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blurb


Lawton:

I don’t know if I appreciate learning new things about myself. Bonding with Berklak has been eye-opening, but I might be a tiny bit terrified by it, because suddenly I have more magic than I’m supposed to, and now I kind of understand why other necromancers have rampaged across thyr. I’m not saying I’m going to start leaving a trail of bodies behind me, but I’m not saying I’m incapable of it either. And that might have me a tiny bit worried.

Berklak:

My necromancer is worried. I don’t know what's going on in that beautiful head of his, but his heart beats in the bond between us, and something is stressing him. I’ll get him to talk it out, and then we’ll make a plan, and somehow we’ll figure out what is happening in Fasgard and the Underthyr. But first, I’m going to make sure Lawton relaxes for at least a minute and takes a few deep breaths. Nothing is so bad that we don’t have time for a little self-care.

I Went on an Adventure and All I Got Was This Barbarian Orc is a five chapter serial fantasy adventure with a light-hearted, fun TTRPG vibe. Expect big magic, lots of cuddles, plenty of steam, and a team of characters that might not get a natural 20 on every roll, but they make up for it with creative solutions to both magical and mundane problems.


content warning


This page exists, but I have nothing to put in here. Like, there are some adorable dwarves, Lawton becomes a businessman, and there’s a water balloon fight, but no one dies in any horrible way and nothing particularly heinous happens. It’s weird, I know, but here we are.

–Jennifer


glossary


Aelysou- the gods that rule over what mortals consider good or neutral ideals

Aelich- the messengers/servants/warriors of the aelysou

Aethyr- the realm of the gods

Draconian- a race of reptilian people that are born in fire

Elher- a species of felid people

Halfling: half elf, half human

Maelysou- the gods that rule over what mortals consider negative or neutral ideals

Maelich- the messengers/servants/warriors of the maelysou

Pescer- a race of reptilian people that are born in water

Qilatone elves- high elves; they claim to be the original elves from which all other elves are descended

Semer- a species of canid people

Thyr- the mortal realm

Viltz- a race of corrupted elves that live in the deep caves

Xenecar- the race of people that were born from a maelysou and a legion of humans hundreds of thousands of years ago; they are not considered human anymore


characters


The Adventuring Party

Berklak- Barbarian, founding member of the League of Extraordinary Rage, orc

Lawton Arcival Fairkin- necromancer, High Sorcerer of Fasgard, fourth child of King Valerian, human

Darian Silverleaf- druid tracker, wood elf

Armus Song- bard, xenecar

Inghram Sepferaline- paladin of the aelysou Benilon, the god of redemption, child of the maelysou Sepferel, human demigod

Frost- ranger, watchman, close guard for Lawton, halfling (human-elf)

Tavia Lark- ranger, soldier, close guard for Lawton, halfling

The Royal Family

King Valerian James Fairkin- King of Fasgard

Princess Haughney Lyssa Fairkin- heir to the Fasgard throne

Prince Exander Florian Fairkin- second child of King Valerian

Princess Adama Lilith Fairkin- third child of King Valerian

Princess Chanti Gloria Fairkin- fifth child of King Valerian

Prince Jerod Halen Fairkin- sixth child of King Valerian

Princess Saimey Dela Fairkin- seventh child of King Valerian

Haulissa Fairkin- deceased wife of King Valerian, mother of Lawton and Saimey

Swahla Fairkin- ex wife of King Valerian, childless

The Palace Staff

Hildred- Steward of the palace, draconian

General Curtis Aleron- Palace Warden, human

Kyln- Warden of the palace jail, elher
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one
lawton



Perspective is a callous asshole, I think. I haven’t known her long, but so far, I’m not impressed at all. If I’d grown up loved by more than just my mother, I wouldn’t be struggling so hard with what I’ve done. I would, in fact, have done it ages ago. I’d heard stories of how incredible it felt for a sorcerer to find their anchor. The stories—even the firsthand accounts I’ve heard from the mouths of other sorcerers—didn’t exaggerate the romanticism of the bond between a sorcerer and their anchor. Even the cautionary tales of anchor bonds make sense now that I know what it is to have one of my own.

I wish that I’d had this connection before. If I’d known what being loved by a person meant, I would have pursued it so much harder than I did. Not just with my father, but with every person in my family and with the people in the palace that I could have meaningful relationships with. I would have been more demanding of tolerance and acceptance. I wouldn’t have missed so many family dinners. I’m grateful I have my friends now, and I am completely in love with Berklak, but now that I have these ties, I feel like I’ve missed out my entire life.

Perspective, right?

I feel Berklak like a physical presence in my soul. He’s there, a beacon of energy and love, goodness and loyalty right there where I can reach out and touch him any time I want to, and I always want to. I’ve spent three days basking in his presence, trying not to be obvious about what I’ve done, but I think everyone knows something has changed between us. Every chance I get, I’m touching him, sitting in his lap, riding in his arms—I’m far more attached to him than I was before.

That’s the romantic part of the whole magical bond. The other part, the reason necromancers aren’t allowed to have anchors—that’s the scary part. I already knew I would defy the law if Berklak ever required it of me (not that I’ve been a good law-abiding necromancer lately), but now I understand why Kiogen Fetic, aka the Plague Master, razed Fasgard when his anchor was captured. If my great grandmother had known who she held, she would have killed him or released him before Kiogen came charging to the rescue.

That’s what I assume. I only know the histories as told by the royal historians—Kiogen invaded Fasgard searching for something, and he wreaked havoc everywhere he went, recruiting other necromancers and destroying everyone who stood in his way until the High Sorcerer of Fasgard, leading the armies of Fasgard, Smos Esten, and the Isle of Flight, finally defeated him when he arrived at Fairview. Kiogen made it as far as the royal prison and died when the high sorcerer performed a poison gas spell that killed every occupant of the prison.

The only way poison gas would kill me now is if it killed Berklak, and that’s the hard truth facing me now. I think Kiogen’s anchor was in that prison, and the only reason he’s dead right now is because his anchor died. My life and Berklak’s are inextricably linked now—our hearts beat together or not at all. If Berklak dies, so do I and vice versa. More importantly, anchors ground magic, make it easier to control, and they add their energy to the power of the sorcerer.

And I’ve discovered something terrifying.

Most sorcerers anchor other sorcerers—it combines their magic, giving each sorcerer access to the amount of power they have together. When two powerful houses want to unite, they each have a sorcerer of equal power anchor the other. It’s tradition at this point—sorcerers who want more power anchor sorcerers of power.

I’ve never heard of anyone anchoring a magical null. Ever. It doesn’t happen. But the man who died in Kiogen’s arms was a null, and if my experience of being anchored to a magical null is anything like Kiogen’s, I think I know why a necromancer—who by all accounts was just a funeral director in Smos Esten, who didn’t show any real talent for his craft even though he was the son of the most powerful necromancer to ever plague the southern continent—damn near wiped Fasgard off the map.

I was already demigod levels of powerful—I was born the most powerful sorcerer in Fasgard except for maybe my father. I’m confident, after anchoring Berklak, I’m the most powerful sorcerer in all of thyr. The spider guarding the cave in Gladfield had the storage capacity for at least three times the power I could hold within me at any point. Now, it would take dozens of spiders full of power to refill me. Anchoring with a null has increased my access a hundred fold. Berklak is confident that he could overthrow my father’s government to save me from execution; I’m certain he wouldn’t need to lift a finger.

I have no idea how I’m going to hide this from my father. He’s enough of a sorcerer that he’ll feel the oppressive weight of my power the moment he sees me. He might feel me coming. Haughney and Exander would as well—they’re nearly as powerful as he is. It’s going to take some finesse to work this out with him without overthrowing the current monarchy.

“Why are you worried?” Berklak asks softly, drawing me in close and pulling me off my mount and onto his lap. This is where I’ve spent about a third of the journey from Mysdille to Drokagard, and my little heart flutters with love every time I end up like this.

We’re currently waiting in the line to get into Drokagard—as far as I can tell the dwarves are inspecting every wagon, cart, and rucksack before it enters the city. We’ve been here for about half an hour, and I expect to be here for another hour at least. I couldn’t ask for a better place to sit for the wait.

Although, here probably isn’t the best place to have a private conversation, so I look up at him and use my eyes to indicate the people around us. “I’ll tell you when we have a bit more privacy,” I murmur softly.

Tavia leans in close from the other side of my mount. “Is this a conversation we all need to have, or just you and Berklak?”

It’s a valid and perceptive question.

“Berklak for now. I may need to pull the rest of you—” I cut myself off because the truth is, I will have to tell them what happened. Things are going to get weird if I don’t, and maybe even a little (lot) dangerous. “Actually, no. I think we should find a private room where we can all talk.”

Tavia gives me a cocky salute and a grin. “Sure thing, Law. I’m sure Frost’s kin will have a place we can use.” She whistles, getting her wife’s attention from where she’s talking to Armus and Inghram ahead of us.

Frost looks back and up nods Tavia—the two women look like natural twins even though they aren’t related. Big, buff, burly halfling elves, their naturally ginger hair and freckles hide the differences between their faces. I’ve been traveling with them for a week and I’ve started seeing the differences between them, but when we first started traveling together, the only way I could tell them apart was by their voices (Frost’s is deep and craggy like she spent all her childhood in the coal mines, and Tavia’s is high pitched and squeaky like a raskar’s mewl) and by which weapons they preferred to carry at the ready. Frost likes her daggers and Tavia prefers her hunting bow.

“Doesn’t your cousin own an inn?” Tavia calls as Frost, Inghram, and Armus come back from where they had been talking to some of the other people in line.

Frost immediately grimaces. “I’ve got two cousins innkeeping right across the road from each other and they’re in deep competition. If we stay with one and the other sees us, we will hear no end of trouble from the one we slight.”

“Names. Gimme their names,” Tavia insists without a moment’s hesitation.

“Regdur and Banrigg,” Frost returns curiously.

“Oh we’re staying with Banrigg—he’s the one who put stone beetles in my bed that first time I tagged along with you for Black Stone week.”

