” Phillip said, staring at the door.

Bobbie and Frankie both stiffened at the news.

“What?” Vinnie asked from behind him. She sounded incredulous to Phillip’s ear.

“No. The general-no. She’d never get caught,” denied Tonie.

Phillip shook his head and then turned around, holding the letter out to Tonie.

“See for yourself,” he mumbled and walked past his guards.

I’m going to go myself to see the queen with my grandmother.

First… I need to pack, change, and then track down Alice.

I’ll also need to send a note to Mim explaining what’s happened.

She can’t help me, but there’s no reason I shouldn’t at least tell her what’s going on.


Twenty-Eight

 

Walking into Alice’s city office, Phillip found the receptionist and waved a hand at the man.

“Good morning,” Phillip said.

“Ah, good morning, Mr. Rias! It’s so good to see you up and around,” the receptionist said, getting to his feet with a wide smile. “Miss Alice told me about what that nasty sheriff did to you. She was so angry and morose when she first came back to work but… I can see why she was so happy when she came in to work today. You’re clearly looking much better.

“And probably why she said she’d be leaving work early today, too.”

Unable to help himself, Phillip smiled and ducked his head at the fact that Alice was apparently that concerned with him.

It was gratifying to hear such a thing said, even if it made him feel somewhat silly for enjoying it.

“Is she seeing anyone right now?” Phillip asked, trying to change the subject.

“Yes, but she left standing orders to interrupt her no matter what’s going on if you showed up,” the receptionist said, coming around the desk.

“That’s okay. How long is she expected to be in the meeting?” Phillip said, holding his hands up. “I can wait, I really can.”

“Oh, not long. It was an impromptu meeting and she only had a short time before her next meeting anyways. Are you sure?” asked the receptionist.

“I’m positive, thank you,” promised Phillip with the same smile. Turning, he walked down the hall toward Alice’s office.

For whatever reason, he could see her door was open, which was certainly out of the ordinary.

He couldn’t remember the last time anyone ever in the Rias office had their office door open for a meeting.

“-not interested,” Alice said clearly and with a firm tone. “It doesn’t matter which way you say it, how you say it, or the words in what you say. I’m not interested.”

“What? It doesn’t have to be like that does it?” asked a male voice.

Phillip raised his eyebrows at that and then considered what to do. If he stood and waited outside her office door, it’d be tantamount to eavesdropping. 

If he walked in on whatever meeting she was holding, it’d be almost just as unbearably awkward.

“Yes, it does have to be like that,” stated Alice frostily. “My husband wouldn’t care for you to come around the house. Nor would he care for you to even be here at my office. You got this meeting only because you showed up without asking. If you had asked, it’d have been declined like every other.”

“But that’s just it. You decline no matter what. I just want to talk. And he doesn’t have to know, do-”

“Yes, he does have to know,” said Alice, the sound of a chair scraping following her words. “And with that said, this is done. As I told you previously, it was a mistake to even talk to you.

“I’m not interested, I have not been since I met Phillip, and you’re no longer welcome in any way. The second our arrangement was ended, our paths diverged. I want nothing to do with you.”

It’s… Jay. Isn’t it.

That’s why the door’s open.

She didn’t want a closed door meeting with him.

Her receptionist could hear everything. As could anyone in the office or who walked by.

Smiling at Alice’s actions, and feeling a single patch of warm sunshine on his soul considering his mother was a prisoner, Phillip walked right up to the door.

Knocking on it firmly, he let his eyes inspect the room.

Alice was standing behind her desk looking extremely angry. She was dressed exactly as he remembered her when she left this morning.

He’d even gone so far as to see her off at the door and watching from the doorway as her coach left. It’d been an interesting experience for him.

An experience he had not attempted to re-initiate since he’d stopped trying early on in their marriage.

Sitting across from her was indeed Jay. Dressed quite well and looking very depressed with the conversation.

“Husband!” Alice said with genuine joy in her voice as a wide smile broke across her features.

Moving around her desk, she took his hand in hers and pulled him into her office.

“Jay, this is my husband, Phillip,” Alice said, formally introducing Jay to Phillip. She wrapped her arm around Phillip’s shoulders and drew him up into her side possessively. “Phillip, this is Jay. He was attempting to get me to agree to meet with him without your knowledge.

“I declined, and I’ve told him to leave. I’ve also told him I want no part of him in the future and to leave me be. He has a fiancé he should be focusing on from.”

Feeling very odd, though extremely warm and safe, Phillip nodded his head at Jay.

“Good day, Jay. And goodbye. Please do not darken my doorstep, office or home, again. Don’t come back, or I’ll have you thrown out,” Alice said in an absolutely chilling tone. There was no room for interpretation in her demand.

Getting out of his seat without a word, Jay slunk away, leaving the office.

The second he crossed the threshold of her office doorway, Alice left Phillip’s side. Marching to the door, she slammed it shut behind the man with far more force than needed.

“Hopefully he’ll finally get the hint and leave me alone,” Alice declared loudly. Loudly enough that Jay could probably hear her in the hallway even through the door.

Shaking her head, Alice turned back to him and once more a smile blossomed on her face.

Unexpectedly, she skipped across the distance to him and wrapped him up in a hug. Drawing his head up into her neck and practically crushing him with her arms.

“It’s so good to see you, Phil,” murmured Alice, holding onto him. “And even better that you’re up and about. Did you come to have lunch with me?”

Not waiting for an answer, she kissed him. After a short period she finally leaned back and looked to him, allowing him to respond.

“I… I’m glad to see you, too,” Phillip said and meant it. Having walked in on what he did had smothered over any lingering shadows of doubt he had for Alice. “I have poor news though. My mother has been made into a prisoner-of-war. I received a letter from my grandmother. I’m going to head to the capital to see what I can do.”

Phillip pulled the letter out of his pocket and held it out to her to read.

“I’m going to take four of my guards and Mildred. The rest will remain here. I need to travel quickly and light,” Phillip explained as Alice took the letter.

Reading it quickly with a furrowed brow, Alice shook her head and looked to him.

“Pip?” she asked. The question surprised him. He hadn’t expected that to be her first inquiry.

“Uhm, it’s… what Grandma… always called me. Pip. Her little Pip. I’m her only grandson,” admitted Phillip. “She… doted on me considerably.”

Alice grinned for a second before it slipped away. Holding the letter back out to him, she seemed unsure.

“Mother won’t be back for a while,” murmured Alice. “Shall I go with you?”

“Ah, no. It’s alright. It isn’t dangerous and I don’t think it’ll be long. You have business to worry through and… honestly… I’d ask you to watch over my own. Though, may… I speak on your behalf?” Phillip asked.

“Of course you can, you’re my husband,” affirmed Alice with a chuckle. “I trust you, Phillip. You’re not just a house-husband or anything like that. You’re my partner. I’ll have something written up to that effect just in case.”

Tucking the letter back away, Phillip couldn’t quite meet Alice’s eyes.

Finally, he lifted his gaze up and met her own.

She was still smiling at him, her hands on her hips.

Nothing like the cold wintry woman who had rebuffed him so frequently.

“Thank you… wife. Alice,” said Phillip quietly. “I’m grateful.”

“Though… I… uh-” mumbled Alice before she cleared her throat with a firm cough. “Maybe I’m just being a sex-crazed and foul woman but… do you think we could have a quick go? Here on my desk? Before you leave? I’m going to miss you and-well, I missed you while I was gone, too. And I didn’t want to push you into anything after your ordeal.

“But if you don’t want to I completely understand. It’s not very romantic and it’s probably not going to be very comfortable for you. Ugh, I’m just being a sex-hungry idiot aren’t I?”

Phillip’s body responded on his behalf, his loins stirring in his pants.

Something it hadn’t really done since he’d gotten home from the prison.

“No. You’re not. It’s-okay,” he said, feeling a little adventurous. “On… on the desk. Okay. Get up there.”

Maybe more than a just little adventurous.

 

***

 

Rolling in through the opened gates of his grandmother’s estate, the Curis family head’s home, he felt rather nostalgic. That he was going back to a place that was more akin to revisiting a past self.

A time that no longer existed outside of his memories.

Past the cultured gardens and walkways. Across the smooth and well-maintained driveway that led to the manor. Straight up to the door that he’d so often ran to, to give his grandmother a hug.

Coming to a stop, Phillip opened the door and hopped out. Just as if he were a little kid again.

Though his grandmother wouldn’t be there at the door to greet him. Nor would his mother be behind him to admonish him to be careful on the steps.

Before his foot had landed on the first step however, the door swung open and his grandmother stepped out.

She was dressed in what would be expected of a Duchess. The Curis stamp was particularly strong with his grandmother and his mother.

Her straight blonde hair was going white, though her bright-blue eyes had lost none of their sharpness.

“My little Pip!” said the elderly woman with a heart-warming smile on her face, holding her arms out to him just as she used to.

Moving quicker, Phillip started to take the steps at a very quick hop, moving up them two or three at a time until he reached his grandmother.

Hugging her tightly, he was given what he’d used to call “grandma hugs”. Which was where she tried her darndest to crush him into herself.

“Not so little anymore,” his grandmother said as Phillip wheezed an unintelligible response. Letting him go she took a step back and looked at him. “Look at you. A grown man.

“And a good-looking one. Goodness, you inherited a great deal from your grand-father and father, you lucky man. Scratch that, your lucky wife and mother-in-law. Your father is a splendid son-in-law and husband. Best one any of my girls have had.”

“Don’t let my aunties hear that,” Phillip said, smirking at his grandmother.

“Ha, they’re well aware. I managed to do right by your mother, but not as well for the other three. Alas, your father had no brothers, or cousins I could steal away,” his grandmother said with a dismissive wave of her hand. She looked like she was about to get into a tirade. “Now if only your aunt could just… settle down. Ending her first marriage as soon as she had her children was foolish.”

“I like Aunty just the way she is. Be nice. No bad-mouthing her,” Phillip said before his grandmother could get started.

Laughing, his grandmother regarded him for a second then sighed.

“She always did smother you in compliments and kind words. It’s no wonder you still have a sweet-spot for her,” his grandmother muttered, patting Phillip’s cheek kindly.

He couldn’t deny that he did.

His aunt was vulgar, crude, unashamedly interested in men, and quick with her emotions.

But she’d always defended, was kind to, and looked out for him amongst all his cousins.

“Now, why are you here?” his grandmother asked. “I don’t see any of the Rias household with you and that’s not their coach either.”

“They’re attending their grandmother as she passes,” Phillip said simply. “Alice allowed me to come and speak on her behalf. I have a signed and sealed note to that effect as well.”

“Well, let’s get everything ready for the trip then and get going. There’s no time to waste,” his grandmother said. “I’m certainly not going to leave your mother in the hands of the enemy any longer than I have to.”

 

***

 

In no time at all Phillip and his guards were swept up in a much larger procession. To the point where Mildred, Tonie, Bobbie, Frankie, and Vinnie were more like guests than guards.

His grandmother treated them all fairly, given that they had been soldiers for her daughter first, though she did keep her “noble distance” as his mother had called it once. That there was an expectation to keep one’s self away from the commoners.

It only took a day to reach the capital, where his guards were all left at his grandmother’s estate. They wouldn’t be allowed into the quarter of the city they were going anyways.

Staring out the window at the capital up ahead of them, those random thoughts had triggered a question he’d wanted to ask his grandmother.

“Grandmother,” Phillip asked, turning his head to look at the only other occupant in the coach.

“Yes, Pip?” she asked, looking up from her book.

“Did you give Gerdie money?” he asked.

His grandmother didn’t reply. She stared at him as she considered his question.

“I assume you mean Geraldine,” the Duchess clarified.

“Yes, Grandmother.”

“First… I’d like to know why you think I gave her money?”

“Uhm… just… reasons,” Phillip said, with a shrug of his shoulders. His grandmother and his mother had always been amongst the few people he had extreme difficulties hiding things from.

Peering at him, she clearly didn’t believe him at all.

“Elizabeth?” she asked suddenly, tilting her head to one side.

Phillip said nothing, he met his grandmother’s eyes squarely, and made no move at all.

“Of course it was,” his grandmother said with a snort. “She always was the quickest when it came to knowing what I was doing.”

Turning her head, his grandmother looked out the window and let out a slow and soft sigh.

“Your grandfather wasn’t my first choice, you know,” she murmured. “Not even my seventh, in fact. He was forced on me by my own mother. I’d actually been courting this… sweet… little man from an old knighted family. Barely landed, but… not a commoner. Not really.

“Sweet as could be, you know. Kind in all the right ways. Warm and willing to listen. Thoughtful.”

Losing herself in what Phillip would guess were memories, the Duchess grew silent and still. Gazing off at nothing.

“Well, be that as it may, Mother didn’t care for him. And so I married accordingly to her will. Thankfully your grandfather gave me my girls and promptly died. Couldn’t have asked for a better marriage in the end,” his grandmother said with a dark chuckle. “By that time though my dear Phillip had already married and had kids of his own, of course.”

I… Phillip?

“I couldn’t even be angry at who he married either. His wife was a friend of mine. And May was a good woman and good to him. Kind and charitable.

“Just what he needed, honestly. It’s a pity the sickness last year took them both,” the Duchess said then gave her head a brief shake, turning to look at him. “I did what any reasonable lovesick woman would do in my position after your grandfather passed. I had Phillip’s son marry my eldest daughter. Then I managed to talk that daughter of mine into naming the only grandson I ever had, after her grand-father-in-law.

“I made my own romance happen, in my own way, I suppose. It’s why I treasure you, Pip. You’re so much like him. My own Phillip. You have all his goodness in you. As did your sisters, in fact. Your father is one of a kind.”

That… explains quite a bit.

Not to mention why Grandpa Phil and Grannie May were always invited over to Grandmother’s house. Always welcome.

Requested, even.

Why she let my mother have such a long period of time to be with Father as well.

Grandma wanted them around and for it to succeed in a way she never could make her own marriage.

“To answer your original question, of course I gave and still give Gerdie money. She’s my grand-daughter,” the Duchess said with a tired smile and a laugh. “I also send her letters quite often. She’s doing very well you know. Has her own inn and everything now with Theodore, that’s her husband by the way. Very nice man. They’ll do well by each other.

“I dropped by the other week while I was passing through. She’s quite swollen with their first child. Rather exciting to have my first great-grandchild coming.

“I’m already putting in the paperwork to have them officially recognized in the family line. Just because I did what I had to, to Gerdie, doesn’t mean her child won’t receive the family name.”

Grinning like a fool, Phillip was quite glad to hear all that.

“I disinherited Gerdie because I had to. To preserve the family honor. But just because I disinherited her, doesn’t mean I won’t support her. Or I don’t love her,” the Duchess said with a snort. “I uphold my duty to the best of my ability. To hold to the Curis honor.

“It’s what makes us noble. The honor of duty.

“But that doesn’t mean I’m not human. I'm her grandmother who loves her.”

The Duchess cleared her throat and sighed.

“You should write Gerdie, Pip. She asked about you and how you were doing. I’ll have one of the servants provide you with the address. Maybe you and Alice can stop by.

“And before you fret, I won’t say anything to Elizabeth. So long as you don’t tell her that I’m aware she was sending money to Gerdie, too.”

She was?

Ha. So much for not having any pity, Auntie.

“That daughter of mine… she lies to herself about her own emotions more than I ever did,” grumbled the Duchess, finally looking back to her book.

“Like mother, like daughter, Grandmother,” Phillip said with a winsome smile.

Getting the full glare from the older woman for his comment, he just kept smiling at her.

“You’re right,” she admitted and shrugged her shoulders, looking back to her book once more. “Very proud of my girls. All of them. Even Elizabeth. She’s just too much like me, I suppose. Makes me worried of her.”