Frost’s usually congenial expression falls and she glowers. “Did he now?”

Tavai nods and the wicked grin that splits her face tells me she’s plotting something devious. “He did.”

“You go tell Regdur that we’re staying with Banrigg, and I’ll let my cousin know he’s providing hospitality while we’re here,” Frost decides, clearly on board with Tavia’s plans.

Tavia squeals happily. “This is going to be fun,” she laughs.

“What is happening right now?” Inghram asks curiously, and I’m glad he always asks the questions that I have, too—it’s like he can read my mind (he can’t, but we apparently have the same holes in our knowledge) (probably).

“Frost and I are going to get reparations for a prank her cousin pulled on me a few years ago. I nearly died because it turns out I’m allergic to the bite of the stone beetle. I want everyone to take full advantage of all the amenities his inn offers. You just go ahead and charge anything to the party. Frost and I will take care of everything.”

If the way she bares her teeth is any indication, I suspect that Banrigg’s going to find himself paying for everything out of his own pocket.

“Perfect! Love a free stay,” Armus crows happily. He leans over to Inghram. “I usually have to tell a few stories and sing a few songs to pay for my stay at an inn.”

“I’ve taken jobs off the bounty boards to pay my way before,” Inghram responds, looking back toward the people they’d been talking to. He points to the group of merchants ahead and turns his adorable face back to me. “They were talking about an excessive number of bounties making their way across the merchant routes. You know sometimes the watchmen will send bounties with merchants to drop off along their way, and they’ve been finding the bounty boards are getting crowded because everyone is sending their bounties along to other towns. That caravan has a stack to drop off with the gate guards here.”

“How many?” Berklak asks, full of the same concern I have.

Inghram’s brow scrunches as his tone turns grave. “Thirty at least. Most of them are from Fasgard. I looked through them—they’re mostly from the small towns and villages around Fasgard. There are fifteen bounties on men who’re running from debts owed to women, but the debts are smaller than the bounties. It’s like the people taking out bounties are doing it out of revenge, not to get the coin owed them.”

“I think the miasma is affecting women more than men,” Armus tells us softly, and looks at Darian. “What do you think? You’re a member of the Feud of Assassins. Do you think I’m seeing a pattern that isn’t there?”

Darian glances at Berklak, who’s also a member of the Feud, but he responds instead of letting Berklak talk for him. “I think you’re seeing a visible pattern. Women seem to be holding more grudges recently.”

I can’t help the spark of excitement those words ignite in me. “We’re going to visit the Grudgery, remember? It might be a good source of information.”

Everyone thinks about that for a moment before they all start nodding in unison.

“Let’s make that the first stop before we tell my family I’m here,” Frost decides, glancing around for any objections.

We all agree with that plan, and the rest of our wait happens as we converse softly about what the miasma could be and where it's coming from. I even mix up a bit of the sludge and smear it on my eyes to see if the problem is as pervasive down here as it is above; it’s not significantly different down here than it was in Gladfield.

After an interesting inspection from the Drokagard city guards that includes a thorough pat down of all our party members, an inspection of our travel sacks, and an interview with our Fire Walker mounts, who apparently vouch for us enough that we’re allowed into the city with our weapons (most people are disarmed), we make our way straight to the Grudgery.

When we arrive at the huge building that looks like it once was a group of businesses, there’s a line out the door. I take one look at it and hum my displeasure. We could be in line all day and we’ve got a lot to do, so I turn to the group and offer a different path even though I know they don’t like to split the party up. “Berklak and I will stand in line, Frost, you have a message to deliver, and you and Tavia can secure our lodging for the night. You can do that, talk to your family, and rejoin us here. That way we’re not wasting the entire day queuing,” I suggest, looking around at the group for a consensus.

“Take Darian with you,” Berklak suggests, as he and Darian exchange a wordless glance and Darian nods, stepping closer to the two rangers.

I look up at Berklak. I’m standing next to my half-orc holding his hand, and he meets my gaze. “I’d prefer if we’re splitting the party to make it as evenly split as possible, and Darian’s skills compliment Frost and Tavia’s. Plus if they’re going to go see the secretary to the dwarven king, Darian has extensive experience providing security in political settings.”

My head snaps back to Darian. “Really? I would have thought you’d stay close to the forest.”

Darian dips his chin to me. “I am an assassin of the Feud.”

Berklak explains. “Most of our training centers on dealing with the people who hire assassins the most, and that’s the nobility. I’ve spent time in four different courts across thyr. Delivering a message with Frost will be no trouble for Darian.”

Darian gives me a little bow that I interpret to mean he agrees with Berklak’s explanation.

“Alright then, let’s go. Good luck,” Frost tells us before she, Tavia, and Darian head off.

I follow Berklak to the end of line, where we stand with Armus and Inghram as I study the dwarven city. It’s all chiseled right out of the rock, like they had the boring voles come and carve the city design with their teeth before the dwarves came in with hammer and chisel to sculpt it into the display of dwarven art it is. Each building has traditional dwarven reliefs carved into the outside walls—patterns with sharp angles and geometric symbols on some buildings and swirling patterns of spirals decorating the walls on others. The cobble stones that line the roads all have non-magical dwarven runes on them with no particular pattern, rhyme, or reason to them. They just exist on the ground as paving stones.

If a sorcerer got creative with dwarven runes, they could do a lot of damage by infusing each one with magic according to its type. The rune for fire, given a tiny spark of magic, could set someone ablaze. Why would the dwarves put so many possible problems on their paving stones?

I love the aesthetic here, but this seems like trouble waiting to happen.


two
berklak



He’s worrying again. It’s strange to feel him like I do without needing to connect during sex. I like it. I like knowing how he’s feeling even though he worries a lot more than I expected. I already told him that I wouldn’t let anyone hurt him, and he believes me, but I think the task at hand is starting to wear on his generally happy inner self.

I lean down and inhale the scent of his hair, wrapping him up in my arms. “Why are you worrying, Law?” I mumble, attempting to comfort him through the force of smothering cuddles.

Smothering cuddles are the best kind (and the only kind orcs can offer).

Lawton’s amusement bumps through me like a pebble falling down a rock slide. “The pavers,” he points to the cobblestones. “I could infuse those runes with magic that would go off when someone walked on them. I could make the streets untraversable.”

“You should try,” the dwarf standing in line ahead of us grumbles irritably.

“That’s not a very dwarven attitude,” Armus teases them with a big toothy smile. The xenecar’s golden tipped tail sways lazily side to side, and his horns jingle with all the golden rings dangling from them.

The dwarf snorts derisively. “We hate magic, but we have a very complicated relationship with magical runes. Did you know dwarves invented magical runes? Before we came along, you topsiders were just talking your spells and hoping they’d stick. We fixed the problem by giving you magical runes. Not a single dwarf has innate magic, but if I drew a fire rune on this wall, it would explode in a fireball the moment you triggered it. I don’t need innate magic to manipulate it.”

“Why do you have runes carved into your paver stones?” Lawton questions agog. “Anyone with an ounce of magic could infuse them.”

The dwarf sneers at the runes on the street. “Those runes are infused with void-stone. We carve the runes like this as a warning to topsiders. Every dwarf knows all the old runes, and we make that knowledge available to everyone, because we aren’t fucking afraid of you. If you study the streets you’ll know as many runes as we do, and we’re still confident we could stop you if you attacked our city.”

Lawton’s surprise morphs into a sad smile. “I promise the city is in no danger from us.”

Something is wrong with Lawton, and the longer we go without talking about it, the more concerned I am. He decided that we should wait in line and talk later, but I feel his emotions—they’re muted and easily distinguishable from mine, but I do feel them—and there is a lot of worry in that head and now sadness.

“The longer we stand here doing nothing, the more I want to take you to the inn so we can have that group talk you were talking about earlier,” I tell him, pulling him flush to my body so I have his complete attention.

Lawton’s worry spikes along with a wave of love and affection. “I promise it can wait. It would be better to talk to someone here before we convene as a group. Nothing I have to say is immediately important.”

“Love,” I start and stop, because I don’t know what else to say. My concern for him comes straight from the new bond we have that enables us to share our emotions. Instead of saying anything else, I dip down and lick across his lips and into his mouth. He surrenders to my kiss, giving me back as much love and enthusiasm as I give him.

I don’t know what to say or do to comfort him, and I spend the entire wait trying to figure it out as we slowly move up the line, sharing small sparks of conversation between the four of us. Armus entertains us and those in line with us with some stories and makes himself a small amount of coin. Eventually we find our way to the front of the line, and once one of the staff finishes with a client, we’re led to a large office off the main room with a sign in Dwarvish that reads, “Hedge Grudgekeeper.”

This isn’t a random employee; this is possibly the owner.

They sit behind their desk, pull a piece of parchment toward themself, and adjust their inkwell and pen. “Greetings, visitors. I’m Hedge the Grudgekeeper, owner of this fine Grudgery. To start, tell us about the grudge we’ll be holding for you.”

Lawton’s worry and sadness slip away in the tide of his amusement and awe. The man enjoys learning and exploring, and seeing him with wonder in his eyes and heart gives me joy. “Hello, Hedge. I’m Lawton, the High Sorcerer of Fasgard and fourth prince of King Valerian. I haven’t decided what grudge I want held yet, but I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind answering some questions I have. I’m currently on a quest, and I think you have at least some useful information to help me.”

The dwarf levels Lawton with a skeptical look. “I will need some verification of your identity. Also, our client information is confidential. We don’t share any information with anyone for any reason except the people we hire out for special grudge tasks.”

Lawton nods eagerly as he pulls his backpack to the front and reaches in. “Of course. Confidentiality would be very important; I understand that.” He pulls out a pendant and a ring, both with the crest of Fasgard behind the symbol of the high sorcerer. He slips the ring off the chain holding the pendant, places it on his middle finger, and holds out his hand and the pendant to the grudger. “Will my signet ring and crest do for you?”

The dwarf studies them both for a few seconds then nods. “I am satisfied, your highness. What questions can I answer?”

Lawton takes his jewelry off and returns it to his backpack as he talks quickly, full of the excitement that comes from adventure. His blond hair flops about as he gestures with his hands, and his purple eyes glow brighter with his enthusiasm, not because he’s gathering magic. He’s the prettiest man I’ve ever met, and just watching him makes my cock rally for him.

“We’re investigating the rise in violent crimes committed by women against their male spouses and other men, and the incidences of altercations started by women. Have you noticed that more women are coming to you about men?” Lawton asks, leaning forward to close the distance between the dwarf and himself.

Hedge points a stubby finger to the stack of parchment on their desk. “Have I noticed a rise in grudges? In the last four months, our intake has gone up ten times what it was before. I bought this building a month ago because we outgrew the tiny place we had before from one month to the next. I hired twenty grudge holders as soon as we closed on this building. I’ve petitioned the king to start a grudgery guild because I need a more structured way to organize this business. I’ve dispatched messengers to every city of the Underthyr to inform them of my intent to form a guild. I’ve gotten a unanimous response in support, because the problems in the southern continent are spilling to the northern continent. The grudgeries up north are struggling to keep up with the requests coming in from travelers from the south. The southern travelers are finding things to get offended about in the north. I think we have a problem in southern thyr and it’s affecting the minds of the southerners. Dwarves I’ve known since they were babies, who’ve always been temperate, have changed. I’m holding grudges against spouses from here to Thangram, and dwarves don’t usually unmarry out of spite.”

Armus rests his hand on Lawton as he interjects, and I watch the clumsy bard to make sure he and my necromancer don’t have any accidents. “Have you been having any personal trouble, or is it all through your business? We met Cherrisome a few days ago, but she was a bit drunk. She stopped by our table, emptied one of our cups, and moved on without waiting for questions.”

Hedge chuffs in amusement as they stroke their beard. “Personally, no trouble except my daughter’s means of advertising my business. I’m a male, and Cherrisome is my daughter from a previous marriage. My husband isn’t interested in finding a third so we can have children again. We’re already two hundred years old; we don’t need to raise another child. We’re going to focus on the Grudgery until we grow bored or dig deep.”

He considers this his final marriage, then. He still has a hundred years or more of life, but when a dwarf talks about digging deep, they’re using it as a euphemism for death.

“Any ex-wives that might be upset with you?” Armus presses curiously. “We think the problem may be restricted to our womenfolk.”

Hedge shakes his head with a shrug. “I’ve never been one for a wife. Plenty of friends among the womenfolk, but never had a romantic interest in any of them. My friends aren’t upset with me and we’re all still on good terms, although I admit that I haven’t had time for much socializing since business started picking up. In any case, most of the grudges we’re holding are done for women. It keeps the peace this way. The Grudgery holds the grudges and the women find their inner peace again.”

“How does that work?” Lawton asks.

Hedge sits back and folds his hands over his beard, resting them on his small paunch. “I hire grudgers and occasionally take on some cases myself. The person who hires us pays for a grudge to be held for a specified amount of time. We get a name and where to find the person who wronged our client. For the duration of the grudge, a grudger will light a black candle with the person’s name on it every day and speak a petty curse into the aethyr. For example, we will curse them to stub their toe on the same corner for three months—petty curses that no one is going to die from. Once a week we will seek out the person and give them the evil eye, sometimes we point at them threateningly. We make sure they know the toe stubbing is our doing and they’re on our shit list. Once a month we’ll leave the gift of death on their doorstep—we try to make sure the dead thing we leave is edible, but sometimes clients have a particular death in mind. We don’t kill pets or work animals, but if a client wants the dead thing to be a snail or a lizard, we oblige them. We have a client that wants the dead thing to be a withered sunflower—it’s a shit job, but we get paid extra for the time we have to spend topside gathering sunflowers. After the period of the grudge is over, we contact the client to make sure they’re satisfied with their grudge experience, and most of the time they hire us out again. The minimum amount of time for any grudge is a full year, paid in advance. We have a handful of clients that have paid for a hundred year grudge. Most people buy the three to five year grudge, and we take yearly payments so no one has to shell out that gold all at once.”

Lawton’s wonder shines on his face and he smiles so widely it makes the light runes on the wall glow brighter. “Oh, I know exactly what I want now. I’ll have to get Hildred to give you a pass into the palace though. I suspect she’ll resist, but I want to hire you to hold a grudge against my sister Adama. She’s a spiteful woman who hates me for my magic, and I don’t think any amount of saving the world will ever change her opinion of me. She keeps accusing me of killing the palace work animals and prized pets!”

Hedge arches a bushy brow and strokes his beard. “A palace job, eh? It would go a long way toward becoming recognized as a full guild if we had a prince’s recommendation, and you’re the High Sorcerer of Fasgard, too. We generally keep our client information confidential, but if you gave us a sealed letter of recommendation, I would waive the fee for holding a grudge for ten years.”

Lawton looks up at me and then at Armus and Inghram. “Any objections?”

“Your seal is worth far more than that,” Armus points out with a conniving grin, and addresses Hedge. “The seal will be the difference between recognition as a guild and not, and we both know that’s invaluable. The money you’ll make as the leader of a guild will make you one of the richest dwarves in all of thyr. Give Lawton a lifetime grudge just for the seal, and after the guild is established because of his recommendation, you pay him a small percentage of the yearly profit. Five percent.”

Hedge grunts, looking between the four of us before leaning forward. “I’ll agree to the begrudging for a lifetime, but only to one percent of the profits. The letter isn’t going to make or break my petition.”

Armus snorts. “You know that the seal alone is worth three and a half percent.”

“I’m already most of the way there on my own. I’ll give you two and half and no more,” the dwarf says with finality.

“Done,” Armus agrees, holding out his hand to Hedge.

The dwarf takes his hand and shakes it, then offers it to Lawton as well. “You’ve got yourself a loyal friend there, your highness.”

Lawton smiles as he shakes Hedge’s hand. “I certainly do. Write up a contract while I write up the letter of recommendation. I’m going to give you two, one for the dwarf king and one for King Valerian. If King Vonrig approves the guild, this second letter will give you an advantage with my father to have your guild recognized in Fasgard as well.”

“We only negotiated one letter,” Armus points out.

“But two and a half percent of a guild approved in two kingdoms is more than a guild approved in only one,” Lawton shrugs. “Besides, I want to support Hedge’s business if he’s keeping women from murdering their husbands.”

“I can’t say if I am, but I can say that the women who leave their grudges here don’t take them up again when they step back onto the street,” Hedge assures us. “Let’s get all the paperwork sorted so we can get on with our days. Too many clients and not enough grudgers to spare until I get my guild up and running.”

With that, the three of them start writing up all the paperwork, and since they’ve managed to do it all without me, I tip some mead into my mouth, ready to get started on the celebratory drink we’re going to have later due to Lawton’s new business venture.
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According to the contract I have with Hedge the Grudgekeeper, I will become part owner of the Grudgery upon arrival of official paperwork allowing the Grudgery to operate as a guild. I have no doubt at all that it will happen within three days, and the payout of profits happens twice a year, but I’m required to meet with Hedge or his spouse, Farrim Grudgekeeper, to go over the ledgers before I can receive my payment. I can’t say I’m not delighted to have an excuse to visit Drokagard twice a year.

Frost, Tavia, and Darian haven’t returned by the time we leave the Grudgery, so we find the nearest guard and ask for directions to the inn run by Banrigg. The guards give us suspicious glares and politely explain how to get there. Hedge didn’t look at us like suspicious outsiders, so I’d almost forgotten how much dwarves dislike visitors. The guards’ reminder helps give me more perspective, but I’m still not convinced she’s not an asshole of epic proportions.

The Brushberry Wine Inn comes into view first, with two towering spires pointing up from what appears to be a miniature replica of the Smoshorn Fortress, the citadel that sits on the opposite side of the mountains from Sakai Citadel in eastern Fasgard. Unsurprisingly, as we fully enter the main road where the inn stands, the Hedgeberry Brandy Inn also comes into view, and it looks like a miniature replica of Sakai Citadel with four towers and seven spires that I can’t imagine are all that useful considering how small they have to be to fit into the space that the inn takes up. They must be decorative, not unlike the ridiculous costumes that two different groups of dwarves are wearing as they volley curses at each other from across the street.

On the ramparts of the Brushberry Wine Inn, a group of dwarves wearing the national colors of Smos Esten—silky purple paired with a stark white and navy blue—throw what appears to be colored balls of water at the group of dwarves standing on the ramparts of the Hedgeberry Brandy Inn. Those dwarves are clad in verdant green and dandelion yellow with white edging in honor of Fasgard, and they’re also hurling balls of colored water across the street. Each ball is either caught and returned a different color, or it smashes against the walls or people on the opposing side, dying them in the colors of their rivals.

The display has attracted so much attention that visitors and dwarven residents alike have stopped to watch the water ball battle. So far it appears that no one is winning, but the clear losers are the dwarves standing under it all with mops, buckets, and scrubbers on poles for reaching high up on the walls.

In the middle of the street, under the balls of lobbed water, Frost, Tavia, and two burly dwarves stand, yelling at each other in a heated argument while Darian stands twenty paces away with what I interpret as a grim expression. His teeth are showing and he’s clearly distressed, holding a small table knife like a weapon rather than cutlery while his ears twitch and move with each new sound, trying to catalog every perceived threat.

“Berklak,” I murmur, picking up the pace to get to the altercation happening in the street.

“I see him,” Berklak mutters back, releasing my hand and jogging directly to his friend.

As soon as Darian spots Berklak, his mouth closes and he moves until he is nearly chest to chest with my orc. Berklak immediately presses his forehead to Darian’s and grabs the elf’s long braid, bringing his own forward and wrapping them up together. The sight of their hair entangled and their foreheads pressed together gives me a moment of strange jealousy, but not because I don’t want Darian that close to Berklak. I want to be that intimately connected to my half-orc, even though it’s less connected than I already am. It’s just the anchor bond driving me to want every intimacy with him, and even though I can’t dismiss it completely, I can ignore it long enough to deal with whatever is happening here.