“You should be proud of her. She did what you wanted to do yourself, did she not? She fulfilled her duty, had five very smart and strong children, and then divorced. She’s living her life on her terms,” argued Phillip.

His grandmother’s eyes were frozen to the page she was on.

Unmoving.

Finally she let out another sigh.

“I’m going to write Elizabeth as soon as we stop and ask her to come over for tea,” the Duchess muttered. “I suddenly find that my youngest daughter needs to be given a firm pat on the head and a hug. Maybe see what we can do about getting Bethany a proper husband soon. She’s her eldest and could use my support. Maybe we’ll luck out and find someone with a similar disposition to you.”

Grinning, Phillip looked back out the window and nodded his head.

He liked his Aunt Elizabeth quite a bit.

She was always there for him.

It didn’t hurt that she’d served as a lieutenant for his mother and had once been a line soldier, too. Phillip had grown up seeing the two of them working together.

Between his mother, his Aunt Elizabeth, and his sisters and cousins, Phillip was fairly certain he’d had his preferences in women hard-wired into his brain.

Crass, vulgar, straight-forward women who said it like it was.

“If Elizabeth is that much like you… does that mean you were a pants chaser, too?” Phillip asked, deciding to push his grandmother just a little.

He was learning quite a bit about his family history today.

Glancing at him over the top of her book, his grandmother quirked an eyebrow.

Then she laughed and went back to her book.

“Even more so,” she admitted. “Definitely going to need to have a long talk with my dear daughter.”


Twenty-Nine

 

Standing behind his grandmother and a step to the left, Phillip and the Duchess slowly moved through the crowd. Being able to slide through and amongst them with relative ease was due to the fact that it was only the peerage here.

No one actually wanted to be touched by someone else and everyone kept their distances from one another.

The Duchess was casually walking her way toward the throne room. She didn’t wish to speak with anyone at the moment and was presenting that aura.

Her business was with the queen and no one else.

Given that the vast majority of the capital was aware of what had happened to the heir of the Curis family, there was no mistaking what the Duchess was here for either. Everyone would be assuming she was here to petition the queen for her daughter’s release.

“If it isn’t Duchess Curis,” said a smooth voice from the side.

Turning her head toward the speaker, the Duchess hesitated, then turned toward them.

Matching his grandmother’s movements, Phillip found they were veering off toward a woman who looked to be in her thirties. With soft-looking short brown hair and dark-brown eyes.

“Countess,” his grandmother said with an incline of her head, which the other woman returned. “I must confess I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Well, we all do what we must for family. I’m here acting as a liaison and emissary, though also as my title,” said the woman with a pleasant smile, her eyes moving to Phillip. “And you must be Phillip. You certainly have the Curis look to you from Clarissa but… you also… ah. Yes. He definitely resembles Phillip, doesn’t he?”

“He does indeed. We’re very fortunate to have Phillip,” the Duchess said, laying a hand to Phillip’s back and easing him forward. “Phillip, this is Countess Karen, third in line for the title of Ducal seat of Karen.”

Karen? As in the pretender?

Who… has Mother imprisoned?

Phillip bowed demurely as a noble-man should to the other woman.

“A pleasure to meet you, Countess,” said Phillip as he stood up.

“Indeed, a pleasure,” the Countess murmured, her eyes drifting back to the Duchess. “I assume you’re here about… what happened?”

“Of course. It’s what a mother would do, is it not? As you said. We all do what we must for family,” the Duchess repeated back.

“Indeed, indeed. Well, I think you’ll likely find that the conversation will end without a conclusion,” the countess warned. “When it does, please feel free to seek me out. I’m staying at the Ducal estate while I’m here.”

His grandmother’s face had a pinched look to it at that statement.

It made Phillip quite wary of what was happening. To him it sounded like there was a great deal going on behind the scenes right now. Things occurring that neither he or his grandmother knew about.

“Is there anything you could perhaps tell me?” his grandmother asked, getting straight to the heart of the matter.

Looking surprised for all of a second, the Countess snorted.

What’d you expect from a Curis?

“Your daughter is being treated more than fairly. She is unharmed, unwounded, and being given all the courtesy my aunt can,” the Countess offered. “Countess Curis has been, and always will be, the renowned general first and foremost. She isn’t being locked away in some dreary cell, but is being held in family apartments. She also dines with my aunt and her family for every meal.

“Though I’m afraid that’s all I can say or admit to for the time being. My instructions were to reveal nothing to you at all but-but you’ve always been fair in your dealings with us, Duchess. As have your daughters. The last I can offer is that on my word, your daughter is safe, being treated well, and will be treated well.”

Duchess Curis, a woman of decent political strength, raising daughters that all joined the military, surviving her only marriage, and maneuvering the queen’s political landscape for fifty years, looked tired and thankful. Letting her head sink forward several inches, she let out a slow and shuddering breath, her eyes closing.

“Thank you, Countess. I will repay this kindness in the future,” murmured the Duchess.

“No need. A simple courtesy repaid for past kindness,” said the Countess, who curtsied to the Duchess, nodded her head to Phillip, and then left.

“Thank you, Countess,” Phillip called after the woman before she’d gotten more than a step away. Bowing himself down to her he waited, able to see her just barely. “I’ll personally not forget your words.”

Pausing for a moment, the Countess looked over her shoulder at Phillip. Giving him a small smile she turned around and then curtsied formally to him.

Turning again, she left without another word.

“I fear… that we may end up having to go this alone,” murmured the Duchess as she straightened up. Turning her head, she looked to Phillip and sighed. “The queen… isn’t… she isn’t her mother. And her mother would have already paid the ransom for Clarissa. I wouldn’t have had to come here at all.

“With what the countess just said… I fear that your mother may have fallen into a political hole. One we can’t dig our way out of by ourselves.”

Grimacing, Phillip couldn’t argue that. He had the feeling that his grandmother was correct.

“Come, we’ll make for the queen and request a private audience,” said the Duchess as she turned back toward the main hall. Back onto the path they had originally started on.

Sorting through others, filtering their way into the palace, Phillip could only contemplate what he’d learned. His mother was being treated kindly, but there was something else going on here.

Not to mention that the pretender-queen had an open line of communication with the true queen. That letters had already been sent and what information could be given to his grandmother had been laid out.

Beyond all that, that the countess expected them to come back to her after treating with the queen.

In other words, the queen has already ruled against paying Mother’s ransom. That for whatever reason she isn’t already freeing her lead general.

Yet as far as I know, prisoner exchanges are still ongoing.

So she isn’t swapping Mother for others, either.

This… it’s a personal snub, isn’t it?

Trailing along behind his grandmother, Phillip felt like he’d already arrived at the same conclusion he imagined his grandmother had.

That it was this belief that had caused her to look defeated in the face of the countess.

When his grandmother came to a stop it shook Phillip from his thoughts.

Looking up, he found that they were standing in front of a woman about the age of his mother. She had long dark-black hair that was neatly arranged behind her, held in place by a number of pins and a golden and blue coronet.

Cold blue eyes were set in a beautiful face that was as pale as fresh snow.

Her figure lent itself towards inactivity but she wasn’t unappealing either.

Standing next to her was a woman that looked a year or two older than Phillip. She shared all the same features with the queen, including the rather impressive figure, minus the extra bits.

She was also taller than his mother and his eldest sister both.

Considering she was wearing a military uniform, he imagined she was considerably more active than what was likely her mother.

“Ah, Duchess Curis,” said the queen, turning to look at his grandmother. “What a pleasure to see you at court. We haven’t seen you in several months.”

“A pleasure, your majesty. I’m afraid I’ve been managing my household and have been busy. I’ve brought my grandson with me today, Phillip Curis Rias,” the Duchess said, then curtsied deeply to the woman.

Phillip took this as the signal for him to bow deeply to the queen at the same time.

“Yes. I’d heard he’d married into the Rias family,” the queen said, not even bothering to nod her head to the Duchess. It was a clear sign of royal displeasure.

Turning her head, both the queen, and what Phillip assumed was the heir-apparent, looked to him.

“You’re certainly a handsome young man, aren’t you,” said the queen rather boldly with a smile. “Had I known, I would have secured you for my daughter.”

“It is indeed a pity, Mother,” agreed the woman next to the queen. She eyed Phillip in an entirely different way than her mother. It was more akin to a hungry woman waiting for dinner to be served. “I would have liked him as a husband.”

I… is that what this is about?

Did Mother turn down an arrangement from the queen?

“I had no idea, your majesty,” the Duchess said, standing up and straightening her shoulders. “I can assure you that we would not have opposed a royal match. We would have embraced it whole-heartedly.”

Both of the royals looked back to the Duchess. An awkward silence descended on the conversation. One that looked to be shaping up to be somewhat of a stare off.

This… might be the time to pull the “ignorant man” card and step into the breach.

“Your majesty, forgive me for speaking up,” Phillip declared in an earnest voice. Lifting his hand up, he laid it over his heart as he spoke. “We… we wished to speak to you regarding my mother and her captivity. Could we please trouble you to have a private audience with us?”

While it was rude to address the queen directly, she had at least spoken about him. Though it wasn’t quite to him, he imagined he might be able to slip through the political quagmire of the situation.

Bowing deeply at the waist, Phillip faced the floor, staring at the boots of the princess who was directly across from him.

“Oh,” said the queen with a little bit of surprise to her voice. “Well… certainly. I have nothing to attend to at the moment and I can spare you and your grandmother some time.”

“Thank you, your highness,” Phillip said, not raising his head yet. He felt mildly ashamed for what he was doing, but his mother’s freedom was at stake. “We appreciate your magnanimity.”

A cool set of fingers slipped down under his chin and lifted his head up.

He found himself looking up into the lovely and delicate features of the princess herself.

Pulling more firmly, she brought him to a standing position, her fingers still resting on his face.

Her hand moved forward until her palm cupped his cheek, her index finger lightly playing with his earlobe.

“You may entertain me, Phillip Curis,” stated the princess. “The Duchess and Mother will discuss what needs to be said while you and I have our own conversation. You may attend to my… needs.”

Did she… I… I… I don’t-okay.

I wish I wasn’t here. Grandmother doesn’t actually need me here.

But… what… if the princess uses this against Grandmother? What if the queen… takes this as an insult.

I can’t… say no.

We can do this.

For Mother.

Just… keep everything in view of others. Don’t let her take me off somewhat private and secluded. It’ll be fine.

This’ll… this’ll be fine.

But she still might do something.

I’m putting myself in a position of risk. I could just as easily turn around and walk away from this. I don’t have to do this.

“Of course, your highness,” Phillip said, smiling at the princess who had yet to release his face. He felt terribly awkward, mildly shamed by her forwardness, and a touch dirtied. But this was for his mother. It was his choice to do his duty in the end, and he’d walk into this perilous position. “I’ll be happy to attend you. Though I would need to be on hand nearby if my grandmother needed me. She’s advancing in years. I couldn’t leave her side.”

Staring at him, the princess looked to be contemplating his words.

Not far away, the Duchess and the queen were talking about the weather while her royal guards cleared a nearby room. There was no way they were missing the exchange that was going on.

Or at least Phillip thought so.

“I would prefer we go somewhere private,” the princess dared to say despite everyone that was around them.

Okay. I… okay. She’s directly… directly asking for me to-to probably have sex with her.

How do I tell her no? I can’t, can I? If it’s for Mother I-would… Alice understand?

No. We must preserve ourselves if possible, and barter… barter effectively if not.

If this were a trade deal, we wouldn’t commit to our side of the bargain until we received our goods.

We can take a little bit of risk until she’s free, but not much.

“I… would be more than willing to have a private discussion with her highness,” allowed Phillip with a smile he didn’t feel at all. “Though it would need to be after my grandmother and the queen have their discussion. I truly must be on hand for her at this time. Once they’ve finished their discussion in regards to my mother, we can retire to a more secluded area. Like the royal gardens. I’ve heard they’re quite lovely this time of year.”

And also still public in a way. They’re visible to others.

The princess smirked at that, her eyes gaining a far more predatory look to them.

She wasn’t fooled in the least.

She knew exactly what he was saying and playing for. That if his grandmother and the queen came to a reasonable conclusion in regards to his mother, he’d do what he had to.

Because that was the way of the world.

Phillip would pay whatever price he was needed to, to free his mother.

Letting her hand drop to her side, the princess rested it on the sword at her hip.

“As you like,” the princess said and then turned her head toward her mother. Reaching up, she laid a hand to the other woman’s shoulder and then leaned in close, whispering something in her ear.

It was surprising to say the least; she had quite literally interrupted her mother mid sentence.

A frown accompanied a rather ugly look as the queen looked to her daughter. They held a stare for several seconds before the queen rolled her eyes and looked back to the Duchess, saying nothing to her daughter.

“Your highness, the room is clear,” said a guard, taking the opportunity for what it was.

“Ah, wonderful. Well, let’s go,” the queen said, gesturing at the guard.

The duchess and the queen began walking side by side without a word further.

Unfortunately for Phillip, the princess took this as the chance to touch him again.

Her arm came out and looped around Phillip’s hips, her hand resting almost on his rear end. With a tug, she pulled him right up into her side, removing any distance between them completely.

“I’m Princess Marie,” she said, her hand sliding down towards Phillip’s bottom. “I’m a colonel in the queen’s lancers and the only heir.”

Keeping his breathing under control, and not slapping the princess, Phillip nodded his head at that. Even when she got her hand directly atop his rear end and casually squeezed it.

“Her highnesses must have many victories,” murmured Phillip.

“I do indeed,” agreed the princess. “I’m afraid that I’ve been relegated to more royal duties as of late. I would prefer being on the battlefield. Unfortunately, my mother thinks it’s time for me to get out of the saddle and mount a husband. I think she fears I’ll do something stupid like let a bastard get put in me.”

“I’m sure the queen only wishes what’s best for you,” countered Phillip as they entered what looked to be a small meeting room.

“Hmph. I’ve been discreet and safe. Mother is just anxious because Duchess Karen is actually putting up a fight,” complained the princess.

The doors to the room closed and the four of them were alone in the room.

“I’d like to have my daughter ransomed,” the Duchess said without preamble. “Or exchanged. Just as any general of the royal armies who was summoned would be.”

“Well, that’s-”

Before Phillip could hear anything further, the princess shoved him up against the wall. Her mouth came down to his and she kissed him fiercely, her tongue ramming into his mouth as her hands pressed to his torso.

“Goodness, Marie, be quiet about it,” the queen admonished as the princess continued to push her tongue around in Phillip’s mouth.

His grandmother said nothing to the situation.

Apparently she had heard what the princess had said, accepted what he’d replied with as his own acceptance of the situation, and would move forward. That he had knowingly chosen this course of action, just as she had.

Hopefully she’d finish this as quickly as possible.

“Now, your daughter and her ransom,” continued the queen.

Okay… okay. This is just… kissing. Okay.

This’ll be quick. Grandmother will get this ball moving faster than anything could actually happen.

In fact, let’s just keep the princess occupied and distracted to run the time out.

Grabbing at Marie’s chest with one hand, Phillip fondled her roughly. His other arm hooked around her hips and jerked her more heavily into himself. To the point that she’d ended up shoving her hips against his own without meaning to.

Making the whole wall shudder with the impact.

The conversation between the queen and his grandmother was lost to him. Phillip had his own job to do at the moment.

And that was curbing and bringing an aggressive princess to heel while his grandmother bartered with the queen.

He imagined the princess had never been counter-attacked in her life.

Forcing her tongue back into her own mouth, Phillip kissed her in return and started yanking at the buttons on her military doublet, several ripping free and clattering to the ground at their feet.