I step up to the four people arguing in the street and use a snap spell to create four silence barriers in quick succession. Why is this a snap spell for me? Because I have five siblings and my father has twelve husbands, wives, and concubines. A silence barrier was the only way to get peace from the noise when I needed to study when I lived in the family wing.

As soon as they realize they can’t hear themselves or each other, the open mouths close and I smile at the four of them. All four of them take half a step back from my smile—I probably look a bit manic, so I tone it down and release the barriers.

“I see we’re having a hard time regulating our voices,” I say, using the same tone I used on Saimey when she was a child. “It’s not nice to fight in the street, unless, of course, we’re fighting zombies. I don’t see any zombies, wights, or vampires, so what could possibly have emotions running so high that you flapped our unflappable druid?” I demand, pointing at where Berklak and Darian are still breathing in sync.

Frost and Tavia both rear back in surprise and their faces immediately fall into matching scowls that they direct at the two dwarves. Frost’s craggy voice turns icy. “I never thought I would see the day that I question the hospitality of my own people.”

The two dwarves gasp in shock, but Frost barrels on with her scolding.

“First my own cousin attacks my friend from the topside, the person who shares my face no less, as if putting stone beetles into anyone’s bed is funny. Those fuckers hurt when they bite, and more than a few dwarves are allergic to them, enough that everyone knows better than to let them wander around anyone’s home because it could kill someone. Then my other cousin starts a street brawl when I tell him that we’re going to make his competition pay for his crimes against Tavia by hosting our party for a day or two. I’m saving you money!” She points to Berklak, who’s now side-by-side with Darian, one arm still around our friend’s shoulders, and the two of them are watching from their position. “That half-orc drinks mead like we drink water. Do you really want that on your tab, because I assure you, I’m not paying to stay with my own cousin, and I’m hosting this party, as any dwarf worth their beard knows!”

The other dwarven cousin groans softly and looks at the dwarf I’m assuming is Regdur, the cousin we’re not staying with, which means the one bemoaning his fortune must be Banrigg. “I never should have put those beetles in Tavia’s bed. I admit it and I apologize, and I will make up for it by hosting your party for as long as you stay in Drokagard.”

Regdur’s bushy brows twitch. “It’s never a burden to host my cousin and her companions. I would be honored to have you, but since you’ve chosen to punish Banrigg instead, I will offer that going forward you and your companions stay with me. I assume that is an acceptable compromise?”

Frost takes a calming breath and grimaces at her cousin. “I’m sure we will be happy to stay with you next time we come through; however, I am not committing us to one inn going forward. I am not here to make enemies of my family members.”

Banrigg pulls himself up to his full height. “I never said hosting my cousin and her stragglers was a burden, you Fire Walker shit splat! I love my cousin! I would do anything for her!”

Regdur aggressively bumps his chest into Banrigg’s. “Who’re you calling me shit when I watched you use a wand to decorate your great room! Magic user!”

“Well, that’s just offensive,” I interrupt before this can devolve too far again. “Sorcerer over here.”

Regdur scowls at Banrigg and then turns an unpleasant smile on me. “Yes, we can see that, necromancer. I’m not sure how my cousin always ends up with topsiders who’re more trouble than they're worth, but I willingly offer my hospitality any time you’re in Drokagard with Frost.” He sneers as his eyes take me in, and then he turns to Frost. “If Banrigg shames his family, come to me.”

Frost huffs out a breath but nods, and then Regdur stomps back to The Brushberry Wine Inn and the water fight above us comes to an abrupt halt as everyone but the mop-bearers disappear back inside.

Banrigg squawks as soon as Regdur disappears back inside. “I didn’t use a wand to decorate. It was a color changer that I got as payment for services rendered, and what am I going to do? Not use the thing I was paid with? That’s like giving away my services for free!”

“Terrible profit strategy,” Tavia agrees with a giggle. “Now that we’ve got that all sorted, I need a meal, a pint, and a bath.”

“I think we can all use the same,” I agree heartily. “And after we should convene in a private room for a party meeting.”

Banrigg grunts and sweeps his hand toward the Hedgeberry Brandy Inn. “I’ll give you all the royal suite. I assume the top floor will be good enough for the prince of Fasgard?”

The way he sneers those words almost has me backing away, but Tavia punches him hard in the shoulder. “This is Prince Lawton, the High Sorcerer of Fasgard. Show the man some respect. He saved Mysdille from obliteration by zombies and unraveled a plot to kill most of the prisoners. He’s the sorcerer you want on your side when shit goes sideways.”

I open my mouth to deny it, but Frost cuts me off with a swipe of her hand through the air. I snap my jaw shut and move to gather the rest of our party back together. As much as I need to have a conversation about what I’ve done, I need to get my hands on Berklak first. Newly formed bonds are dreadfully demanding and require so much physical contact. If I wasn’t sure he was experiencing the same thing, I would be worried about tiring my half-orc out. Fortunately, he’s just as desperate for touch and connection as I am.

I haven’t apologized for making him my anchor. I suspect that would hurt his feelings, because as much as the bond is a surprise to us both, he’s never wavered for a moment in wanting it since I forged it. I wish I knew how I did it, but I never studied up on anchor bonds because it’s illegal for me to have one.

“My friend, what can we do so we don’t trigger that panic again?” I ask Darian as I slide between him and Berklak.

Dammit. I’m not jealous. I know Darian isn’t trying to get between me and Berklak, but apparently the same can’t be said for my subconscious. I didn’t even think about it until I’d already done it.

Darian is the picture of aplomb now, of course. “I thought Frost and Tavia were in mortal danger, and when the dwarves started throwing enchanted balls, I didn’t know what was in them. I was raised in a place where familial bonds were not strong, and when fights broke out, someone died or was exiled. I haven’t been around passionate arguments between families since I left the Circle and I saw everyone as an enemy, but Berklak helped me see that no one was in danger. I believe learning the dwarves' societal rules for familial disputes will help if this happens again in the future.”

“Darian was raised in the Circle of Animal Friends,” Berklak explains, stroking his huge hand up and down my side.

“By wolves, bears, and lions. My parents left me with the predators. I was twenty before they let me leave,” Darian adds softly.

“I know of the guild, but I don’t understand the implications when you say you were raised by wolves, bears, and lions.” I was under the impression that the Circle’s members were usually rangers or druids with an animal affinity. I thought the Circle trained work animals—Adama joined the circle when she started breeding and training her dogs.

Before Darian explains, Inghram and Armus flank him on each side, crowding in close. “My parents were members of the Circle. They left me with my mother’s bonded bear and my father’s bonded lion. The wolves were their work. They trained the wolves for war, and while they were doing that, they left me with the animals. The only member of the family that they all protected was me, but I’ve seen my brothers and sisters tear each other apart over food scarcity. I am the feral child of the Circle; I know more about animal behavior than people behavior.”

“Ah that explains the teeth thing,” Armus says, carefully leaning his horned head against Darian’s. “I heard of the feral child of the Circle about thirty years ago. That was you? People talked about you like—well, it wasn’t flattering nor worth repeating. Are you well now?”

“I am,” Darian replies simply. “I was a dangerous child.”

Inghram huffs a laugh and mirrors Armus’ stance. “You’re a dangerous adult.”

Darian’s eyes slide to each side, looking at both men surrounding him, and the corner of his lips turn up ever so slightly. “True.”

Tavia joins our small group with a broad smile. “Banrigg is ready for us. Food’s on the table with a barrel of dwarven mead to share, Berklak.”

Berklak’s disgruntled grunt gets our party moving, and he pulls me along toward the smaller replica of Sakai Citadel. We enter through a taller than average wooden door—an unusual sight this deep into the Underthyr. Inside, the place smells of warm bread and fragrant food, and it’s startlingly clean. Slabs of glass that have been polished to shine sit atop the stone tables, and the floor is free of the usual detritus that lives on the floors of inns all over thyr. I haven’t experienced very many inns and taverns, and the ones I have all smell like the drinks they serve, but this establishment doesn’t come with the undertone of alcohol. Just as surprising, none of the servants have stains on their uniforms beyond the discoloration from the water ball fight.

Several servants greet us and take our belongings, trooping up to our rooms with our travel packs, weapons, and Inghram’s armor. Frost leads us to a table close to the huge wooden stove that dominates one corner of the great room, where there are huge bowls of stew and a platter of bread and cheese set out for us. As Berklak and I sit, he puts us with our backs to a wall covered from floor to ceiling with a tapestry depicting the Smos Esten Mountains and Sakai Citadel nestled within them. It’s a beautiful piece of art, and I wonder that Regdur said Banrigg decorated with a wand. I don’t know of any magic complex enough to weave a tapestry, at least not like this. I’ve seen an enchanted loom that was used to weave, but that device only ever made rugs for entryways because nothing it did was worth hanging on a wall.

Berklak serves me a plate of bread and cheese and pours me a small cup of mead before serving himself. I dig in, hungry after a morning of travel and then visiting the Grudgery. While we eat, Frost updates us on her afternoon.

“I dropped the letter from the Mysdille ald’der off with the king’s secretary and told them where they can find us if they need us. Tavia found my parents and let them know that we'll be there tomorrow evening. The neighborhood is going to throw a feast for my triumphant return. My mother’s decided that the theme of the feast will be ‘dwarves are better than not dwarves’ because she’s convinced that my spending time with you will cause me to become less of a dwarf, and she’s going to mix it up with ‘dwarves are better than sorcerers.’ I don’t know how she could insult me like this, but I plan to make sure she regrets questioning my dwarvliness, and I may show her the weapons I enchanted just to make her squirm.”

Tavia snickers, leaning in to her wife. “I can’t believe I get a reprieve from being the target of your mother’s themed feasts.”

Frost chortles into her cup. “It’s a refreshing change, isn’t it?”