Moaning, Marie broke the kiss before he did and turned her head away. At the same time Phillip released her hips and got both his hands on her chest. He jerked the fabric of her jacket apart in a spray of the remaining buttons that bounced and rolled across the floor. He exposed her cloth-wound breasts to his eyes.

“I-ho-holy-holy sh-” got out the princess before Phillip grabbed her by the back of her head and pulled it back down. Kissing her again and powering his tongue into her mouth.

Moaning against him, the princess partially melted into him even as he jerked the binding around her breasts free. His warm palm met her full breast and cupped it. Squeezing it firmly, he fondled her openly.

He used his thumb and forefinger to capture her nipple and rotated it slightly even as he continued to grope at her.

Shivering in his grasp, the princess’ hands were pulling at his belt now, whimpering against him the entire time.

No. Can’t go there.

I need something else.

“-work toward that end. It’ll be very expensive,” the queen said.

At… least it’s going well.

I must push on.

Growling, Phillip pushed Marie’s hands away, broke the kiss, and sank his teeth into her lovely pale throat.

Squeaking, the large princess instead grabbed his tunic with her rejected fingers. Her body trembled as he bit and sucked at her neck.

“Don’t… don’t mark me. You ca-”

Phillip bit her even harder as she spoke as if to argue with her. Now determined to mark her. To control the situation against what she wanted.

He nudged his temple against her jaw, as if to push her head to one side. Making his desire known.

Moaning loudly, Marie turned her face further away from him, opening herself up to him.

“Okay, you can-you can mark me,” she groaned, giving in to his unspoken demand.

Gnawing at her skin roughly, Phillip glanced to his grandmother and the queen. They were hotly debating something now, though in more subdued tones. He couldn’t hear them.

With a whimpered moan, the princess’s hands slowly went back down to his belt buckle.

Shit. She’s not stopping.

I… okay. We can force this down another route, can’t we?

I don’t have to sleep with her. I can… I can do something else and… hopefully… the others will forgive me.

If she was willing to bend here, she’d bend elsewhere.

Or at least… I hope so.

Finally releasing the princess’s neck, Phillip reached up and got both hands on her shoulders. He gripped her firmly and pushed her jacket down to her elbows. Completely exposing her torso now.

Opening her eyes, she met his and looked at him in an almost dreamy way.

“Kneel for me, my lovely princess,” Phillip demanded and pulled down on her shoulders with all the force he could. His request hadn’t been a question. “I want to see your beautiful face looking up at me. I want you to look up at me with those exquisite eyes of yours with your mouth full of me. Stretching those tender lips of yours around my manhood.”

Surprised, shocked, insulted, and now looking very unsure, Marie stared at him.

Then she slowly got down on her knees in front of him, her hands still fiddling with his belt buckle. Her cheeks were bright red, her eyes wide, and her mouth was open, her tongue running over her lips and teeth.

Bared from the waist up, looking beautiful and intimidating, the princess of the realm was kneeling in front of Phillip. Her face quite level with his crotch.

She looked extremely into the situation, her breathing was hard and fast, and there was only extreme curiosity and need on her features.

Princess Marie really wanted to get him into her mouth right now just as he’d demanded.

Apparently he’d struck the right chords to smash right through her mind and to her libido.

Reaching down, he started to help her out with his belt buckle.

“What in the heavens are you doing?!” demanded the queen, now staring over at the two of him.

“I’m going to take him in my mouth. I want it right now,” the princess said in a breathy voice, her hands working quickly now and getting his belt finally undone. “I want to taste him. So he can see me do it.”

“You stupid fool! You’re just thinking with your crotch. Stand up! Right this instant,” the queen demanded even as the princess freed Phillip’s erect member.

It slipped out of his under garments and landed against her face, the tip slowly sliding over her eyebrow and cheek. The princess turned her head to go after it as it passed down to her jaw.

“MARIE DANIELLE TRALIN!” screamed the queen, jerking the princess away just as her lips closed around the tip of his head.

Oh thank everyone and anything.

Closing his eyes, Phillip stood there, unmoving, as the queen dragged her daughter away from him.

“Let go of me, Mother! You stupid cunt! I want it and I’ll take it!” shouted the princess. “I’m the princess!”

“You ignorant little fool! Kissing a cute man is one thing, but what you were going to do is unacceptable! And in front of the Duchess?! She’s his grandmother!” shouted the queen, slapping the princess across the face the moment her daughter started to respond.

The crack of the palm across her cheek was loud in the room.

“This is what I get for letting you go so long as an unmarried bachelorette. No more. We’re going to start going over unmarried men this very evening,” promised the queen. “Forgive me, Duchess Curis. It would seem my daughter only has one thing between those ears and needs it all cleaned out with a switch.”

Reaching down, Phillip got himself back into his pants and quickly re-arranged his clothes.

His grandmother was looking at him with pity. Likely regretting what he’d been forced to accept just for this conversation to continue.

Neither the queen nor the princess made any apologies toward him at all. Not that he expected one or believed one to be forthcoming, either.

“It’s understandable,” the Duchess said, her tone strange. “We’ll waste no more of your time.”

Moving over to the side of his grandmother, Phillip took one more look at the princess.

The dark and purple bite mark he left on her neck was extremely visible. There’d be no way to hide it without a generous amount of makeup.

Kneeling there in front of the queen, the large princess looked smaller.

Though she did catch his eyes with her own even as he and the Duchess left.

She still looked hungry, her eyes drilling into his own.

He got the impression this wasn’t over, which meant he would never return to the capital.


Thirty

 

As soon as the door to the coach closed, his grandmother let out a heavy sigh.

“I’m so sorry, Pip. I’m so so sorry. I truly didn’t… I didn’t think the princess would behave like that,” his grandmother said. “I knew she was a bit wild and unconventional as a soldier. I… didn’t think for an instant she’d assault you like that.

“In front of her mother and myself no less. It’s… it’s almost impossible to believe.”

Phillip closed his eyes, put his hands in his lap, and tried not to think about what had just happened. Except he couldn’t.

All he could feel and think was of the princess woman-handling him as if he were but a doll. Right up until he gave in, took control, and bent the situation to his will.

He’d had power over her in that moment.

Princess Marie had been more than willing to use her mouth to please him. And that was after allowing him to mark her and so visibly. After tearing her jacket off and exposing her chest.

He’d had complete control over Marie in that moment.

Though it wouldn’t have lasted longer than her libido. Which meant it didn’t expand past when she got what she wanted.

“It’s unfortunate,” said Phillip. “Very… unfortunate. But we do what we must for my family. Right? The honor of duty.

“It does make me wonder if perhaps… perhaps Duchess Karen may not be wrong in her bid to rule the country. Is she any worse than the current queen? Is she better?”

The jerk of the coach and the wheels clattering as they started moving drowned out any possibility of a response from his grandmother.

When they got to a suitable and smooth speed she cleared her throat.

“I don’t know. That’s something we’ll have to ask your mother about when we get her freed,” his grandmother said. “From what I can see, Duchess Karen is quite similar to Queen Tralin. And even if she said she was different… it isn’t as if we’d know until it was too late.

“However, we will be going to see the countess now. Tralin won’t broker an exchange for your mother. Nor will she pay the ransom and… it’s… the ransom is extremely high.”

Phillip felt rather deflated at the news. But it was expected news in a way.

Nor did he blame his grandmother for not wanting to commit to Karen or Tralin at the moment. The moment she formally committed one way or the other, she would be locked in place.

With her daughter imprisoned it only made it worse.

It was the same logic in the end he’d talked himself into with allowing the princess to try and corner him.

He couldn’t give up what little he had in value until he was certain of what was going on. In the end, he hadn’t been forced to act on that request from the princess.

The queen wouldn’t be freeing his mother and he wouldn’t have to entertain the princess.

As far as he was concerned, he wouldn’t be returning to the capital for any reason at all.

“She at least won’t try to do what the princess did,” his grandmother grumped, sounding extremely angry. “The countess of Karen has always been reasonable. She was acquaintances with your mother, in fact.”

“Her aunt is the duchess?” Phillip asked. “The pretender herself?”

“Yes, and her daughter is leading her forces as a general,” his grandmother explained. “Unlike Princess Marie who is an accomplished fighter but doesn’t lead. Karen’s heir is only a few years older than you are, but she spent her whole life in the military. Very similar to your mother, in fact.”

Phillip shook his head. He didn’t want to deal with any more politics. It was beyond him as a man. He had no place in politics and didn’t want to get involved at all.

The only reason he was pushing himself into this at all was for his mother.

“Do you know how Mother was captured?” Phillip asked.

“No. But I can tell you the queen didn’t wish to discuss it. Whatever happened… isn’t something she wants repeated,” his grandmother mused. “She refused my appeal but in a neutral way that wasn’t a no. It left it all open for me to pursue, and likely for that little monster of hers to attack you again.

“I’ll not walk us back into that lion’s den. No… we’ll go see the countess.”

Feeling somewhat better at the fact that his grandmother was so angry, Phillip looked out the window instead to think. To try and compartmentalize what’d happened to him so he could keep going.

Because the simple reality for him was he never had the ability to say no to the princess. He had knowingly put himself in a position where he knew what was very likely to happen.

Once again he’d walked into a situation like Fend.

But this time, he’d done it aware of what would happen.

What to expect.

This time had been completely different because of that fact. That it wasn’t a surprise, he knew what the princess wanted, and had a fair idea of what she would do.

He could have easily have walked away or remained in the main hall. He had chosen not to.

That… doesn’t give the princess permission to do what she did, but in the same breath, I made the choice to go there.

Knowingly.

With my eyes wide open of what was about to occur. I chose to put myself at risk regardless of anything else.

But… I was able to control it.

Control her.

It was walking a tight-rope. A very dangerous one.

I had power though. The same power I can wield against Mim, Alice… Milly… and all the others.

Closing his eyes, Phillip laid his head to the interior of the coach and tried not to think.

It was too much for him right now.

“We’re here,” his grandmother said, breaking Phillip out of what felt like a nap. Or at least that’s how it felt considering he felt somewhat groggy. “Would you like to remain here while I discuss this with her?”

“No! No. I didn’t… I didn’t do what I did, just to back out now,” said Phillip, reaching up to rub at his eyes then his mouth. “I’m going with you. Besides, I want to know what’s going on with my mother.

“If the queen isn’t willing to talk about it, that really only leaves one source of information. One that we don’t have any choice but to consult with. Not to mention isn’t the countess who we’d likely pay a ransom to?”

“That’s… true. It isn’t as if we could reasonably expect to make it to the front lines, slip through to the enemy’s camp, and get your mother,” the Duchess muttered, thinking it through.

The door to the coach opened and Phillip stood up. As the lesser party, and a male, he was expected to get out first.

Stepping out, he found they were in front of a home that was quite similar to his grandmother’s here in the capital. If he didn’t miss his guess, it was built around the same time as his grandmother’s.

Which meant the Karen family had been created roughly at the same time as the Curis family.

That or both houses were already made long before we received our titles.

The ducal guards for the home were coming their way now. Phillip imagined they were on high alert given the situation between the duchess and the queen.

Stepping to the side, Phillip held up his hand to his grandmother who was stepping out now.

“Thank you, Pip,” she said, stepping down from the running board. Looking to the guards, she gave them a tired smile. “Would you be so kind as to tell your mistress if she’s home that the Duchess of Curis is here to see her? Otherwise I would be in your debt if you could provide me with a space to wait for her to return home.”

“She’s already expecting you, Duchess,” said the lead guard, a rather large and broad-shouldered woman. “Please, if you and the young master could follow me, I’ll escort you to her.”

If she beat us here… wouldn’t that mean she left almost the minute after she was done speaking with Grandmother?

That’d mean she really did expect the queen to just turn us away.

Just… what is going on?

Glancing at his grandmother, he could see she had a similar look on her face. To anyone else she probably looked like an old woman fretting over her daughter.

Phillip could see dismay, resignation, and anger there. Whatever was going on in her mind, had just been confirmed.

Wordlessly, and with the guards forming up around them, they were escorted into the manor. Brought through several hallways, across a large open dining room, and finally into a study.

The countess from earlier met them there, sitting at a table in a sofa.

“Sit, sit,” she said, gesturing at the seats across from her. “Let’s not stand on ceremony or etiquette. We both know why you’re here, and we both want the same thing. Just on opposite sides of the same deal.”

Nodding her head, the Duchess sat down and cleared her throat.

“Thank you for that,” she murmured. “I do hope this’ll be something you can help me out though with. Because Queen Tralin was unwilling to discuss it, other than to say she believed it would be expensive.”

Clicking her tongue, the countess leaned to one side and put her elbow on the arm of the couch. Propping her chin up, she shrugged her shoulders.

“That’s not surprising I suppose. Do you know what happened?” she asked instead.

“No. I only know my daughter is a prisoner at this time. Nothing of the details, despite me spending money to find out,” admitted the Duchess.

“That’s not surprising, either. The queen is spending a great deal of coin to keep the story silent. Very silent,” explained the countess. “To the degree that I’m positive there are a number of missing persons that will never show up again. Or show up as bodies, and whoever finds it will be told to forget that they did.”

“That… bad?” Phillip’s grandmother asked in a strained tone.

“Well, seeing as your inquiry falls in line with both of our needs, I’ll be happy to tell you the story. The gist of it is the queen’s own royal guard failed,” divulged the countess. “The details are much more sordid, though.”

With a wave of her hand toward the far side of the study, the countess then gestured at the table.

A group of servants came in with a tea-service and began laying places out.

“Your mother, Phillip,” the countess said turning to look at him. “She is a genius in the field. A terrifyingly brilliant woman.

“She gives my poor cousin a terrible time and runs her ragged. To the point that it was starting to look quite bad for my aunt’s forces. Then… then about two weeks ago, the queen decided she wanted to be part of the fight.”

Phillip frowned at that, his eyebrows drawing together.

“Apparently the fact that my aunt is on the field of battle with her daughter every day was starting to nag… at Tralin,” guessed the Countess. “To the point that she wanted to be there in person and lend her elite troops to the situation at hand.”

Nodding her head to that, the Duchess looked like she agreed with it in some way.

“The royal guard are the best there is. Very few can beat them. It’s why they’re chosen,” argued the Duchess.

“Oh. Yes, of course. Their individual prowess is wonderful. But they’re not soldiers,” the countess countered as a young man set down a filled teacup in front of Phillip. “Nor have they been challenged in any recent time. They do their tournaments and spar but… there was always a question. If the queen’s changes to their recruitment had scooped out the ovaries of the guard and filled it with prissy little noble girls. Those lovely scions of the peerage who couldn’t handle army life and wanted an easy route in.”

Smiling, Phillip nodded his head at the servant after the first sugar cube was added to his tea and looked back to the countess.

“Tralin demanded that her little pets be given the right wing of the army. Ran Clarissa right over despite her protests,” continued the countess. “And so the countess of Curis was forced to give in.

“Her normal right-most troops being replaced with the queen’s royal guard. Cousin dearest noticed it almost instantly and shifted her troops around. Suddenly her left was stronger than her right. But that wasn’t known until after the battle ended, of course.”

Picking up his teacup, Phillip could see where this was going already.

If his mother lost her right flank then the enemy line would just start rolling up her forces. There’d be nothing she could do other than break the engagement and retreat.

“-had stationed a great many cavalry in reserve to wait. Which wasn’t like her if I’m being honest,” said the countess. “I do think that tipped Clarissa off but at that point, the queen wasn’t having it. She’d dug her heels in, gotten her way, and would hear none of it.

“So… cousin ran her best unit down the royal guards’ throat. And slaughtered them. The estimates I got back was more than fifty percent of them were killed there. Their battle standards thrown down and left on the field. They broke and ran as if they were little better than peasant girl levies with nothing but a pitchfork.”

Laughing, the countess took a rather long sip of her tea and shook her head.

“Your poor mother did her best,” said the woman, looking to Phillip. “Her limited reserves created a second line to protect her flank. Her troops held the line. Just barely so. They were stretched terribly thin.

“But the damage was already done. The battle had already tipped in favor of my cousin. She just shifted her foot reserves out and re-flanked the line again. Then the queen ran away.”

Sighing, the Duchess lifted her left hand up and pressed it across her eyes.

“I hear it was most cowardly,” Countess Karen said, waving her free hand at her servants. They all left quickly after being dismissed. “She ordered Clarissa to hold the rear to the last and ran. Fled on a horse with her retainers. Both the royal guard and the queen had broke ranks and ran.

“Your daughter, Duchess, had ordered her army to retreat and it was accomplished in a reasonable fashion. Unfortunately, Princess Marie was the only other competent commander on the field. Faster than anyone expected, Countess Curis was surrounded by thousands of light cavalry without a way out.

“Princess Marie crashed through several times with her heavy cavalry to reach Clarissa. Battling them most ferociously. It was for naught. Countess Curis was captured, Marie was beaten back and suffered a great many losses, and the battle was over. An incredible noble and valiant effort on the Princesses’ part but fruitless.”

When he thought about it, Phillip was surprised to hear the beastly woman that was Princess Marie had tried to save his mother. All he could see of her character was how she’d assaulted him.

“The queen of course wants none of this spoken about it in any way. Her battle standard was captured, by the way. As were most of the royal guards,” said the countess with a chuckle. “Would you like to see one? My dear aunt sent it over as proof.

“Along… with the Curis standard. It was surrendered over to my cousin once it was obvious the battle was completely lost.”

Taking in a sharp breath, the Duchess nodded her head.

“Yes, please. And I’d also like to discuss what it would cost to free my daughter,” said the older woman. “While I do not doubt your word that she’s being treated well, I don’t wish for my heir to suffer any more than she has to.”

“Of course, of course. Completely understandable. I’d be the same way about my own daughter I have no doubt,” said the countess, waving at her servants once again.

Trudging over, two men brought a large chest over. They brought it over and set it down next to the countess.

“I was told I am to return the Curis standard to you,” said the countess as the chest was opened.

Peering into it, she reached down and shifted something out of the way.

“Ah, here we are,” she said, pulling out a dark-maroon fabric. It was large and folded onto itself. There were loops on the side of it that looked like they had once hung on a pole.

Holding out the folded standard to the Duchess, Countess Karen waited.

Taking it from her, Phillip’s grandmother laid it down on her lap. Looking at the material.

She didn’t seem to want to unfold it.

“And see here, this is the first regiment of the royal guards,” said the countess, pulling out a yellow and gold standard. “We didn’t bother to clean or repair it as we did yours. No reason to give respect to those who fled.”

Looking to what was being held up, Phillip saw what looked like a crown with a sword and a lance. There was a large blood stain across the bottom of it along with what looked like several holes.

“And that brings us to now,” the countess said, setting the standard back in the chest. “Your mother is a terribly good general. To let her go is… almost foolish in a way.

“But… I have it from my aunt that they’re more than willing to make a deal for her to be released. It’d be a cash offer along with a written statement guaranteeing she would not return to the front. Her, or anyone from her family.”

In other words, we’d pay for her release, but her career as a general would effectively be over for the duration of the war.

And likely forever after.

There’s no way the queen would ever allow her to lead a force of women again.

It’s also very likely that my cousins wouldn’t be able to serve either.

“From the last missive I received, the amount attached to the countess’s freedom was fifty thousand nobles. Payable in one sum, only,” quoted the countess. “Along with the condition as stated earlier. My apologies, Cassandra. Your daughter… she’s very important.”

Fifty… fifty thousand?

Oh… oh my word.

Feeling the world spin around him at that number, Phillip set his teacup down and pressed his hands to his head. That was an outrageous number.

A number that was more akin to them saying that they’d rather keep his mother as a hostage than let her go.

“I see,” the Duchess said. “I’ll… look into our finances and see what we can arrange.”

“Of course. It’s a queen’s ransom to be sure,” admitted the countess. Not bothering to argue about the price she’d given them. “As at this time, she’s technically worth more than the queen herself. Or so my cousin would say.”

Fifty thousand nobles… Mother… I have no way to help you.


Thirty-One

 

By the time they’d made it back to the Ducal seat of Curis in the capital, Phillip wasn’t as despondent. His mind was starting to work through the problem. How he might be able to solve it. Rather than just seeing it as the insurmountable wall he feared it was.

“I have about… two thousand nobles,” Phillip said as he and his grandmother entered her private study. Mildred and his guards were not included or allowed to be here.

As much as Phillip cared for them, they were still but commoners to his grandmother.

“You… really? That much?” his grandmother asked, looking over to him as she went and sat down at her writing desk.

“Yes. It does include my dowry but… this isn’t the time to chit-pinch,” Phillip said, sitting down in a sofa. “I can make more as we go but… that’s what I have immediately on hand that I can get ahold of.”

“That helps considerably,” his grandmother murmured as she picked up a quill nib and checked it. “I have ten thousand nobles available in coin. The rest is all tied up in… well, business ventures. Your mother is not a wealthy lady and I imagine she would only have perhaps a thousand gold to add to the total. A lot of her wealth is in land and that’s not something she can access quickly.”

“What about my aunts?” Phillip asked.

“They earn less than your mother, dear. But I’m sure they’ll contribute all they can, but it would at most be another thousand,” his grandmother said, sharpening the quill nib and splitting it expertly. Then she unstopped her ink-well and began writing. “We’re not a wealthy family. Not one that’s based our power on coin and how far we can push, like some. We’re a warrior family. Even I served the queen in my time. Just as my grand-daughters are.”

Closing his eyes, Phillip pressed his hands to his face.

I’ll ask Alice and Matilda for help. I’m sure they have some coinage available but… it’s probably about as much as I have.

Assuming I can get two thousand from Alice as a loan. And two thousand from Matilda as a loan, that’d be an additional four thousand.

Lenore… doesn’t have more than a thousand. That’s if she’s even willing to loan it to me.

Mim would be almost the same wouldn’t she. I could probably count on her for a thousand.

Adding all that up, it would just barely break twenty thousand.

It’ll be short. Far, far, short.

“Or were, that is,” his grandmother muttered, causing Phillip to look back to her. She was in the middle of dipping her quill tip into her ink-pot. “I likely think that after this the family might wish to pivot away from the queen’s service. It doesn’t do any good for us to serve a master that would throw us away like this.

“It isn’t as if your mother made a mistake or cost the queen a battle. On the contrary, I imagine she preserved a greater majority of the army than anyone would likely have expected her to do.”

Nodding, Phillip couldn’t disagree with that line of thinking.

We should most certainly f-

Pausing in his thoughts, Phillip realized it technically didn’t concern him.

He wasn’t a Curis.

He was a Rias.

In this current situation he was able to assist because it involved his mother and Alice had allowed him to go. Had she said no, or if it was his aunt or cousin, there really wasn’t any need for him to be present.

“I’ll just have to shift our assets around a bit. It’ll only take a few years to get ourselves into a different position,” his grandmother mused aloud. “Realistically speaking we’d do well managing a caravan and trade company. I have no doubt that quite a few officers and soldiers would sign up for a job as soon as your mother gets back.”

That’d work rather well.

Rather than dealing with trade and the rise and fall of it, only let yourself be involved in the movement of goods.

It’s still combat, still managing soldiers, and it’d be an easy way to use the Curis family reputation in a similar field.

“Well, that’s neither here nor there. For now, I have a different job for you, Pip,” his grandmother said and set her quill into its place. “Duchess Karen and her family owe me a number of favors. Most of them only minor though I do have a few that are a little larger.

“Not enough to broker your mother’s release on them, but it should be enough to get them to lower the price. I need only remind them of those debts I imagine.”

Cassandra Curis had a strange smirk as she threw blotting sand across the parchment to help the ink dry.

“You’ll be going in my place, Pip. Do not read the contents of the letter, no matter what. It’s full of things that you would not do well to learn,” his grandmother cautioned. “I’ll have a second letter drafted up shortly that you’re most certainly welcome to read. This will be what you present to the Duchess. Though you should address her as Queen Karen while you’re there, mind you.”

“I… you want me to go meet the Duchess?” Phillip asked, feeling like it was a joke perhaps.

“That’s right. Getting her to lower the amount on the ransom is just as good as earning the money,” his grandmother said, writing once more. “And it’ll also serve her purposes to a degree. If we’re sending personal envoys to entreat with her, it strengthens her position.

“Considering it’s your mother being held, no one on this side of this civil war will bat an eye about it either. There’s very little the queen could do to me or say about it. And it isn’t as if we were dependent on her anyways. She wrote your mother off as a loss.”

Thinking through what his grandmother had said, it was completely accurate.

This would serve as yet another favor to Duchess Karen as well, hopefully eliminating more off the price of his mother’s return.

“You traveling into her territory, and being the grandson of the Duchess, would more than certainly warrant nine guards. So that thankfully is already taken care of,” his grandmother said as she finished writing. Setting her quill down once again, she sighed. “Do take care of yourself, Pip. There are some women who won’t respect the sanctity of marriage. And the more powerful they are, the more they can push that boundary backward.”

“Of course,” Phillip agreed. “I… learned… considerably from the princess.”

Both my limitations, and what power I have.

“When do I leave?” Phillip asked, meeting his grandmother’s eyes.

“Now,” she replied with a sad smile.

 

***

 

“I don’t care for-”

Tonie paused mid-sentence as the coach rocked violently to one side.

Vinnie got her hand up to the side of the interior at the last second. In doing so she managed to brace herself rather than slosh bodily into Phillip.

Reaching up, he grabbed hold of her arm and hung onto it, his fingers digging into her metal armguard.

“This is terrifying,” he murmured as the coach leveled out again.

Growling, Tonie looked like she was considering getting out and smacking the coach driver.

“Given that it’s a traveled road in a civil war, it’s not exactly surprising that it has more ruts and pot-holes than a girl going through puberty’s face,” grumbled Vinnie.

She didn’t put her arm down but instead locked her fingers into the wood of the interior, becoming a willing brace bar for Phillip.

“It must be much worse than I thought if this is the safest road,” Mildred added, looking around to the other occupants.

Tonie and Vinnie nodded their heads at that, and even Phillip couldn’t disagree.

The rest of his guards were all on horseback surrounding the coach as it rumbled onward.

“I’m very glad you’re all with me and not fighting,” said Phillip as the silence began to drag on. “I’d… be rather sad if any of you were hurt.”

Vinnie, Tonie, and Mildred all looked to him.

Gripping tighter to Vinnie’s arm, Phillip tried to meet all their gazes in turn.

“Still don’t care for this,” Tonie replied, not responding to Phillip’s comment. “Even if it’s the general, there’s no reason to risk Phil like this.”

“Agreed,” Vinnie said quietly. “The general knew what she was doing serving the queen. That was a choice she made. Just as we made the choice to get out of the service.

“I don’t want her as a captive any more than you all do, but it isn’t worth risking Phil.”

“I’m not at risk,” argued Phillip, patting Vinnie’s arm with one hand as the other slid downward till it rested on the back of her hand. “I have you all with me. Besides, Duchess Ka-or, Queen Karen… needs more supporters.

“And while it’s unlikely my grandmother would ever support her, turning the Duchess of Curis into a neutral observer would be almost as good. One less supporter for Queen Tralin. Doubly if not triply so when that means all the Curis officers will cash out their commissions. The main family isn’t that large, but our branch families are numerous and we still support them. They will in turn support us.”

All three soldiers nodded at that.

It was no secret that even Curis branch families were still just part of the Curis family.

Every Duchess who took up the mantle ended up creating ever more branch families as relatives fell further away from the main family.

But each and every Duchess reinforced those familial bonds every time. Both with monetary support, political backing, and family business.

Not to mention the further the Curis branches got from one another and the main family the far more likely they’d be brought back in. Marriage amongst branch families to the main line, or to other branch families, was encouraged.

Especially if they were three generations removed or more. That would in turn collapse the number of branch families once more. Slowing the eternal growth that all families suffered.

Phillip had asked his grandmother once how that was all kept in order given how that could go wrong so easily. Her only response had been to admit that there was a branch family dedicated to family tree maintenance alone.

“Speaking of that, do we have any Curis branches we can rely on?” Mildred asked.

“No. As soon as the civil war broke out, all Curis members aligned accordingly with Grandmother,” said Phillip. He’d asked the Duchess the same question. Apparently she spent a good deal of coin to help move quite a few branches back into family territories.

That information had certainly explained to Phillip why his grandmother looked guilty when he asked.

“Then it’s up to us to keep you safe,” Tonie said simply. “To the duch-queen, deliver the message, perhaps see your mother if we’re lucky, and get back out.”

“Indeed,” murmured Phillip. “And then-”

The carriage smacked to one side, then rapidly to the other. Phillip was sent into Vinnie’s arm, and then into her side.

Giving up on holding to her arm, he stuck his face into her neck and wrapped his arms around her middle. Given the weight and size of her, she’d barely moved at all during the jolt, while Phillip had felt like a ball in a box.

Just… get to the queen, deliver the letter, get to Alice, get loans from everyone.

Get mom. The-

Another massive creaking lurch of the coach shifted Vinnie around in her seat but once again she didn’t move much. Phillip thankfully was spared this time by hanging onto the woman.

Practically crawling into her lap, Phillip hung onto her for all he was worth.

 

***

 

Standing at the gates to the Karen royal estate, in what was their new capital city, Phillip felt incredibly odd.

Larger than the true palace, more modern, and in a capital that felt incredibly with the times, there was no mistaking the fact that a great deal of wealth had been invested here. More than he could probably imagine and then more on top of that.

“There’s no way this was done without the queen knowing,” Vinnie mumbled quietly. They were far enough away that the gate guards wouldn’t hear them.

“No way,” Bobbie agreed. “They would have known.”

“Fool,” Mildred added directly from Phillip’s right. “Overconfident fool.”

Tonie nodded her head at that standing at Phillip’s left.

While he couldn’t help but agree with them, that clearly this had taken some time to build and would have been a red flag, he also didn’t care. He was here to deal with Queen Karen and if he was being honest with himself, he was just glad to be off the road.

The carriage ride through the front lines, across roads and more checkpoints than he’d want to remember, was over for the time being. He didn’t want to consider what it would take or cost to get back across to the other side of the war.

He was only just barely at the mid-way point.

Several attendants exited the palace and were heading down to the gate.

Unlike Queen Tralin, Queen Karen didn’t want her court filled with the peerage. She was a queen at war and didn’t care for the niceties of society.

That meant no one was allowed on the royal palace grounds without being invited to be so.

She has a better mind for the war.

Does that mean she’ll have less ability with politics? Would that help?

Can Grandmother use that to her benefit?

Or… does that mean that she’d have even less influence over the other woman.

Stepping up to the gate was a woman who looked to be in her fifties escorted by two men in their twenties. They all shared similar features with red hair and eyes that seemed to run the line between green and brown.

The one to the woman’s left was around five foot, plus an inch or two perhaps, Phillip thought. Though the one to her right was easily six foot tall. He also had a somewhat wiry build and a trimmed red beard.

The knife at his hip was an odd addition for a man but Phillip had seen armed men before.

They must all be related. That red hair is impressive.

“Greetings young master Rias, grandson to Duchess Curis,” said the woman at the front with a prim and formal curtsy to him. “My name is Janice Balstir. To my left is Cal Bankston and to my right is Colt McIntosh.”