I do love a themed event. “Should I wear my black sorcerer robes, or my white ones?”

Tavia cackles loudly. “Mix it up! Use the white cloak you lent me over your black robes!”

“Perfect,” I agree with a laugh, realizing as Berklak’s amusement rumbles through me that I’ve somehow scooted so close to him that I’m one leg in his lap already.

I really need to get him alone.

“What news from the Grudgery?” Frost asks and shovels a spoonful of stew into her mouth.

I perk up, smiling brightly. “I’m going to be part owner of a guild! The Grudgery Guild in fact! I’ve got the contracts and done my part, and now I just have to wait for the king to decide the matter. We will be returning to Drokagard at least twice a year so I can collect my share of the profits.”

“He’s only getting two and a half percent, but he’s also getting a grudge held against Princess Adama for an indefinite period of time,” Armus adds proudly. “I negotiated for him.”

I affirm that with a vigorous nod. “He’s an excellent negotiator.”

Tavia reaches over and squeezes his hand. “Well done. Dwarves are notoriously difficult to negotiate with.”

Armus’s smile stretches to the tips of his pointy ears. “I was unsurprisingly charismatic and charming.”

Inghram blushes to the roots of his walnut brown hair as he confirms, “He was beautiful.”

As the others continue chattering, I scrape the last of the stew in my bowl into my mouth and use the bread Berklak gave me to sop up the remains. As soon as I’m done, Berklak pushes me off the bench and stands with me. “We’re going to bathe and fuck now. It’ll be an hour before we’re ready to meet.”

“The top floor is ours, and the rooms have baths inside them. There’s a common room up there we can meet up at, but let’s give it a couple of hours so everyone who wants to can nap,” Tavia tells us, pointing to the stairs leading up. “The rooms are unlocked and the keys are hanging inside them next to the doors.”

Berklak picks me up and tosses me over his shoulder, striding with purpose away from our friends. “We’ll meet you in a couple hours!” he calls over his shoulder, drawing catcalls and wolf whistles from our friends and the other patrons scattered throughout the room.

I lift myself up and look around as Berklak climbs the stairs, smiling excitedly and giving everyone a thumbs up. Don’t want anyone to think I’m not an enthusiastic partner for my orc.
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I push open the door to the biggest room in the royal suite. It’s fully defendable with only one door in and two windows with wooden shutters that close and lock from the inside. The walls are brightly painted with beautiful murals depicting life in the Smos Esten Mountains, and I’m sure I will admire them later, but right now my necromancer needs me and deserves my full attention.

I set him on his feet beside the bed, pleased to find that the servants drew a bath for us while we were eating. It’s steaming in the corner of the room, and a variety of soaps and oils have been set out for us. I grab the potion we need from my travel pack and return to Lawton, tipping his head up as I uncork the vial.

“What’s this potion called, anyway?” he asks before sticking out his tongue so I can dribble a few drops onto it.

“I don’t think it has a name. It’s made with poppy, peppermint, and cannabis, so people generally just refer to it as a popper.”

“It does tingle like it’s popping on my tongue,” he hums after swallowing. “Pretty sure that’s just the magic.”

I chuckle and start disrobing him. His travel clothes aren’t particularly dirty. He uses his snap spell to clean us up every morning, so a bath is just a luxury that we enjoy rather than a hygiene protocol we need. Once I have him fully nude, I strip myself and lead him over to the bath, getting in with him and cradling him between my legs as we soak.

I make sure he’s comfortable and relaxed before reaching between his legs and lazily stroking his pretty little cock.

He hums softly, closing his eyes as he leans his head back on my chest, his hair tickling my lips. “Feels nice.”

“Good,” I respond just as quietly, letting the arousal build between us without chasing it too hard.

We’ve been ready for a romp since we woke up this morning, but right now I want to take our time. He deserves to be treasured, and the connection between us at the back of my mind tells me he feels precious to me. It sets off my timber tremble, vibrating us both in a relaxing rhythm. Sometimes the tremble gets excited, especially in the heat of the moment, and it feels amazing when that happens during sex for both me and my companion. Right now it’s a light vibration meant to feel good without ramping up into fireworks.

For long minutes, I play with him, caressing every part of him I can reach with my hands, but paying special attention to his prick. Between the heat of the water, the alcohol in the mead, and the gentle massage, Lawton turns into a gooey puddle of emotional contentment in my arms. I love every part of him, but this is the first time I’ve gotten to love him while he’s fully unguarded and relaxed. Even in his sleep he tends to twitch and hum like he can’t quite let go of his guard even while dreaming.

Slowly, lazily, my necromancer turns in my arms, catching me around the neck and pressing our mouths together so he can suck on my lower lip and tangle his tongue with mine. He gets his knees on either side of my hips and one of his hands disappears from my skin as he kisses me more urgently, losing the indolence from the moments before as he grinds his cock into my stomach.

He pulls back with a triumphant smile that causes my heart to flutter with the wings of a butterfly, and he holds up a bottle of oil. “Can we fuck in the bath?” He’s not asking for permission; he’s asking if it’s possible.

My beautiful necromancer who'd never engaged in sexual activity before I found him doesn’t know how magnificent bath sex can be, and this is my fault because we’ve shared a bath for days already, and I’ve always waited to get him into the bed before loving him.

“Yes, we can. Do you want to ride me like this, or do you want to turn around like you were before, relax, and let me do the work? I’m partial to the latter, but would love the former too.” It’s as important he knows what my preference is as it is for me to know his preference. We might have to do this twice so we both get everything we want out of this time together.

“I want both, but let me turn around first. We can save the other for tomorrow?” he asked hopefully.

“That sounds perfect to me,” I agree easily. Anything with him is perfect.

His heart connects to mine more poignantly, the way it’s done for days since we bonded. It’s an easy connection that springs quickly to the fore, superseding the normal connection orcs have with their lovers and the anchor bond we share now. This heart to heart bond flares to life in moments of passion between us. It’s been growing stronger each time we connect, coming easier to us with every passing day.

Lawton’s pupils blow out immediately, and his eyes take on the sheen of happiness I’m getting used to seeing. He and I work together to turn him over again, and I pull him up my chest and settle him so that it will be easy to slide him down my cock. But first we need the oil. I push my cock up between his legs and settle it under his, grabbing the two together for a quick little teasing tug. I pour a good amount over his chest first, spreading it over his body and down to his cock and mine. The excess oil floats on the surface of the water, filling the room with the fragrance of rosemary and the smoky scent of brushberry flowers.

I tuck my cockhead in Lawton’s cleft and slip into his welcoming and warm channel as he sings the chant of bliss. Sliding my hands under his legs, I lift them out of the water and use my strong arms to move him up and down my cock, giving us both the friction we need.

As I reach the apex of the lift and only the head of my cock remains inside him, everything around us and inside us pauses like we’re holding our breath. A beat passes and time resumes with a flare of the bond between us that blinds me with its magnificence. I drive up into my lover and he wails as the shared emotions between us turn more into a shared physical intimacy. I’m fuller than I’ve ever felt before, and the sensation inside me is as if I’m fucking myself. I can only imagine what Lawton’s feeling if I’m experiencing the way I fuck.

Fuck a maelysou! I’m really good at this!

Objectively I knew I was good, but I'm feeling what Lawton’s experiencing, and I’m a little jealous of his ass. Not that I have to be now, of course. I pause to take a breath. “I think maybe ignorance would have been kinder,” I pant out, and Lawton laughs, sending the both of us into a frenzy of need and desire mixed with love and lust.

I pound into him and it feels like I’m doing it to myself, then when I grab his cock because I think waiting any longer for an orgasm will send me into a rage, it feels like I’ve grabbed by own cock, and Lawton’s scream begins the most explosive, mind-blowing, intense orgasm I’ve ever shared with another person. I think we might die a little as we soar together.

Overstimulated by Lawton’s channel and my own hand, I release his cock, and that helps bring the world-shattering orgasm down to an earthquake rather than a tsunami. There might be a volcanic eruption later, but for now, we’ll survive.

Lawton and I slowly come back to the Underthyr—as if it’s possible for life to go on after that kind of life-ending, disaster orgasm. My balls ache, but my cock is still hard and buried deep inside him. My timber tremble slows to a gentle purr as I unclench my hands where they’re holding Lawton’s legs in a bruising grip.

Lawton moans softly as the blood and feeling rush back to the place I held him, and I get a small echo of it in my own body. We’re still sharing physical sensations, but they’re muted again, like the way our emotional bond muted over the last four days.

“Fuck, Berklak. That was too much. I didn’t know that could happen. I don’t know anything about anchor bonds. I didn’t study them because I didn’t want to be tempted by them, and now we’re sharing physical and emotional sensations like we’re a single person. I need to apologize, because it will make me feel better about what I’ve done to you. I know you like being bonded and that you don’t want me to be sorry for it, but I need to say it, especially after that. It was too much.”

“Nothing we do is too much. Yes, the magic is strange and does difficult things. That was the most intense orgasm I’ve ever shared with anyone. I will never forget it, but you’re right that it would be too much to have every day. It’s more like a once a month treat, if that makes sense.”

“It makes perfect sense. We’ll figure out how to control it,” he huffs softly. “Thank you for letting me apologize.”

He's right that I don’t want his apologies. I want his contentment, happiness, and joy. I’ll even take his anger on occasion, but I don’t want him to feel sorry for our bond. It’s beautiful, even if at moments it’s terrifying too.

“Besides, I think I can handle anything as long as there’s mead to follow,” I decide, finding renewed energy at the thought of a cup of mead.

“I think the only way I can handle this is with a nap to follow. Help me, my love. I don’t think I can move,” he whines softly, pleadingly.

I chuckle under my breath and lift him off my dick. It’s still ready and raring, but my lover needs a rest, so I carefully stand with him in my arms and step out of the bath. I set him on his feet long enough to dry us both, then carry him to the orc-sized bed and tuck him in in the center of it. “I’m going to get a small barrel of mead and I’ll be back to snuggle you.”