Both men bowed in turn as their name was given.

“Greetings, Miss Balstir,” Phillip said and bowed his head to the woman in respect.

“Do forgive the security measures but we do need to be on our guard,” apologized Janice as she stuck a key into the gate and began turning it. “Tralin has recently sent a number of assassins to try and eliminate our queen. Apparently she no longer believes in the strength of her army to win. I wonder why?”

“I do not,” Phillip said with a smile. “And the reason why I do not wonder is also why I’m here of course.”

“Understandable,” Janice said, pulling the gate open. She turned and looked to the two men with her. At the same time a group of rather large women in what looked like royal guard uniforms came out of a nearby guard house. “Mister Rias, you’re to be escorted to the queen’s study. Your personal guards will remain outside the study though they’re welcome to the servants kitchen for lunch.

“Do you accept these conditions to meet the queen?”

Janice looked to Phillip and caught his eye with her own and held it.

“I do agree to those conditions,” said Phillip with a nod of his head. He needed to see the queen to be able to follow through with his plan. He hadn’t come this far to stop now.

Unfortunate memories of what the princess had done to him previously filtered into his mind. Along with what Fend had tried to do to him.

Willingly, Phillip would continue this course of action regardless. He knew what he could be walking into, but he didn’t believe he had another choice.

The honor of my duty. To my family and my mother.

“Wonderful,” Janice said and stepped to one side.

Phillip and his guards entered the palace grounds. The guard and the two individuals with Janice closed in around his group and began escorting him toward the palace itself.

Looking around as they went, Phillip saw a great number of guards walking the interior of the walls. Moving through the grounds. Even on the palace itself and at spaced intervals along its exterior.

Very paranoid.

Very, very, paranoid.

I’ll need to be polite and direct without making any suspicious moves.

Karen is likely wound tighter than the skin of a drum.

Entering the palace, Phillip was led deeper into the palace while his guard was separated from him. The nine of them were taken down a different hall that led off to the corner of the palace.

All but the two men who had come with Janice, and the woman herself, had split off with his guards.

Okay. I’m okay.

“Miss Balstir, I have a second note upon my person that I’d like to present to the queen,” Phillip said as they walked along. “Should I hand it to you to hand to her or may I present it to her myself?”

Janice glanced over at him then gave him an actual smile.

“Thank you for making me aware of this. Would you please hand it over to me?” she asked even as they kept walking.

Reaching into his tunic, Phillip pulled out the flat letter. The large wax seal was obvious and unbroken.

Janice took it from his outstretched hand, flipped it over twice, then nodded her head.

“I appreciate your awareness to our situation,” Janice murmured and then gestured to a door in front of them. “Please enter. Follow all royal protocol please.”

“Of course, Miss Balstir,” said Phillip, drawing up his courage.

Putting one foot in front of the other, he entered the room by himself without his guards. Or anyone he knew for that matter.

Into the study of the woman who had captured his mother on the battlefield.

And was now holding her for ransom as a hostage.


Thirty-two

 

Standing at the center of the room was a woman who had to be in her early forties based on what he knew of her, though looked to only be in her thirties at worst.

She was broad shouldered, with short blonde-hair, and green eyes that were like emeralds. Her figure matched his mother’s in many ways. From the tanned complexion from being on the road to her height.

The outfit she was wearing was clearly a parade uniform for the military. One he’d often seen his mother in as well, just in a different color than he was used to.

Phillip couldn’t deny that this woman was incredibly attractive to him despite her age and had likely been quite a stunning woman in her peak years.

It’s a little unnerving how hard I get pulled to the soldier type.

Crushing that strange thought with his mind, Phillip spared himself no more time for thoughts.

Bending low at the waist to the woman, he kept his eyes to the ground.

“Queen Karen, thank you for being willing to see me,” declared Phillip. “I’m quite thankful as well for how quickly you were able to make the time to see me. I cannot imagine you spend much of your day waiting around for meetings and so I’ll thank you for clearing some of your time to see an unexpected visitor.”

“On the contrary,” said the woman with what sounded like a smile in her voice. “I knew you were on your way here as soon as you boarded your carriage.

“And realistically, there was only a few places you would be going. The only one concerning me, would be me. The other options for your destination would be irrelevant. Once you crossed one of my pickets, I knew you were on your way here.”

Phillip had to agree with that. It would be what he would expect of someone in her position. The number of spies she likely had at Tralin’s court, and the capital city, would be numerous. All watching for anything that could give her an edge.

“You may stand, young Rias,” said Karen, her boots echoing on the wooden floor as she walked over to a chair. “I have no doubt as to why you’re here, though I’m curious as to the details of your request.”

Standing up, Phillip adjusted his tunic and pulled it down at the edges as the queen sat herself down.

He’d dressed himself up as befitting someone in his station and marriage. He wasn’t flaunting himself but he certainly wasn’t dressing up in a potato sack either.

“My thanks, Queen Karen,” Phillip said, turning to face her as she sat down. “I… have come with a letter from my grandmother. I passed it to Miss Balstir as I didn’t wish to approach you directly. Your security is reasonable and I wouldn’t wish to intrude on that.”

Janice took that moment to cross over in front of Phillip’s vision. Walking over to the queen, she took up a spot next to her chair and held the letter out.

“Oh? My thanks then, young Rias,” the queen said, taking the letter.

Staring at it, she sighed and tapped her thumb to the seal several times.

“I’m sure I can already guess what’s in this,” the queen muttered and then looked to Phillip.

“I haven’t read the contents, your majesty. My grandmother warned me against it,” admitted Phillip. “She claimed that whatever the contents were though, would likely help to lower the price on my mother’s freedom. Though it would certainly not be enough to grant it on its own.”

Tapping the letter to her hand several times, the queen took in a slow breath and then let it out in a rather undignified rush.

“Your mother is a nasty cunt on the battlefield, you know,” growled the woman then laughed. “I’d rather cut my tits off or scoop out my ovaries than let her back on the field. And even if she swears up and down that she has no plans to rejoin the field, that’s still a monstrous risk on my part.”

“Mother… is Mother,” Phillip said politely. “She is as likely as mad as my grandmother is at the current queen. Most likely thrice-fold when she found out the queen would not pay her ransom.”

Queen Karen smirked at that, putting her elbow to the arm of the chair and sinking her chin into her palm.

“She was livid,” the queen said, confirming Phillip’s thoughts. “We had both suspected it would likely turn out like that given how the royal guard had performed.

“Tralin’s changes have been nothing but a curse to us all. Your mother and I both agreed on that point. I just was no longer willing to wait. I could see the writing on the wall.”

Phillip could only nod his head.

He’d often heard his mother nay-say the queen and her changes. She’d never suggested anything like going to war over them.

Cracking open the letter with one hand, the queen scanned the contents and then let it close on itself.

“Quite what I thought it would be,” the queen drawled in an almost-bored fashion. “I can’t deny that your grandmother has been an acquaintance that I benefited from in the past. A number of times, in fact.

“I would also seek to keep her as an acquaintance, if not a friend, after the fact. Having your mother as my guest has certainly strained that in one regard, though made it easier to be friendly afterward at the same time.”

Lifting the letter with her left hand, the queen idly patted it against her lips.

“I’ll move the price on your mother’s freedom down to thirty thousand,” the queen said with a heavy sigh. “Because I do trust that she’ll not go back to the field if she swears against it. Not to mention I do value the Curis family. Secondly, because the Rias family while mercantile does have their own way of doing business and are on the rise.”

Thirty thousand!

We can do thirty thousand. That’s far more doable than fifty thousand. Far and away more doable.

Holding the letter against her lips for several more seconds, the queen then flicked it into the fireplace to her left.

“Set a fire, Janice, and make sure that goes up fully,” demanded the queen. “I’ll be out coin if you do pay your mother’s ransom, but I’ll be considerably more wealthy for having those favors nullified. Not to mention, playing nice with your grandmother and your mother.”

“I cannot express in words how much this means to me,” Phillip said, once more bowing to the queen.

Regardless of her being a false-queen, right now, Phillip was more than happy to call her whatever she wanted.

Tralin had done nothing for his family other than get his mother captured. Then did nothing to help her get out.

Queen Karen had already cut the price significantly and was being incredibly polite and congenial to him. As far as he was concerned, his mother had been fighting on the wrong side.

“Oh stand up already,” Queen Karen said with a chuckle. “Up, up already. Come, let’s go see your mother. I think she was in the gardens last I heard.”

“She is,” Janice confirmed. “She was having lunch.”

“Sounds good. I haven’t eaten yet anyways,” the queen grumbled and got to her feet. She must have caught Phillip staring at her oddly. “Just because I fought against your mother, and want to be paid for capturing her, doesn’t mean I don’t respect her. Far from it in fact. I wish I had her on my side.”

Phillip nodded his head, realizing that Karen was a lot more like his mother than he realized. He’d heard her say the same thing about opponents who gave her trouble in the past.

“You know how she is though. Doesn’t matter how much money I could offer her, lands, or titles, she’d never take it. Very same reason I’d want her that badly on my side,” confessed the queen, heading for the door.

Moving quickly, he fell in behind the queen and trailed her a step and to her left.

“What-what’re you doing?” Karen asked, glancing over her shoulder at him as she exited the study. Reaching back, she grabbed him by a shoulder and yanked him forward, forcing him to stand at her side on her left. “What are you, some little boy? You’re Clarissa’s son, act like it.”

“Ah, forgive me, your highness, I’m treating you as I would royalty, not you as a person,” responded Phillip honestly.

Confusion flashed across Karen’s eyes for a second before she nodded her head. Then she snorted.

“Tralin’s such a bitch. She makes everyone bow and scrape far more than her mother ever did. Clarissa and I had the entire country whipped into shape by the time we were in our twenties for the old queen, may her spirit rest,” Karen grumbled. “It’s a wonder Tralin hasn’t had a problem like me before this point. Certainly has more than her fair share of dissidents at the moment.”

Leading Phillip through the palace, the queen brought him through a number of halls and rooms. Guards were unending and everywhere. Watching every entrance and exit throughout.

By and large they seemed to give Phillip no concern and looked over him. More akin to a servant than anything else, he felt.

To be fair he wasn’t exactly physically intimidating to begin with. He wasn’t even tall enough to qualify for enlistment to apply for the royal army.

But that plays into what power I have. I was able to take Fend’s life because of it.

Exiting the palace from a side entrance, Phillip found he was in a rather large and open garden.

“Ha, there you are,” Karen said, shielding her eyes with one hand.

“What? Of course this is where I am. It’s lunch time,” said his mother, sitting at a table. There were all manner of food laid out in front of her. She was dressed in what looked like very comfortable clothes he’d have seen her in around the house. When she wasn’t working and planned on doing nothing all day.

Stuffing her mouth with what looked like some type of pastry, she glanced up at Karen even as she ate.

“Should I be doing something else? Not much I can-Phillip?” His mom’s voice cut off suddenly when her eyes jumped from her plate and back to him. “What… what are you… why are you here?”

“Your son braved the front line and arrived with a handful of guards,” Karen said, moving over toward his mother. Pulling out a chair, she sat herself down at the table. “He brought a letter from your mother and-”

Ignoring the queen and everyone else, Clarissa Curis, the heir to the Duchess, head general of every campaign in the last twenty years, got up and rushed toward Phillip.

Snatching him up as she reached him, she lifted him up off the ground, holding him tightly to herself.

“What on earth are you doing here? Do you have any idea how dangerous it is out here?” his mother demanded, her arms nearly crushing him against herself.

“He brought the Dread Maiden with him,” the queen remarked with a shrug of her shoulders. “Pretty sure I recognized a few of the others as guards of the lance. Pretty sure Vincenza Dalais was there, too.”

Nodding her head, the queen idly began to load food up on her plate. She seemed more concerned with her own thoughts on Phillip’s guards than what was going on around her.

His mother finally set him down and peered down into his face.

“Hello mother,” Phillip said with a grin, looking up at her. “It’s very good to see that you’re well and safe. Grandmother sent me with a letter for the queen. We’re currently working to gather together your ransom so you can return home.”

Clarissa watched his face for several seconds then laughed. Cupping his cheek with one hand, she shook her head as she smiled at him.

Taking him in hand, she led him back over to the table and sat him down next to herself. Across from the queen.

“You’re not wrong, Lor,” his mother said, taking her seat again. “I was able to talk Frances, Vincenza, Roberta, and Antonia into joining Mildred as his guard detachment. The second group that travels with him are all from the guard of the sword.”

Raising her eyebrows at that, the queen picked up what looked like a small medallion of beef and began to gnaw at it. Much as a soldier would in the field.

Mother and she get along very well.

They even eat the same way.

I wonder if they were closer than I thought. Battle companions rather than just friends.

Separated by a civil war.

“Well, that’d explain that. A pity I can’t talk any of them into joining me,” lamented the queen with a mouth full of food. “Dread looks bigger. So does Vincenza.”

“To be fair, they’re not much older than Phil,” his mom said, pointing at him. “Wouldn’t be surprised if they were still growing in truth.”

Sitting there, Phillip had no idea what to do with himself.

His mother wasn’t just safe and sound, but apparently spending time with what he could clearly see was someone who respected her. Even if she didn’t want to let her go free either.

“Good boy you have, good manners,” Queen Karen said, gesturing at Phillip with the meat in her hand. “I like him. I tried to do the queen thing at first but it got boring. Being your son I figured he would be used to things like this.”

Smirking at that, Clarissa rolled her eyes and shook her head.

“He is. I’m afraid his sisters and cousins removed any delicacy from him. Unless he feels like acting a part,” his mother admitted. “Speaking of, have you seen Jamie, Lor?”

Grunting, the queen turned her head and looked at Janice.

“The young miss is currently sparring. Shall I fetch her?” asked Janice.

Looking thoughtful, the queen then nodded her head once.

“Yeah, go get her. She should get a chance to see her brother,” replied the queen, looking back to a rather shocked Phillip. “She’s not a prisoner. She’s just here keeping your mother company.”

Oh thank heavens.

Chuckling, the queen shook her head while watching Phillip.

“Your sister is going to be as terrible as this cunt,” said Karen, pointing a greasy finger at Clarissa, then turning to look at the woman more directly. “More than happy to let her keep you company rather than running my damn forces ragged.”

“Lor, there’s a young man here and-”

“And he’s married and likely eats more pink-slit than a fisher-woman going for clam,” Queen Karen said and rolled her eyes, leaning back in her chair. “And I know for a fact he’s been to the military camps. I’ve even seen him there.  Don’t you get all high and mighty.”

Unable to help himself, Phillip laughed at the queen’s comment.

It was something very similar to the things he heard from his guards or his family.

“See? You pretentious shit, he’s laughing. I bet his sisters say even fucking worse,” complained the queen, giving Clarissa a strange look. “Bah… I should have pushed on you to let Phil marry that idiot of mine. Then you’d have joined me in this.”

“You said-”

“I know what I said and I screwed up,” the queen said with an annoyed shake of her head. “Should have pushed you. You should be my son-in-law.”

The queen turned her glare on Phillip. Only to immediately soften and shake her head, her eyes sliding to one side.

“Looks like your damn father-in-law,” grumbled Karen. “Just to-”

“Phillip!” shouted an excited voice a second before he was nearly knocked out of his chair.

A muscular and large woman scooped him out of the chair and held him tight to herself.

“You stupid little nitwit, what are you doing here?” Jamie asked, leaning back and holding him partially at arm’s length.

Leaving Phillip dangling in the air.

“Uh, with a letter from Grandmother for the queen,” Phillip explained. “We’re going to pay her ransom. We’re just gathering coin right now.”

“Oh thank goodness,” Jamie said with a laugh and then set Phillip back down. “That’ll be splendid.”