Lawton yawns from his pillow, blinking slowly at me as I pull my trousers on. “Ok.”

His sleepiness is adorable and so distracting I leave the room in just my trousers instead of getting fully dressed. The suite is quiet except for the rhythmic thump coming from one of the other rooms that could be any of our party, but good money says it’s Armus and Inghram—they seem to have decided to pursue their chemistry. If they offered, I wouldn’t be surprised if Darian joined them for a romp or two; he seems to find the xenecar attractive, and he’s an excellent lover.

I should probably tell them that. Darian wouldn’t pursue it for himself. He’s much too reserved for that.

The den of the suite is empty except for Darian and there’s no sign of mead, so I point to the door that leads to the stairs. “I’m going to get a barrel of mead. Lawton is asleep. Do you want me to bring you anything up?”

Darian stands and moves into a guard position, putting himself between the door and Lawton. “I’m craving potatoes. Do you think the companions that the inn employs service elves, or do you think they’re dwarf-only companions? It’s difficult to remain calm when everyone else in the party is taking the afternoon to enjoy each other’s bodies.”

Since his staff is clearly visible through his trousers, I don’t blame him a bit for wanting some relief. “Do you want a paid companion, or do you want to join Armus and Inghram?” I ask, because it’s important to know what he wants, and I’m nothing if not good at talking about coitus.

Darian gives me the Eyes of Disapprobation (that doesn’t mean he’s disapproving of me, only that he doesn’t agree with the underlying assumption of the question). “They’ve chosen companionship while we travel. I’m interested in a more permanent arrangement, and if I can’t get that I’d prefer to seek out professional comfort.”

His words give me pause and I pull him into a hug that he returns with a soft sigh. “I didn’t realize you were lonely for companionship, my friend.”

“I didn’t either until we started traveling together,” he confesses, pulling away and glancing to the door behind which the thumping ended with two muffled shouts.

I grasp his shoulder and look him dead in the eye. “I will tell you what my mentor told me the first time I found a man that I wanted to be my companion: use your words. You can’t get what you want from someone if they don’t know what they have to offer.”

Darian’s eyes narrow for a brief moment, and he tilts his head to the side as if to say, “Maybe.”

Instead he says, “I will consider my options, and don’t bother finding me a companion. I can do that for myself this evening.”

I accept his decision and release him, heading downstairs to find myself a personal barrel of mead that isn’t from my own stock. If someone else is paying for drinks, I will enjoy their hospitality to its limit.
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I catch a yawn with the back of my hand as Berklak offers me a small cup of mead from the barrel he’s installed in the den of the royal suite. He sits next to me as the rest of our party get their own cups and find seating around the small table where we’ve had fruit, bread, and cheese delivered for a snack. Darian has a whole platter of fried potatoes on his lap but doesn’t seem inclined to share.

Armus gives me a piteous pout, pointing to a developing black eye on Inghram’s face, and holds up a swollen wrist. “Do you mind helping a clumsy bard out?”

Inghram blushes the color of beets as Frost asks, “You two get into a bar fight without us?”

Armus snorts and rolls his eyes. “I’m too pretty for brawling. These injuries are evidence of adventurous sex.”

“Are they, though?” Tavia teases.

Armus takes a turn to blush and turns his pleading eyes on me.

With a giggle I chant out the healing spell that fixes my friends right up, and once everyone is settled, I lean on my knees, losing the moment of levity. “What I’m about to tell you will probably get you executed in Fasgard. I can’t imagine my father showing clemency about this, and he won’t believe you don’t know even if I don’t tell you, so it would be unfair for me to keep you in the dark about my crimes. You can, of course, abandon the quest once you hear what I have to tell you, but I suspect that every last one of you won’t want to leave. I think we’ve become friends, and I know that all of you are loyal to your friends.”

“I’m pretty sure I speak for us all when I say that literally nothing you have done would make us turn on you, not even whatever you’re about to tell us,” Armus assures me, picking a pretty hedgeberry and giving it to Inghram.

Inghram blushes when he takes it, and it immediately rots in his hand. (I guess his father wants us to know he’s listening in on this conversation.) He delicately places it back on the tray, well away from all the other perfectly good food.

Armus huffs, picks up another hedgeberry, and shoves it in Inghram’s mouth. Inghram’s surprise shows as he chews on the delicate treat, and he gives Armus a grateful smile.

“I think in this case everyone needs to speak for themselves,” I warn them, taking a deep breath and letting it all out at once. “IaccidentallymadeBerklakmyanchor.”

Armus grabs another fruit and pops it in Inghram’s mouth. “I guessed that already. I didn’t realize it was illegal to have an anchor in Fasgard, though. Almost all of the sorcerers I know have one.”

“It’s not illegal to have an anchor. It’s illegal for me to have an anchor because I’m a necromancer and anchors make sorcerers more powerful,” I explain.

“But you anchored a null, and everything I’ve ever read about them says that you wouldn’t gain anything by being anchored to someone with no magic,” Tavia points out, and this is where things are about to get worse.

Berklak hums thoughtfully beside me. “I’m a personal null, yes, but I’m connected to all the trees. I exchange energy with them; they get my life energy to use and I get some small magics like connecting to my companion during sex and my future orc sons.”

That might explain the vast increase of my powers, but when I poke at my magic, it doesn’t feel arboreal. It feels like anchoring a null has given me unchecked access to raw magic filtered through him.

“I don’t think I have access to tree magic, but Berklak being a null doesn’t mean my personal access to magic hasn’t increased. I was already demigod levels of powerful because Fairkins produce those kinds of powerful sorcerers once or twice a generation. My father is about as powerful as I was before I anchored Berklak.”

“Was? You’re more powerful now?” Inghram asks cautiously.

“A hundred fold, at least. Berklak gives me access to more magic than I’ve ever seen in one place, but I’ve never met a god so I don’t know how deep their wells are dug.” I stop there and watch my friends’ reactions.

Inghram squints at me and I sense the brush of his own magic over me. Suddenly a small swarm of bees appears around him, startling us all out of our seats. Inghram jumps up and backs away from us all, and the bees move with him, hovering around him like he’s the prettiest flower they’ve ever seen. There’s a few dozen of them, and before any of us can do more than just watch, Inghram holds up his hands. “It’s fine. Look.” He bats at the bees, sending a few flying off, and they return unagitated, hovering around him without actually landing on him. “Father’s done this to me before. They’re a harmless magical annoyance. Last time they buzzed around me for a full lunar cycle before dissipating.”

“That’s…” Armus pauses and looks over at me. “So, this is a divine magic thing, right? Do you think you can banish them from whence they came?”

I watch the bees hovering about and shrug. “I’ve only ever banished anything to the veil and only with an array, but I can try.”

“Going up against divine magic would be something, wouldn’t it?” Frost mutters and clears her throat. “It would definitely support the theory that gods are made from sorcerers. Like Thighton.”

Thighton is the aelysou of education, and the myth around him is that he was the sorcerer who established the first college of sorcery.

(The college that claims this provenance is on Thighton Island, a large island northeast of Smos Esten. The island is dedicated to academia, and every student who studies there is required to bring five soldiers with them to join the island’s military. Every kingdom and empire that sends students to study there provides soldiers for protection, and that is how an island full of students and educators is able to defend itself from pirates, mercenaries, and other threats.)

Thighton started out as an elven sorcerer and now is worshiped as a god. He has paladins that have contracts with him and clerics that serve him. It is well established that he is a powerful deity, but he’s never mentioned how he came to be an aelysou, so we don’t know if the myth about his being a sorcerer first is true or not, and he lets us debate it endlessly, as educators tend to do.

I don’t have a simple snap spell that I can use to try to banish the bees, but I know a dispel magic chant, so I gather my magic, infusing the chant with as much as I dare to use for such a small area of effect. My unwillingness to dispel a larger area cripples the whole comparing-power-to-a-god thing, and the spell fails like I didn’t even cast it.

I press my lips together and squint at everyone’s disappointment. “I’ll try again when we’re not in such a populated area and I don’t have to worry about dispelling things that need to function properly. Plus, dispelling isn’t one of my areas of expertise. I can obviously call necromantic magic into me and dispel that way, but trying to overwhelm any other type of magic with my own to dispel it is a challenge.”

It always has been. Necromantic magic doesn’t always play nicely with other types. And actually, based purely on research and not experience at all, my magic has almost no effect on technomancers. Fortunately for me, almost all the technomancers in thyr live on the northern continent. I heard of one visiting Smos Esten about fifteen years ago, but that could be nothing more than a rumor.

Inghram’s dimples deepen as he smiles. “Thanks for trying anyway.”

“Hopefully next time it will work better.” Hopefully next time I’m not too afraid to use all the power available to me. “What were you trying to do anyway?”

Inghram huffs in annoyance as we all retake our seats. “One of the few spells I could cast before I contracted with Benilon was what my father calls the Character Assessment. It’s just a spell that will give me certain stats about a person. In this case, I was trying to figure out your sorcery level. Unfortunately, my father interfered before the spell could complete.”

“One would think that he would encourage your magic as a means of tempting you into taking full advantage of what he could offer,” Armus comments thoughtfully, wrapping an arm around Inghram’s shoulders.

Inghram rolls his eyes. “I don’t think my father cares whether or not I’m contracted with him; I think he’s taken umbrage with the fact that I didn’t even consider him.”

“Insulting the maelysou that spawned you is probably not the best idea you’ve ever had,” Tavia laughs.

Inghram blushes and shrugs. “At the time, I was more concerned about going through life as an anathema than I was about whether my father would get his feathers ruffled by my contracting with another god.”

“I understand,” I say, reaching out to pat his knee and bumping into a bee. It’s completely unbothered by my presence and buzzes along without reacting.

“So back to your new anchor. You were very nervous about telling us,” Inghram points out, getting us back on track. “You really think King Valerian will execute you for anchoring Berklak?”

“He can try,” Berklak grumbles, tipping back the last of his mead and reaching for the barrel again.