“No it won’t,” muttered the queen, looking annoyed again.

“I already promised I wouldn’t take up a sword again nor lead anyone,” his mother said with a chuckle. “I’m done, Lor. I’m done. The queen made her displeasure known. I’ll have no part of her, just as she’ll have no part of me.”

“You might not get the choice or chance. What if she does something stupid and tries to take your daughter hostage? Huh? What then?” demanded Queen Karen.

“Then likely the peerage would probably revolt,” said a woman walking smoothly up behind the queen. “The problem is, Mother, that taking any action against the Curis family admits weakness. It also shows all the rest of the families are just as equally vulnerable to kidnapping.

“That pig of a queen would incite more panic, anger, and distrust than she’d gain from any type of action like that. She has too much to lose to do it. Now… if it were someone from our side, that’d be different.”

Coming to a stop behind the queen was a young woman who looked very similar to the queen. Though her eyes were a bit brighter, her smile a touch broader, and the beauty she held a bit more pronounced.

Her hair was cut just as short, her build and shape very much akin to a Curis family member or the queen herself. Wearing a sword at her hip and sporting leather armor, it was obvious she was similar in spirit to her mother.

“Phillip Rias, Sadie Karen,” the queen said with a dismissive wave over her shoulder, then to Phillip, and back again. “This is the man you should have married but I’m a stupid donkey.”

“Oh, well. Hello then. Do forgive my donkey of a mother,” Sadie said, inclining her head to Phillip. “I’m sorry we weren’t able to be wed. You’re quite handsome.”

Shaking her head in anger, and clearly at herself, the queen glared at her plate.

“I should send a letter to Matilda. See if she’ll sell me your marital contract,” the queen growled and then looked to Phillip. The anger on her face cleared up very quickly. “Think your wife would be willing?”

Smiling politely and doing his best to hide his emotions, Phillip shook his head.

“Mrs. Rias seems quite attached to me I’m afraid. I don’t think I’d be able to circumvent my marriage through purchase,” answered Phillip. “To be sure, it wouldn’t be good for your daughter either.”

Laughing at that, Sadie laid a hand on her mother’s shoulder.

“That’s fair. I’ll write a letter to Mrs. Rias regardless,” the queen said, nodding her head. “Wouldn’t hurt. Sadie here needs a man to support her. Certainly not marrying her to any of these little soft-doily men that keep coming to see her.”

Sadie didn’t respond to any of that, she just looked at her mother in a very tired and detached-looking way. Phillip could only empathize.

He wasn’t sure how he’d survive with Queen Karen as a mother.


Thirty-Three

 

Riding back toward the family Curis grounds, and thankfully not back into Tralin’s capital, Phillip let out a pent-up breath.

He’d been happy to see his sister and his mother. More so than he’d like to admit when he found they were in good health.

But in the same breath, he was glad to have completed his mission. That he’d accomplished what his grandmother had sent him out to do.

The price had been reduced, he’d confirmed his mother was well, and he’d met the queen personally.

Additionally, he had even found Queen Karen to actually be someone he could relate to. She was a soldier very much akin to his mother. Pushing for what she believed in and what she felt was right. Regardless of anyone else.

After meeting Tralin and her brute of a daughter, Phillip was predisposed to liking Karen.

“I’ll be glad to go back home and let this run its course,” muttered Phillip.

“Ha. I don’t buy that. If needed you’d be the first one to run out if they need you,” argued Tonie.

“That goes without saying, but that doesn’t make my statement invalid. I really am glad to be going home,” said Phillip with a chuckle. “I’d rather deal with merchants, deals, and figuring out where to sell something. I’m much better at that.”

“You handled Fend pretty well,” Vinnie said from his left side. Somewhere along the line, Vinnie, Tonie, and Mildred had become his “coach team”. If he went into a carriage or coach they joined him and took up normal spots.

Vinnie next to him, Tonie across, and Mildred in the corner seat from him.

“Didn’t have a choice. And I’d rather not repeat that,” Phillip muttered, looking out the window toward the Curis manor home. They were only a minute or two away now. “I think I’d rather go back to where my biggest problem is trying to figure out who to marry. That seems so… small… and ridiculous now.”

Mildred snorted at that, lifting her head up and looking at him. She more often than not tried to doze on these rides.

“Small and ridiculous to you. I can tell you that this is actually much easier to me personally. I’m not concerned I’m going to end up losing you. That I’d have to take a job elsewhere,” Mildred grumbled.

“As if,” Tonie said with a laugh. “We didn’t invest as much as you did with Phil, but we were all paid out by Alice for our own investment with Mim, you know. Even I don’t have to work anymore if I didn’t want to.”

They invested with Mim? How lovely.

I had no idea.

I’m glad for it though. They all deserve to live comfortably.

Though… that does mean they’re all more or less here by choice.

Looking to Phillip, Vinnie shrugged a shoulder, giving him a honest and lovely smile.

“Dark Horse girls figured we’d stick around for now,” she explained. “No reason not to and… well… there’s always a chance I’ll get you to myself. So it’s worth waiting.”

Grinning back at her, Phillip reached over and patted Vinnie’s knee.

She wasn’t wrong at all. There was always a chance.

Even Phillip wasn’t entirely sure which way he wanted to go right now.

When he thought about it, truly put his mind to it, he really couldn’t tell which woman he wished to marry. Truly pushing his thoughts, he found at the top were Mim and Mildred. Right behind them were Alice and the Dark Horse girls.

Lenore had ceased to be a presence to him.

Regardless of which way he went after the thought, he couldn’t shake the fact that she hadn’t come back for him. That she hadn’t responded in the same way Alice had, had really preyed on his mind and his thoughts.

“Your… grandmother is outside,” Vinnie murmured, staring out the window.

“What?” Phillip asked, leaning over. Pushing up under Vinnie’s arm, he had to practically move into her to see as far out to the side as she could.

Resting her arm over his shoulders, Vinnie pointed with her other arm.

“She’s at the door and… honestly she looks really nervous,” mumbled Vinnie. “Somethings wrong.”

Phillip couldn’t disagree with her. His grandmother definitely looked bothered by something. She was standing at the steps to the ancestral home of the Curis duchess looking more like a worried hen, rather than the owner.

She was wringing her hands back and forth, her shoulders were hunched, and she was staring off at the carriage. Only to look away, fidget, and look back to the coach again.

What happened? Did something happen with Alice and the Rias family?

Ah. Maybe that’s it. Their grandmother finally passed?

That could be it, couldn’t it?

“Sit back. I… the last thing we need is for outsiders to see you hanging on me,” Vinnie murmured. Her leather-gloved fingers lightly rubbed at the back of Phillip’s head. “Our relationship to the outside world would be strange at best.”

Mildred and Tonie both nodded their heads at that.

Realizing just how far over Vinnie he was actually leaning, Phillip scooted back into his seat.

“Sorry, I wasn’t even thinking about it. With you I don’t really… have… to worry about being self-conscious or aware,” apologized Phillip.

“No need to apologize, Philly. I like it,” Tonie said with a grin. “Just not something we can let your grandma see.”

“Agreed,” Mildred said, her hand going to the handle of the coach as they rolled up to the front of the home.

Almost before the coach stopped, his grandmother had come forward, stepping up onto the running board and peering in through the window.

“It took you a while to get back, are you alright?” she asked without greeting.

“Uh,” Phillip said looking to Mildred, not really sure how to explain it.

“There were a number of patrols from either side of the conflict that stopped us,” Mildred said as the Duchess turned to look at her. “Apologies, Duchess, we made as best time as we could, but there was a sudden increase in activity. It wasn’t the same as when we got there. It added four days we didn’t expect to have added.”

Nodding her head at that, the Duchess looked like she understood far more than what Mildred said.

“I received a letter two days ago,” Cassandra said, looking back to Phillip. “The letter said the amount agreed upon would need to be paid sooner than expected. Did the amount get lowered? By how much?”

“Sooner than… I… okay. Well, your letter worked. Queen Karen said she wanted to keep you as a friend and recognized everything you’d said.

“She lowered it down to thirty thousand nobles only and burnt your letter. She only barely read it and-”

“Thirty thousand? Okay. That’s considerably more doable. Considerably so,” murmured his grandmother. She clearly hadn’t heard him after he’d said the number.

“Grandmother, what’s wrong?” Phillip asked, now more concerned than ever.

“Queen Karen suffered from an attack of apoplexy,” the Duchess said, looking back to Phillip. “Her daughter has taken up the reins of war and the crown.”

I… what? Apoplexy?

Sadie is the queen now?

“What?” Phillip asked.

“Apparently the apoplexy was bad enough that her daughter took over. The letter is… brief… on details but that’s not surprising,” said his grandmother. “It also explains why you saw so much more activity. The young queen Karen, Sadie Karen, is moving as quickly as she can. She needs to gather her forces, her treasury, and march. To attack now lest she runs the risk of her being viewed as illegitimate.

“Her mother ruled over her half of the country through force of will, personality, and her military. Sadie must do the same, or carve her own path.”

Sadie is the queen?

She… seemed okay.

Though I do hope her mother is alright. I liked her.

“How… does this affect Mother?” Phillip asked, unsure of why his grandmother seemed so bothered.

“It affects her in the same way we just discussed. Sadie has to move quickly,” muttered Cassandra. “We have two weeks and a day to get the money together for your mother, or it’s unlikely we’ll be able to get her back later.

“Sadie has said that’s the most time she can allow for the exchange, otherwise, she’ll be in the field. That there will not be an opportunity to get her back.”

Oh.

I… I see.

“That’s bullshit,” Mildred growled. “Exchanges occur during wars.”

“She’s just couching it politely,” argued Tonie with a shake of her head. “She wants the money. Now. She needs it. If we offer it to her later, it wouldn’t be worth as much to her then. That’s why she’s pressuring it the way she is.”

Cassandra raised her eyebrows, looking between the two guards.

As the Duchess of Curis she always maintained a distance from those not in the peerage. Speaking without being spoken to was likely bothering her.

“I agree,” Phillip said, trying to fill the gap quickly. “She needs the money, so she’s pushing in the way she can. It… isn’t personal. If it’s gone wrong Sadie may not even know how much she has in the treasury. If her mother kept that close to the vest it might not even be immediately accessible to her.

“And if you don’t pay your troops…”

Phillip let the statement hang like that.

The four women around him had all served. They all knew what happened if you weren’t paying your soldiers.

They left.

And once people started leaving, it was hard to stop them.

Women would desert en masse and only the truly loyal would remain.

“Ah,” his grandmother said and nodded her head. “Well, that’s decided then. I’ve had everything I’ve collected put into a carriage. It’ll be going with you back to your home.

“You’ll need to collect your own contributions and get what you can from the Rias family.”

“I… ah… what?” Phillip asked.

“Sadie thinks her mother was poisoned. She won’t trust anyone else but you. Apparently you made an impression as a forthright young man to her,” his grandmother muttered. “She and her fiancé are expecting you to deliver the nobles personally. That’s the condition she included as to the payment. You have to make it.”

“I was able to gather up eighteen thousand some-odd from myself and your aunts. As well as others from the family who contributed as a loan. Considering she’s my heir that isn’t that surprising I suppose,” his grandmother continued. “If you include your own two thousand, that leaves us with ten thousand to scrounge up. That shouldn’t be too terrible. I imagine the Rias family has that and could probably loan it to us. Though I do fear what this’ll cost us in interest.”

Nodding his head, Phillip felt rather nervous about repayment.

Numbers this high and with an attached interest rate had certainly bankrupted families in the past. The fact that his grandmother was taking on most of the debt would help, but that only meant the Curis duchy had that much less operating finances.

Sighing, Phillip realized he wouldn’t be going home after all.

Or at least, not for very long.

He wasn’t looking forward to asking Alice for coin. Not after everything he’d put her through with their “marriage trials” among all things.

His grandmother was assuming it’d go well since she knew no better. That he and Alice were happily married.

I wonder what she’ll want from me. Or Matilda.

Dreading asking the question, Phillip sat there in his own thoughts.

“Alright. I’ll have the second coach and its guards brought around. You’ll need to leave as soon as they’re ready,” his grandmother said, then stepped away from the coach and vanishing from view.

Yeah. To go ask my wife for money, whom I only recently was saved by, all the while telling her that I wanted to be free of my marriage.

Closing his eyes, Phillip covered his face with his hands.

 

***

 

Entering the Rias household, Phillip felt like he’d just “gotten home”.

After having spent as much time here as he did, it really did feel like this was where he was supposed to be now. Working on things with the Rias family and moving things along in the city.

“I’m going to go change my clothes,” Bobbie complained with a sigh. “I stink like a trout landed six days ago.”

“Yeah you do,” Phillip agreed, marching up the steps between Bobbie and Frankie. “Frankie doesn’t stink as bad as you do.”

“I wipe myself down when I can,” offered Frankie. “It helps. You should try it, Bobbie, you fucking degenerate.”

“Ugh. You can smell it?” Bobbie asked, ignoring Vinnie. She sounded incredibly mortified.

“Soon as I get within a few feet. It’s pretty darn potent,” Phillip said with a laugh. “Good thing I grew up a soldier’s boy. Not a surprising smell.”

“I… ugh. Vinnie, switch with me,” Bobbie said, turning away.

Phillip grabbed her arm and drew it up to his side, holding onto her. He wasn’t about to let the redhead get away from him right now.

“Philly I-”

“Am guarding me,” stated Phillip, his fingers curling tight into her forearm.

“Guarding you,” Bobbie agreed in a mutter. She was clearly annoyed and angry but not willing to disagree with him.

Frankie opened the door and Phillip finally released Bobbie. She and Frankie both went into the home and Phillip followed them inside.

It was their standard operating procedure for entering buildings now. Much had changed since his run-in with Fend.

His guards weren’t going to leave him with people they didn’t trust. They now had the right to over-ride him on security if they felt it needed with a simple majority of votes from their own group.

Phillip wasn’t allowed a vote as it was assumed he would be against it.

Almost as soon as he fully entered the main entry there was a clatter of what sounded like hooves and wheels behind him.

Peering out the door, Phillip couldn’t see anything beyond Mildred and Tonie. The two of them were rather impressively large and did a fair job of acting like a door.

Looking over her shoulder as she entered the room after Tonie and Mildred, Vinnie snorted and looked ahead again.

“It’s your wife. Kinda early for her to be coming home so… she was waiting for you,” Vinnie announced.

Oh? Well… I… hm.

Hm.

I was hoping to relax for a few minutes but I suppose that isn’t something I’ll get to do.

Straight into the battle once more.

“Everyone, please leave. I’m going to have to… talk… to Alice about borrowing money,” Phillip pleaded. He hoped that everyone would actually listen to him and clear out.

Admittedly his personal honor was in somewhat of shambles as of late, but he wanted to preserve what he could of it. Regardless of how much of it was left.

“Course, Philly,” Bobbie said, running a hand over his shoulders as she left the room.

Everyone else wordlessly exited, heading toward the back of the home.

Straightening his shoulders, Phillip looked down at himself.

He looked a bit wrinkly but by and large he looked to be perfectly presentable.

Deciding to greet her as she exited, Phillip moved toward the still-open door and went through it.

The door to the carriage opened and Mim stepped out.

She was wearing a beautiful white and blue dress with gold trim. She had a white veil on that was behind her head and an odd pearl-like decoration down the center of the part in her hair.

Phillip stood there staring at her without any thoughts coming to mind.

Mim had always been beautiful, but right now she looked absolutely stunning to him.

Reaching up, she pulled her veil a bit further back and then saw him watching her. Giving him a wide smile, she pressed her tongue up against the bottom of her front teeth.