Affection for the huge half-orc flutters through me, and I lean over and kiss his arm. “He can try, as Berklak says. I think if he knows, he will feel obligated to follow the letter of the law, which forbids necromancers from having anchors on pain of death. There is no exception clause for the high sorcerer of Fasgard like there is with the practice of necromantic magic—the high sorcerer is immune to the law forbidding the practice of necromantic magic within certain limits. I’m not supposed to recall spirits into the bodies of the dead, and I’m not technically allowed to create undead things like zombies, wights, or revenants. I tend to bend the rules in general, as we all know, but this isn’t something my father can ignore. He’s going to feel how much more powerful I am now than I was before I left, and he’s going to feel compelled to act.”

I shrug, grimacing as I say, “But if he threatens Berklak, I don’t think there is a power in all of thyr that will stop me from defending him. There are no words to explain the depths of pain it would cause me if anything happened to Berklak, and I can’t imagine a circumstance under which I would allow that to happen. I would defend all of you, but there are limits, as there should be. We don’t harm innocent people in exchange for saving our friends and family.” I pause for dramatic effect before adding, “Let’s just say I can understand why Kiogen Fetic would raze an entire nation to get his anchor back.”

Berklak startles beside me, whipping his body around to face me full on. “The fuck?”

I look up into those dichromatic green and blue eyes, in awe that I’m so lucky to have him all to myself. “I think Kiogen’s anchor was the null he died with, and I think if someone put you in prison that I would stop at nothing to get you back. You’re far too precious to me for me to allow anyone to harm you.”

Berklak leans down and presses our lips together, licking my bottom lip. I kiss his mouth and he pulls back, smiling down at me. “I’m the same. I wouldn’t allow the king to imprison or execute you without putting up more of a fight than his armies are ready for.”

“This is adorable and sweet, and we all love that you two have fallen in love,” Frost interrupts. “But maybe we can focus on a plan of action to avoid getting arrested and imprisoned instead of planning our reaction to it happening? I, for one, am too pretty for the executioner's block.”

“You really are,” Tavia agrees with her matching face.

I giggle at the two doppelgängers. “You both are, and I won’t allow it unless you do something worthy of it—guilt by association isn’t going to be the death of any of you, but I can’t give up on my quest, and I won’t leave Fasgard in the lurch.”

“We don’t want you to, and we aren’t leaving you either,” Armus assures me, then with a mischievous grin and a clap of his hands he adds, “So far as I can tell, the anchor business is our future party’s problem. Right now, I think our biggest issue is that we don’t have a name. We’ve already saved a whole mining operation and we still don’t have an identifiable moniker I can put in my songs. I’m thinking we call ourselves the Beefcake Brigade since we’re all sexy and not to be fucked with.”

Frost and Tavia exchange a considering look before nodding in unison. “We like it,” Frost says for them.

Berklak laughs and pulls me into his lap. “I don’t think Lawton fits that description.”

Berklak certainly does with arms thicker than my thighs, and I don’t mind being in a group with him no matter what it’s called.

Armus pshaws, swiping a dismissive hand through the air. “He’s a magical beefcake!”

A giggle erupts out of me. “I love that. I’m a magical beefcake!”

Berklak smiles tenderly at me. “You are.”

Inghram leans into Armus, who presses a kiss to his temple. “I like the name.”

As one, we all look at our reticent druid, who glances around, startled at the attention. “Elves don’t qualify as beefcakes,” he states, holding up his long arm to show us his lean muscle. Certainly he isn’t as thick as Frost or Tavia, but he’s beefier than me.

“We measure beef by competence as much as size, and you’re the best tracker I’ve ever met,” Berklak points out. “You fit in with us.”

Darian’s expression softens toward my half-orc beefcake, and he dips his chin instead of replying.

Armus claps his hands together with a wide, toothy smile. “Excellent. Now that we have a unanimous agreement, let’s talk about what we’re doing next.”
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After planning, we head downstairs for a proper meal, and while the rest of the Beefcake Brigade sits around the table Banrigg points us to, I’m waved over by a shifty little dwarf in a guard uniform standing near the door. I exchange a look with Darian, letting him know to watch me, and he posts up next to our table, guarding my back while I go to the dwarf.

“Something you need me for?” I ask, taking a seat at the nearest bench so I’m not towering over the little guard.

They approach me cautiously and keep their voice to a low murmur when they speak in a purposefully tamed brogue. “I heard your party were at Mysdille and there were some trouble out there. Can ya tell me if you found the lightning stones in ther walls?”

Oh hey, we found someone who knows about the lightning stones! Good for us. Also, it's strange that we all forgot about them. We were supposed to get some void cloth for them and none of us remembered to add that into our plans. “We did. We gathered them up and stored them in a safe place.”

The dwarf releases a relieved breath. “Oh good. I searched for them high and low and never found them. Me daughter found them in an old ruin and buried them out there because her husband decided to march out with the last rotation. He were only meant to be gone three months, but the poor bastard were caught in a scuffle wit’ dem fookin’ viltz an’ died. She thought she were making life ‘ard fer dem out in Mysdille, but I couldn’t let it stand. Glad ye found ‘em.”

While I appreciate knowing what happened, this person needs to be aware of the consequences, and their daughter should probably go before a judge. “Your daughter caused a lot of unnecessary death. If we’d been able to get to the miners faster, there wouldn’t have been the horde of zombies that we ended up with.”

Horror pales their face above their long rust-colored beard. “Me daughter ain’t no necromancer,” they rasp, shocked.

“Your daughter wasn’t, but she compounded the reason a necromancer in the mines became so stressed that their magic went wild. They were trapped in that mine for days before we found the lightning stones and were finally able to let the boring voles into the mine. Mysdille lost two thirds of what was left after the last riot. They’re forcing their miners to wear the magical collars now because of what happened. Your daughter’s actions had a hand in that.”

The dwarf stares at me agog. “She ain’t meant no real harm, master orc. She were pregnant wit’ her firstborn. I just become a grandmum two days ago. She buried them stones out there ages ago when she went to collect her husband’s effects. She never meant no harm besides inconvenience.”

“She killed dozens of boring voles with the stones,” I point out, because that’s pretty much the same as murder in my books.

“She don’t even remember the damn stones,” the dwarf hisses. “Don’t turn me daughter in fer a crime she can’t even remember committing. She’s a brand new mum and she’s ‘aving the time of her life wit’ it. Please, master orc, ‘ave mercy on me daughter.”

“What if it was your daughter who died and became a zombie because some stranger dwarf’s child stopped the boring voles from rescuing her immediately after the cave in?” I ask, even though she’s already convinced me not to tell anyone what her daughter did.

The magical miasma that’s probably making women do violent things is a good enough reason not to turn the daughter in, but compounding that with how affected by pregnancy women can be and how awful it is that she was widowed while pregnant? I’m not inclined to make her face a judge, especially if she doesn’t even remember doing it.

The dwarf’s breath hitches and she runs her hand down her beard, silenced by the question. I’m not going to make her answer it, because it is too hard to contemplate.

“Go on. I don’t think we’re inclined to turn your daughter in. I don’t know you from any other dwarf, and if you don’t tell me your name, even if I decide to tell someone, I can’t give them much detail, can I?”

The dwarf blinks at me, turns on her heels, and dashes out the door.

That’s the safest possible response, and I approve.

I stand and return to my party with a smile behind my tusks. “Guess who knows where the lightning stones came from,” I tease Lawton, because he was so disappointed that no one in Mysdille put in effort to investigate them.

Lawton’s purple eyes widen and he clings to me. “What do you know?” he demands, nearly climbing up me to put us eye to eye.

I pick him up since he wants to be up here, and he holds on tight with his legs, fisting the lapels of my vest. “I know that a pregnant woman lost her husband in Mysdille. She found the lightning stones in an old ruin, and she planted them in Mysdille months ago to punish the mine for her husband’s death. Her mother tried to find the stones, but couldn’t, and that’s all there is to it. It was a convergence of bad decisions and magical interference that led to the disaster we ended up with.”

Lawton stares at me for a full ten breaths before he scrunches up his adorable face and deflates. “That’s disappointing.”

I can’t say I’m disappointed, but I’m also an adventurer by trade.

“Why?” Darian asks, catching us all by surprise.

Lawton doesn’t let it show on his face; instead, he slides down my body and faces our friend to explain. “I think I was probably hoping for a bigger conspiracy to explain the mess that mine ended up in. A convergence of inconveniences that became a disaster is just disappointing.”

Darian’s brows slowly come together and the corners of his lips turn down, but not so much that he’s frowning. “There’s a miasma of unknown origin causing women to act violently toward men that they had been in love with,” he reminds us.

I nod in agreement. “That does seem like enough of an adventure. Our sidequests shouldn’t be too complicated while we’re investigating the miasma.”

Lawton huffs. “I know. I might’ve been hoping that there was more to it to lead us to a source. We might need to go deeper: Chilghen instead of King’s Crossing. I should have interviewed the viltzen when we had the chance.”

“I don’t think any of us are ready to sneak into the caverns of Chilghen. If we get caught anywhere near their cities, we’ll end up on a spit over a fire. It’s a three hour journey to the surface; we can check King’s Crossing, and if it turns out that the problem really does seem to be deeper, we just hitch the next ride back down to Drokagard. Let’s see if the problem is topside first,” Armus suggests as the serving person comes over with a platter full of roast meat and vegetables.

We wait for her to set the food on the table, and then I pull the best parts of the roast onto a plate for Lawton as I say, “You should check the density of the miasma down here versus King’s Crossing, and if it looks like it’s worse down here, then we go deeper.” I set the choicest pieces in front of him as the server returns with bread, cups, and several bottles of wine. I break a crusty end for my lover and pour him a cup of wine.

He thanks me with a kiss before replying. “I can do that. You’re right that it’s easier to go the wrong way now by heading topside first than vice versa.”

The loud bang of the front door opening with enthusiasm brings our attention to a huge man, clearly a half giant, ducking into the inn with a big grin. “BANRIGG! GET ME A BOTTLE AND KEEP ‘EM COMING! FRANNY GHOSTED ME!”