Stepping to the side, Alice exited the carriage a second later. She was dressed far more modestly than Mim, but she was certainly wearing clothes that emphasized her natural gifts more than she normally did.

A green and brown dress that held closer to her chest and waist and displayed none of the cleavage that Mim’s did.

“He was waiting for us,” Mim said, turning to look at Alice. “Isn’t that sweet, Allie?”

“He’s always been sweet,” Alice said, closing the carriage door. “I was just too stupid to notice it until I almost lost it.”

Turning her head, Alice caught his eyes with her own and gave him a resplendent smile.

“I’m glad you’re home, husband. I missed you,” Alice said, walking over to him.

Smiling in return, Phillip let out a sigh.

“I’m afraid you’ll miss me again. I have news. Both good and bad,” replied Phillip as Alice and Mim reached him.

Laying her hand to his jaw, Alice leaned in and kissed him with a great deal of warmth and affection.

“Oi, that’s no fair. Do I get to kiss him, too?” Mim asked from not far away.

There was a bump at Alice’s side as if she was being shoved.

“Please? Spare a poor unfortunate waif a kiss? I have no tenderness to me?” pleaded Mim in a tone that bled with over-wrought drama.

Laughing, Alice finally broke away from Phillip and then wrapped him up in a hug, holding to him.

“Never, Mim,” Alice said, holding onto him. “He’s my husband. Around me, I’ll let no one take anything from him.”

“Drats. I’ll just have to steal it when you’re not around,” said Mim, easing up behind Alice.

“As if you don’t already. His guards rat you out every time,” Alice said, slowly rocking Phillip back and forth.

“They do? Damn. I didn’t bribe them enough. I’ll have to work harder. Come on… just a quick one? Teeny weeny one? I missed him, too,” Mim begged.

Holding onto Alice, Phillip pressed his face into her shoulder and hung onto her. He wasn’t about to insert himself into their discussion.

Not when he needed to ask Alice for money.

Grunting, Alice began to walk him backward into her home.

Getting him inside, Mim closed the door behind them.

“Come on, just a quick one? No one’s here. No one will know. I really did actually miss him you know,” said Mim, getting far more aggressive about it.

“No,” Alice said, still holding onto him, her fingers moving through his hair and across his back. “He’s my husband. I don’t just… allow people to take pieces of him. This may be a competition but I’ll not treat him poorly during it.”

“Ooooh, be that way. I’m going to steal so many kisses from him when you’re not around. So many. Get my tongue in his mouth and see what he had for breakfast,” threatened Mim, moving into the room. “So, what’s the bad news, Phil? You said you had both.”

Alice didn’t release him.

She held onto him, her hands moving back and forth across him with a tenderness he’d never known.

“My mother’s ransom is thirty thousand nobles,” Phillip said, nuzzling Alice’s shoulder and neck. “Including my own coin, we’ve raised twenty thousand so far.”

“Thirty? Holy shit,” Mim said from behind him. “I know your mother is rather famous but… thirty thousand. That’s what they used to pay for princesses to be returned.”

“It was originally fifty thousand. The good news was we talked them down,” Phillip murmured as Alice’s fingers slid through his hair. “We talked her down to thirty. The problem is we only have two weeks to get the coin to her.”

“That’s kinda quick, how come?” Mim asked, sounding intrigued.

“Queen Karen had a bout of apoplexy. I don’t think she’s able to lead anymore. Her daughter took over. Sadie,” Phillip explained. “So now it’s all a mad rush before she takes the field. We won’t be able to get my mother out after that.”

“I can give you eight thousand. Even if you didn’t choose me in the end, I wouldn’t ask you to pay me back either. Consider it a gift from me, regardless of me being your wife. Nor do I need you to promise to do anything for it, either. Nor a favor in return,” Alice said in a soft voice as she laid her cheek to his temple, cradling and holding on to him. “It’s every coin I have that I can access right now. If I had more time, I could get you the entirety of the thirty thousand, my Phillip. Can we negotiate to pay more, later?”

Shaking his head, Phillip didn’t know how to respond. The fact that Alice would go all out like that wasn’t something he’d considered.

It was more than he could have hoped for if he was being completely honest.

Owing her so much did make him nervous regardless of what she said however. It was simply too much coin.

“That’s… generous, Alice. But Sadie has another demand. She thinks her mother was poisoned. She won’t trust anyone from my family but me to bring the coin,” said Phillip, dropping the final ugly piece of news on them.

“She just wants you to deliver the coin? That’s it?” Mim asked.

“Yes. Then I can leave with my mother,” Phillip agreed.

Sighing, Mim went quiet.

Then suddenly a body was pushed up behind him, crushing him into Alice.

“Sorry, can’t resist,” Mim said, hugging tightly to Phillip and Alice. “And besides, you’re a pretty lady, Allie, wanna go halvsies with me on him?”

Alice had stopped rocking Phillip back and forth and had lifted her head up. He got the impression she was staring at Mim.

“Wanna kiss? I’m willing to explore,” Mim said.

“You’re so awful,” Alice said with what sounded like a smile in her voice. “No, I’ll not split him. And we tried that once a long time ago. Remember? You said it was like kissing your sister.”

“You got way prettier since then. And having Phil between us would work out way better. Kissing you while having Phil would be very doable,” argued Mim. “And I can give you the rest of the coin you need, Phil. Between Alice and I we can get you the coin you need. One way or another. Auntie Tilda still isn’t back yet and likely won’t be back for a while.

“But I’ll need payment in return from you. Lots and lots of kisses when Allie isn’t around. Maybe let me get my hands on you. Get some private time in with that tool of yours like Allie does.”

“So awful,” Alice grumbled, laying her cheek back down to Phillip’s temple.

Mim pressed her face up into the other side, laying her mouth to Alice’s neck.

“Oooh, you smell fun Allie,” Mim said, kissing the other woman’s neck. “Let’s go halvsies.”

“Knock it off,” Alice said, not moving or releasing Phillip.

Standing there between the two beautiful women, Phillip didn’t know what to do.

So he did nothing.


Thirty-Four

 

Disembarking from the carriage, Phillip once again stood in front of the palace of Queen Karen.

Where he’d seen a great number of guards and soldiers before, there was an overwhelming number of them now. To the point that he had to wonder just how many people Sadie had hired on since her mother’s condition.

“Welcome back, master Rias,” Janice said as she stepped out from the gate-house guard room.

“Ah, thank you, Miss Balstir,” Phillip said and inclined his head. “I’ve returned with the payment as agreed.”

“The queen will be most thankful for the swiftness you’ve displayed. We’re ramping up for a full deployment very soon,” Janice declared as she unlocked the gate.

“That was… our assumption,” Phillip admitted. “That she’d be appreciative to those who moved quickly in this time.”

“Indeed,” agreed Janice as she shoved open the gate. “I assume the carriages hold it all?”

“Yes, they do. The first one was just my guards and I, the second two are what brought the payment,” Phillip explained.

“Your guard will remain with the first carriage then here inside the gates,” Janice explained. “The other two coaches will be taken, examined, and the payment counted. The queen has asked that all visitors be kept in the receiving hall. You however, have been given a special invitation to speak with the queen.”

Invitation?

There’s never an invitation when it comes to royalty.

It’s a demand couched as a request.

“I am of course available at the queen’s leisure,” Phillip formally replied.

Janice nodded her head at that and then a number of royal guards descended on the coaches. In no time at all the three were separated, his guards pulled to one side, and Phillip escorted away.

Inside looking out, he found there were even more guards than he realized. The walls were filled with soldiers, as were the grounds.

Anyone walking around also had a guard practically attached to their hip.

Sadie really does believe her mother was poisoned then. It isn’t her just making up an excuse.

She believes her mother was laid low by an agent of Tralin.

Considering they had already made attempts on her life, that isn’t too far fetched either.

Janice paused briefly to give orders to the two red-haired men Phillip had met last time, each of the men going off with the carriages.

Likely to count the coin, Phillip assumed.

It was one thing to take someone’s word over a few chits or a double.

But thirty thousand nobles was an entirely different matter.

Where ten thousand of that amount had come from Alice and Mim.

Thinking back to his departure, he found he desperately wanted to return home. To the Rias household. To get away from all of this and out of politics.

In the end, Mim had indeed stolen a great number of kisses from him when Alice went to get the coin for him. To the point that Phillip had been cornered in a couch and Mim was straddling his lap when Alice came back. Grinding herself into his lap with her tongue down his throat.

Phillip hadn’t been able to fight her off and had given up after the fifth kiss. She wouldn’t push it too far, he knew that. Though she would kiss him until someone pried her off him.

For two thousand nobles, he could survive the beautiful Mim’s antics.

Surprisingly Alice hadn’t even been angry when she came back. She just pulled Mim off him and took her place, sitting down at Phillip’s side.

Mim had left then to get her own loan for Phillip, leaving him alone with Alice.

Who reaffirmed the fact that she didn’t want the money back. Didn’t consider it a loan.

And only wanted him to come home safe.

“-Phillip Curis Rias to see her majesty,” Janice announced, standing in front of the same study he’d met the former queen Karen in.

“Delightful. That would be a most welcome distraction,” called a voice from within.

Janice put a hand behind Phillip’s back and eased him through the doorway, then shut the door behind him. Leaving him alone with Sadie.

She was sitting in the same chair her mother had been in when she read his grandmother’s letter.

A book was perched in her lap, a finger pressed to the page as if to keep her place.

“Welcome back, Phillip,” said the woman, smiling at him.

She was dressed in a military uniform. The lines of it were neat and clean as if it’d been pressed this morning. The sword belt looped over the arm of the chair along with a matching short-sword were within arm’s reach.

“Thank you, your majesty,” Phillip said, bowing low to the woman.

“None of that now. Mother had less decorum than most and I have precious little need of it myself,” Sadie said, closing the book atop her finger. “Janice didn’t mention the reason for your visit. I assume you’ve come with the payment for your mother?”

“That’s right, your majesty,” agreed Phillip, standing up. “We were able to acquire the coinage through various loans and contributions. We value the return of my mother.”

“Of course you do,” Sadie murmured with a nod of her head. “Just as I would if it were my own mother. Though I’m afraid that isn’t the case for her.”

Sadie’s eyes clouded over at the mention of her mother. They unfocused and stared through Phillip as if he weren’t there.

“May… may I ask how she’s doing? I don’t know the details of what happened. Just… that she wasn’t the queen anymore and she had an apoplexy,” Phillip tried, hoping to find out a little bit of information.

Sighing, Sadie let her eyes fall to the floor.

“She had a really… bad attack of apoplexy. I found her in the morning when I went to check on her,” murmured the newly minted queen. “I think someone put something in her evening drink. She was just… lying in bed moaning when I found her.”

Phillip had no experience with the sickness and knew very little of it.

“She’s alive, thankfully. Though… half of her body won’t move,” Sadie continued, her eyes looking at something that wasn’t there. “She can’t really talk. Not in any way that we can understand her.

“She needs round-the-clock care now. She doesn’t even have control over her faculties. As soon as I realized she wouldn’t be fit to lead, I took the crown.”

“I’m… so sorry, your majesty,” Phillip offered sincerely. He’d liked Queen Karen.

“Oh, don’t worry about it, Phillip. And please, call me Sadie,” said the young queen, lifting her eyes back up to Phillip. “We’ve found she can at least communicate if we give her a quill. It’s hard to make out but… she lets her wants be known.

“She’s living the best life we can give her now. Though the surgeons constantly try to get her to get up and move. To force her into trying.

“Surprisingly, she managed to wiggle a toe the other day. There’s hope yet. She just… won’t be able to lead ever again. Mother never gives up though. Never.”

Smiling, Phillip moved over to stand in front of the sofa.

“May I, Sadie?” he asked politely, gesturing.

“Oh! Yes, please. Heavens yes. I’m so sorry, Phillip. I’m still getting used to this. I was just the crowned princess not long ago,” Sadie said in a very embarrassed tone. “Just an heir to the duchy before that.”

“Thank you,” Phillip said, taking a seat.

“Well. We’re going to move ahead as best as we can. There’s no reason to wait or dilly dally,” Sadie said. “With your mother no longer on the board, only Princess Marie will be a problem. Tralin herself is worthless as a leader. And after the queen formally ignored your mother’s ransom, it’s unlikely anyone will be willing to step up into that role for a time.”

Nodding his head, Phillip agreed with Sadie on that point.

Eventually someone will. There’s always someone wanting to push their way up. Regardless of the risk. That’s just how people are.

“If we can strike a critical blow before someone’s willing to risk the hot-seat as a general, all the better,” finished Sadie as if reading his mind. “Hence the extreme need for coin and urgency. We’re moving as rapidly as we can.”

“Of course. I personally didn’t fault you for the request, it made sense,” Phillip admitted. “Especially when we factored in that you’d need to move quickly to keep your legitimacy. Secure your supporters, the treasury, and your momentum.”

“Just so,” murmured Sadie, giving him a brilliant smile. Slowly she tilted her head to one side, staring at him in an entirely different way now. “I’m sure Janice will be bringing your mother along shortly while they continue to count the payment.”

“Ah, yes, I assume so,” replied Phillip, smiling at the queen. He felt odd about the way she was looking at him right now. “Have you made preparations to marry your fiancé? I imagine there’s a heavy push for an heir now that your mother is… incapacitated.”

“They’re definitely trying,” agreed Sadie with a chuckle. “It’s a shame I annulled my courtship. He was chosen for me by my mother. Now that she has no power… I’ll choose my own husband.

“And with so many men putting themselves at my disposal, I can at least insure myself of a good match. One that’ll buy me a good political marriage and backing.”

Phillip nodded his head.

That was the prudent thing to do if he had to think about it.

The fiancé she had was likely for her mother to seal alliances. Alliances that might not have the same worth to Sadie that they did her mother.

“A new trading partner when new trades are available,” said Phillip. “Especially with business you didn’t expect and had no way to plan for.”

Sadie grinned wider at that and nodded her head.

“Just so, again. That’s exactly right. Your mother was quite determined to teach you to be a useful husband it seems,” Sadie complimented him.

“I-yes. She did. It was expected I’d marry into a house that was on the rise. That could have risen well beyond where they were,” explained Phillip. “Unfortunately they fell just before they could finish that rise.”

“I heard. I looked into it. Then your mother let the Rias family get you at a steal,” Sadie said, her eyes drilling into him now. “My understanding is that they’re very likely to become counts. Or to just… have the land they’re in now given to them.”

“That wouldn’t be surprising in the least. The Rias family is incredibly upwardly mobile and they know how to move coin.”

“Indeed. And what is more upwardly mobile than coin? Even queens such as I are beholden to it and must do terrible things to acquire it. Such as forcing you to pay such a price so quickly, despite not wanting to upset you or your family.”

“I… yes. Exactly. I’m sure there are those who can be content without chasing the almighty coin, but I’m not one of them. To respect finances is to understand the rule of the world.”

“And just so, once again,” Sadie said, leaning to one side and putting her chin in her hand. “But that only qualifies up to a point I’m afraid.

“Politics, military might, and… motivation all do play their part as well. Because the world is a dangerous and unkind place.”

Someone knocked on the door, causing Sadie to glance at it.

“Enter,” she called out.

Opening, Jamie entered the study, and the door was closed behind her.

“Have a seat, Miss Jamie,” offered Sadie, gesturing at Phillip. “I was just about to tell Phillip about my condition to this release.”

Wincing, looking incredibly unsure and angry, Jamie came over and sat herself down next to her brother.

“Thank you, your majesty,” Jamie murmured demurely.

Sadie didn’t tell her to call her anything else, and spared her a single look, before focusing back on Phillip.

“I’m afraid that I can’t let your mother go as she is,” apologized Sadie. “No one doubts her word at all. But now that I’ve seen the depth that Tralin will go… to poison my mother… I cannot take chances.

“Not at all. Not in any way shape or form. I think no sooner than I send your mother back home, that Tralin will just scoop up Jamie here as a hostage and force your mother back into service. Regardless of anything else.”

Blinking, Phillip considered that.

It’d come up briefly before with Sadie’s mother but they’d disagreed as to it being an actual possibility. It would seem Sadie now believed it wasn’t just a problem, but a likelihood.

Given that the queen had indeed delved deep into tyranny when it suited her, he found it incredibly difficult to naysay what Sadie was saying.

He knew first hand that the queen wasn’t beyond simply stealing resources from her people. To take it all, claim it was for the war effort or some such, and never look back.

If Tralin had been a moderate queen who didn’t do such things, there wouldn’t be a Queen Karen to begin with.

“Okay,” Phillip said as Jamie and Sadie stared at him. “You’re… keeping Jamie as a hostage?”

He wasn’t sure why they were putting him in the middle of this discussion. If they were keeping Jamie as a hostage to prevent his mother from joining the forces of the queen, it made no sense to him.

They were exchanging one hostage for another with an added coin value attached to it.

“Mother… is far more vital to the family than I am,” his sister said. “If Mother is there, she can do all that she needs to, to support Grandmother. To lead the Curis household accordingly.”

“Additionally,” Sadie said, stepping back into the conversation. “Once I defeat Tralin, I’ll pay back half the ransom to the Curis family we collected. Sent with the hostages I’ve kept against Tralin. Provided your mother remains true to her word.

“Given her care for her children, I don’t think it’s an issue. This’ll be over relatively quickly and we can go about settling the country.”

Phillip felt like there was more to those statements than he heard. That there was something else here going on and he hadn’t quite caught up to it.

“Hostages? Plural?” Phillip asked.

“Ah! Yes, I’m sorry. I’m… jumping all over,” apologized Sadie with a wave of her hand. “I’m so sorry, Phillip. I’ll have to keep you here as a hostage as well. Given your political link to the Rias family and that you’re your mother’s only son… well, keeping you here with Jamie serves my purpose two fold.”

I… I’m to be a hostage?

“I can easily guarantee your safety. That isn’t a concern at all,” Sadie promised and then uncrossed her legs. Only to cross them in the opposite arrangement. “You’d be welcome to do as you liked as long as your personal bodyguard, assigned from my royal guard, accompanied you.

“Though, it goes without saying your guards wouldn’t be welcome here of course. They’d have to return with your mother or to the Rias household. Whichever works for them.”

Taking in a slow and deep breath, Phillip did all he could to process what he’d just been told.

“Before you ask, no. There is no alternative. No, I won’t accept more coin instead. Hence why I’ll repay half, later,” stated Sadie, getting ahead of his thoughts before he could voice them. “I apologize for this, it isn’t what I want to do, not really. But it must be done. Tralin can’t be allowed to continue to drive our people into the ground. And I don’t think for a second that she’ll spare your mother once she’s home.

“Political pariah or not, she needs a general who can equal me. And again, outside of maybe Marie, there isn’t anyone.”

Realizing that Phillip had been put into a position he couldn’t exit from, he let his head slowly hang down. Looking to his booted feet, he considered them and what he could do.

Everything boiled down to one inescapable fact.

If he wanted to free his mother, he would need to remain.

His duty was to his family, the Rias family. To love, cherish, and support his wife, Alice, as she led their household.

Except he was also expected to pay respect to his mother. The woman who’d birthed him and bestowed her family name on him. Paid for all the things he needed in life and provided him with that same marriage to Alice.

It was exactly as his grandmother had said.

This was the honor of duty. Familial duty.

And he was expected to play his part.

“I understand,” murmured Phillip quietly. “I think this is deplorable, but I understand. There’s… there’s no reason to hold us hostage. My mother would never allow Tralin to use her.”

“Given that she poisoned my mother,” said Sadie with a tight voice. “I don’t think anything is beyond Tralin. Nothing, in fact. Whether your mother allowed it or not, she’d be forced to become the general once more. With both of you here, however? That’s not going to happen.”

Jamie laid a hand to Phillip’s back and lightly began to rub back and forth.

“I’ll be sure to keep you both well entertained, cared for, and protected,” Sadie promised. “You’re a hostage, but I’ll treat you as a guest of my home. Now… I’m going to go have your rooms made up and get your mother ready for release. It’s apparent to me I don’t need to have my people finish counting your coins. You’re an honorable man, Phillip. I respect you.”

“Thank you, Sadie,” said Phillip in a low tone.

“You’re very welcome, Phillip,” the queen said with warmth.

“Thank you,” Jamie said.

“Thank you, your majesty,” corrected the queen, her tone sliding into a dangerously cold territory in a flash.

“Thank you, your majesty,” Jamie repeated.

Without a word, the queen turned and left.

Forgive me, everyone. I do what I must.


Epilogue

 

Sitting in the gardens, Phillip stared out at the lovely decor around him.

A great deal of coin had been spent on this place. Far more than he’d ever want to actually consider.

While he enjoyed such places, he didn’t quite understand them either. Money spent on such things like this carried no return to him, other than enjoying them as they were.

If it was money spent that would have gathered dust anyways, he could certainly understand it.

“Young master Curis. The queen is about to hold court,” said a voice from one side. “You’re of course, invited to attend.”

Phillip wasn’t sure which one of Janice’s red-haired assistants it was. He didn’t turn his head to check. Nor would it really matter.

Over the last five days he’d found a pace and tedium that worked for him. Where he spent most of his time reading in the study, sitting in the garden, or attending Sadie.

If she sent him an invitation, he always took it.

Because as long as he played nice with her, she would likely play nice with Jamie.

There was no mistaking that Sadie didn’t care for Jamie. The allowances she made for Phillip were non-existent for his sister.

Except that if he was dutiful and attentive to Sadie, he’d found that she was considerably warmer to Jamie. Effectively making his behavior a hostage in the situation as well as he was as a person.

“I understand. Thank you,” Phillip murmured and stood up, brushing his hands against his thighs. “I of course will attend to the queen.”

Not needing to be shown the way or escorted, Phillip placed his hands behind his back and began to sedately walk to the throne room.

Given Sadie’s habits, this would be the lunch-time update that she regularly held. Anything regarding the business of the country would be relayed. As well as orders, needs, or requirements of others.

Most of the people in attendance were those who called Sadie their liege lord. Though there were a few people who were very much hostages just as he was.

The number of hostages were considerable when he’d first arrived. There were fewer hostages every day, however. As payments were made to get people released and sent back home.

Sadie didn’t keep hostages if she didn’t have to, either. There were no others like Phillip or Jamie that he could tell. They were a unique exchange.

Hostages for a hostage.

It was likely because Sadie saw it as an expense as far as he could tell.

Feeding, clothing, and protecting people so that she could harm them if needed seemed to be counter-intuitive to her.

To be honest it was to Phillip as well.

Wandering into the throne room he saw all the normal women he’d expect to see, dressed in lovely fabrics and rich clothes. Their daughters at their sides and looking much like hungry animals.

Those who sided with the Karen family were those who were close by; those who wanted to see change; and the most populous group, those who wanted to benefit from being there. To be part of the group that took over the country and were part of the founding core.

The ones who would be the most likely to get a title out of the war for their contributions.

Or given spoils of war from those who would lose their titles.

There were also a number of young men around his age throughout. Dressed up to their fullest and wearing more wealth than modesty should allow.

With Sadie being unattached, quite a few women were looking to get their sons onto the throne. It would give their family incredible leverage on future politics.

Moving off to the side, Phillip found his sister and stood next to her.

“Hey,” Jamie said, giving him a smirk. “Thanks. You must have buttered her up real good this morning. She actually gave me a compliment.”

Thinking to breakfast, Phillip flicked through the moments quickly.

He’d commented that Sadie had looked rather lovely in green.

“I see. I’ll continue to do what I can to make sure you receive good treatment,” Phillip murmured, turning his eyes to the throne.

“No. Don’t do that. Just do what you need to. We’ll get through this,” Jamie said, laying her arm around Phillip’s shoulders and pulling him close. “Just like when we were kids and you covered for me.”

“Covered for you? You threatened to dye my teeth black with Father’s ink if I said anything,” said Phillip with a chuckle.

“Yeah? And? You covered for me. You never got black teeth,” Jamie said. “Now Louise… she got a lot of black teeth.”

Grinning, Phillip shook his head.

It would be understating it if he said he missed his old life at the Curis county home.

“Her majesty Queen Karen,” shouted the herald at the back of the room with two stamps of their large staff to the ground.

Jamie released him and Phillip fell into his normal “at court” position. His hands behind his back, his posture straight but somewhat loose. The goal from here would be to keep his face a bland mask unless the queen looked at him, at which point he’d smile.

Only to stop the moment she looked away.

He was developing a number of patterns and survival mechanisms that would help him survive here. As a hostage, his rights were limited and at the whims of the queen herself.

If she decided he needed to be executed, there would be very little he could do about it. He’d be executed without the bat of an eye. There were no rights provided to him as what was essentially a prisoner.

Marching into the throne room came Queen Karen.

Or Sadie as she demanded to be called with Phillip in private.

She was once more wearing her military uniform, as she always did, and looked to be immaculately put together. As of late she’d taken to wearing a golden coronet on her brow.

It was the only sign of her royal personage, but it was certainly far more than her mother ever wore. While she was certainly her mother’s daughter, she was also her own person.

And that was becoming readily apparent.

The anxious and military-like setting of her mother’s court had become a paranoid and hostile one. While the vast majority of those at court thought nothing of it, since they were already at war, Phillip couldn’t help but find the whole thing rather nerve-wracking.

He had to admit though that things needed to change.

If Sadie’s mother really had been poisoned, which was quite likely, then her response to the situation was certainly understandable.

After all… tradition isn’t the worship of ashes, it’s the preservation of fire.

And in this case, she has to push forward with her family’s claims. Not the feelings that surrounded the court during her mother’s reign.

Walking up to her throne without a word or look to anyone, Sadie took her seat.

Only then did she start to look around the room to see who was in attendance today.

As soon as her eyes landed on Phillip, he gave her a small smile, holding her gaze with his own.

As expected, she smiled at him in return before letting her eyes wander down the line to the next person.

“Our news is simple and plain,” she said without a greeting. “Princess Marie has taken the field with the remnants of their armies. We’ll be completing our own regroup and replenishment in several days.

“Once that’s finished, we’ll move our forces into the field to engage the Tralins. There’s no reason to dance around them when they have no true leader.”

All around the throne room people were nodding their heads to that. It was what was expected, so it wasn’t a surprise to anyone at all.

“Amusingly, Queen Tralin attempted to force General Curis into the field,” Sadie said with a satisfied smirk.

Wa… she did? Truly?

Damn.

Damn, damn.

It was exactly what Sadie predicted would happen.

“Given that we have her heir, and her only son here at court, Countess Curis was forced to decline,” said the queen, gesturing to Phillip and Jamie. “It isn’t as if she could truly force the situation given what’s occurred. Not without fully alienating the peerage that supports her.”

Nodding his head, Phillip felt rather sick at that news.

It validated Sadie and her belief, but it only made Phillip feel all the worse.

He was stuck here until the end of the war.

There was a half-believed hope that his mother would return home, nothing would happen, and he’d be allowed to leave. That he could go back to the Rias household and settle back into his life.

But that wasn’t going to happen now. Not with Tralin trying to get his mother back into the general’s position.

“Countess Curis of course declined and that was the end of it. Amusingly, every single Curis family member serving in any branch… quit,” Sadie said with a cat-ate-the-canary smile. “Not a single Curis family member is under Tralin’s banner now. They lost a very large number of veterans and officers with that silly choice on Tralin’s part.

“All for the sake of the royal guard’s honor. Which won’t be preserved now that Clarissa Curis is home anyways without any help from Tralin.”

Phillip didn’t like any of this one bit, but he found it incredibly difficult to fault Sadie in any way. Everything seemed to be going exactly as she’d said it would.

“Moving on,” Sadie declared and shifted to one side. “I’ve received all of your marriage proposals. Thank you for them. I’ll not be acting swiftly, or without thought. This will take some time.

“I need to find a partner as much as I find someone who fits my needs politically.”

Raising his eyebrows at that, Phillip was surprised.

It was one thing for everyone to know exactly what Sadie was doing without her saying it. It was an altogether different situation when she came right out and said it.

Without apology, sidestep, or evasion.

Sadie moved her eyes to Phillip as she finished speaking.

He’d come to recognize this as the moment he was expected to nod his head in support of her statement. That he was one of her supporters and agreed with her action.

The one time he hadn’t made a move, she’d cornered him later that day to interrogate him on what he thought of her policy changes.

It hadn’t been unpleasant, but she’d picked over each and every thought he had.

Nodding his head, Phillip gave her a warm smile, holding the eye contact with her. In this case, he did agree with her.

Sadie immediately smiled in return and let her eyes move away from him, clearly getting the confirmation she needed from him.

“That’s all, everyone,” Sadie stated and then stood up. “You may all leave.”

Turning, Phillip exited the throne room with Jamie. After these meetings he’d normally be given some time to do as he wished until the evening dinner.

Which was something he and Jamie would have to attend with Sadie.

A firm grip on Phillip’s shoulder brought him up short.

“Stay back a minute, Phil,” Sadie said from behind him.

Shit. I wasn’t fast enough.

“Of course, yo-”

“Sadie,” interrupted the queen.

“Sadie,” Phillip finished, turning around. There were more than a few people around them. Having him address her by her first name was a massive breach of etiquette.

Given who told him what to say, there wasn’t an alternative.

“I bought you a few things. Hopefully they can make your stay in my court easier for you,” Sadie said with a grand smile.

I… she bought me things?

No. No, no.

She shouldn’t… that is… receiving gifts from the queen isn’t something I can rightly refuse.

But in the same breath as a married man I’m obligated to reject them.

Smiling, Phillip stood there, once more at a loss.

“I got you a number of very lovely tunics and matching pants, several cloaks, and a very sturdy-looking belt. As well as a ring that I think will fit admirably with the outfits,” continued Sadie, not even realizing what she was doing to him. While there were still yet others leaving the throne room. All quite curious about what the queen was saying and doing.

Listening in even as they passed by or left.

“I’m sure her m-”

The glare Sadie gave him forced Phillip’s tongue to still on her title.

“I’m sure your taste is appropriate, Sadie,” Phillip said, realizing he had no way out of this.

“Well! Thank you for the compliment,” replied the queen, smiling and taking another step toward him. “Come with me. I’d love to show you everything. I have it all laid out already in your study.”

Affixing the smile in place on his face, Phillip set his teeth together, and bowed his head to the queen. He briefly saw her smile fade at the deference he gave her.

“By your leave, lead the way, Sadie,” replied Phillip, making sure to use her name again.

It got the appropriate response, her face once more breaking out into the expected smile.

“Perfect. Off we go then,” said Sadie, putting her hand on the middle of his back and leading him from the throne.

For… my mother, I must persevere.

My familial duty. The duty of honor.

My honor. My duty.

Yes.

My duty.

I only need to get through this, and escape. She hasn’t done anything like Marie did, and for all I know, this is truly just a gift.

After all, she has admitted several times she isn’t fully aware of her own position at times.

“After we’re done looking at the gifts, I wanted to get your opinion on a few things as well,” admitted Sadie. “I’d love your thoughts.”

Ah.

Yes. Just gifts.

It’s just gifts.

Taking the statement with the same smile, Phillip only nodded his head.

Right…?


Thank you, dear reader!
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