“Franny?” Lawton exclaims, perking up beside me.

He smacks my arm excitedly as Banrigg replies. “Ozar, I have other customers in this place that ain’t interested in you hollering your business out like you’re the only person in here.”

“Ozar!” Lawton exclaims, jumping up.

Ozar looks back at my little man, curious at first, and immediately his smile turns flirtatious. “Do you know me?” he asks, redirecting to our table.

“I don’t! But I’ve got something for you! Did we leave the letters on the wagon or did I put them in my backpack?” he questions the table.

“Actually, I put them in my backpack,” I tell him, narrowing my eyes on Ozar, the half-giant looking at my necromancer like that. I stand behind Lawton and nuzzle his hair, wrapping him firmly in my arms.

Not that I think he’s going to find comfort in a stranger’s arms, especially when his insides light up with fireworks every time I touch him, but I don’t want Ozar to think for a minute that my sorcerer is available.

“Letters? You’ve got letters for me?” Ozar asks with a mischievous laugh as Inghram and Armus come around to flank us, and Darian moves into a position that will allow him to intercept the giant first if he decides to take his life into his own hands by attacking a prince of Fasgard.

Considering how excited both Lawton and he are about this, it’s going to be interesting to tell this bastard that his lover is dead, but honestly, Ozar should have expected that.

He probably did.

“I’ll go get it!” Frost and Tavia both volunteer, standing up together and running out of the great room. I figure out the reason for their mad dash to escape when the sound of their combined laughter echoes down the stairs.

The giant did say Franny had ghosted him. I bet he meant that literally. “Maybe you shouldn’t write any more love letters,” I suggest, narrowing my eyes at him over Lawton’s curls.

Ozar turns his grin on me, his eyes giving me a decidedly flirty once over under his black brows. The grayish skin under his charcoal eyes darkens with a flush of arousal. “Franny’s the one who wrote to me first.”

“Did you love her?” Lawton asks curiously. “We found a letter you sent her and attached to it was a reply. They were bound up in a chain with an owl charm on it.”

Ozar’s excitement lights up his eyes. “Did you find it on a messenger?”

Frost and Tavia return with the correct letter and hand it to Lawton, taking up guard positions on either side of us.

Ozar’s gaze falls on the letter wrapped in the gold chain. “Oh, that’s pretty.”

Lawton looks at it again. “It is. There’s a little enchantment on it, but I wouldn’t worry too much about it. Of course, I’m a necromancer, so not a whole lot worries me.”

That sly little imp.

I huff a laugh in his hair. “Would you worry if I decided to use it?” I rumble almost inaudibly.

“No; you’re mine. I keep what’s mine safe,” he assures me, patting my arms, which are still wrapped around him.

Ozar focuses on the amulet, and if I know greed, it’s right there written on his face. “Is that right?” he grumbles.

Lawton silently offers the man the letters and amulet, but doubt sneaks into his eye and Ozar hesitates to take it, and Lawton convulses under my hands as if he’s trying to stifle his laughter.

Ozar swallows hard and his eyes dart from the letters to Lawton’s. “You think I might need to pay someone to tell me what enchantment’s on the charm?”

Lawton tilts his head to the side and turns to press a kiss directly on my tusk. When he turns back to Ozar he shrugs. “I’d tell you for the delivery fee.”

Ozar’s brows come together and he stands up straighter. “I’d have paid the delivery fee regardless, little ‘mancer. I’m an honorable giant. I pay my debts.”

Lawton coos softly. “Awww. I thought you didn’t even like your lover.”

Ozar chuckles, pulling a small bag of coins out from his larger coin purse. He shakes it at Lawton. “Sir, Franny was a black widow. I wasn’t the first person she’s written a lover’s letter to. She was happy to let men die for her as long as they sent her valuables before they passed. I was hired by the family of a man she sacrificed to seduce her without being seduced and do whatever it takes to stop her from getting anyone else killed.”

He exchanges the bag of coin for the letter and amulet, and Lawton hands the bag to Armus before commenting. “It’s a rather strong luck charm—not specifically for love—but it isn’t necessarily good luck. There’s a difference between the two sides of the charm, and I think it might be one side is good luck and other is bad luck, but they’re physically identical, so I’m not sure how you could tell the difference between good and bad luck.”

“Oh that’s easy,” Ozar laughs as he pulls the charm off the letters and tosses them onto a table. He holds up the charm, eyes glittering at it, and wraps the chain around his giant arm and smirks up at us. He winks at Darian. “If I’m lucky, you’re interested in sharing a drink and a romp with me.”

Darian’s blank face betrays nothing of his interest.

Armus’, on the other hand, might be the answer the giant’s looking for. “You’re gonna want to go flirt elsewhere. Across the street would be best.”

Inghram and his bees step forward and the density of magic in the air around us increases tenfold. “Inghram Sepferaline. I’m not sure how nice it is to meet you, friend.”

Ozar takes a step back, removes the charm and flips it around, laughing. “My thanks, friends.”

Immediately, the door behind him opens and a pair of humans walk in. Ozar glances over and does a double-take. The humans stop short at seeing him, and immediately their hands go for their weapons—the ones the city guards have confiscated. As soon as they realize they don’t have their swords, the humans curse and back out.

Ozar shoots us a grin and salutes us before waving to Banrigg. “Never mind on the drinks, Banrigg! I’ll see you next time!” he calls, leaving with a rumble of delighted laughter.

For a long silent moment we all stare after the strange half giant, then Inghram tosses Armus a large bag of coins, breaking our silent vigil.

Armus looks at him curiously. “What’s this for?”

Inghram blushes to his root as we all sit again, and I pull Lawton straight into my lap. “I figured his bad luck would override mine.”

Armus’ eyes get wide as a laugh rumbles out of me. “Did you pickpocket him?” I chortle.

Inghram shrugs. “I just made a little fair trade.”

“Fair?” Lawton asks as Armus dumps out a full bag of platinum pieces.

“Oh damn,” Armus whistles. “Jassun platinum.”

Quickly counting the coins on the table, I click my tongue, impressed. “What exactly did you manage to fair trade for that?”

Inghram grimaces, looking at the amount of coin in the table. “I think we got the short end of the deal. That amulet was worth at least twice this.”

Armus nods in agreement. “A maelysson charm like that is definitely worth at least twice this.”

“You traded his bag of platinum for the charm,” Lawton giggles. “Fuck, that’s funny. Thank you.”

Inghram blushes deeper. “We’re worth it. If I’d known it was a maelysson charm, I would have advocated for keeping it. Why didn’t you tell us what it was?”

Lawton shrugs. “I don’t know what I don’t know. I thought we were supposed to return the treasures we found attached to love letters.”

Armus laughs, pushing the platinum back into its bag and making it disappear along with the small bag into his clothes. “We make judgment calls about what treasure is worth returning letters for and what we keep for ourselves. The good luck charm would have served us with Inghram, don’t you think?”

We all have a moment to contemplate the bees buzzing around Inghram, and Lawton sighs with a miserable little nod. “Ok, I can see where I might’ve done a better job with this.”
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I don’t really notice the noise of the city growing louder until Frost turns onto a street, and then the echo of voices becomes much louder as we’re greeted with the sight of an entire neighborhood in Drokagard setting up tables, bringing out food, and putting up decorations. Without waiting for anyone to acknowledge her, Frost bellows over the din, “I’M HERE!”

The people turn from their tasks and a huge cheer goes up, greeting her.

A slew of children rush up to her, running, smiling, and barefaced. She scoops a handful of them up, happily greeting each of them by name. She kisses cheeks, swings them around, then starts handing them off, giving each of us one or two as she introduces them. She hands me a child with big green eyes and a mop of curly red hair. “Ignatius, this is Law. You respect him; he’s a necromancer and he will turn your vole into a zombie if you don’t.”

The child’s eyes get as wide as dinner plates. “No ‘e won’t!” he exclaims decidedly.

I smile at the adorable little cherub. “Of course he won’t. This necromancer doesn’t kill things if he can help it,” I assure him, bubbling with happiness at having a child in my arms.

He wraps his little dwarven arms around my neck and sticks his tongue out at Frost. “See! ‘E ain’t gonna do nothing to my vole.”

Frost scoffs and rolls her eyes. “I watched him raise a dead vole out of the stone with my own eyes. Don’t you start trusting magic users just because they’re cute. Law’s the most dangerous sorcerer I’ve ever met. You keep your eye on him and stay suspicious. Don’t let anyone find you trusting magic too much.”

I drop my jaw at Frost, feigning shock. “The words that come out of your mouth when I saved your life with my magic!”

Frost gives me a suspicious up and down. “I know what you did, and I’m grateful for my life, but how do I know you didn’t steal a bit of my soul while you were at it? I don’t. Obviously. I’m a dwarf; I’m as magically null as your orc.” She lies right to my face when anyone with a brain knows you can’t be a ranger without at least a little magic. Frost’s a level two magic-user. I don’t know if she’s a witch or sorcerer or something else, but she’s not a null.

The child in my arms turns a suspicious look on me. “Did you steal my cousin’s soul?” they demand seriously.

I shake my head side to side and widen my eyes innocently. “I would never. I’m a good sorcerer!” I insist, and then I think about that for a moment and give the child a careless shrug. “Well, as good as I can be without becoming boring.”

The little dwarf giggles, but at a sharp look from Frost, they smother it and give me a Suspicious Frown. “Don’t be using your magical nonsense against me family,” they warn me.

I return their seriousness with a solemn nod. “I swear I will only use my powers to entertain or defend you and yours.”

Ignatius studies my seriousness before giving me a sharp nod. “Good boy,” they tell me, and it takes all of my heart and will to not laugh like a giddy loon at how adorable the child is.

“Thank you,” I whisper, because that’s as much of a voice as I can manage, but the result is that my eyes tear up trying to keep from laughing, and the dear child pats my neck.

“You don’t have to cry. I’m not really mean,” they whisper comfortingly.

I press my lips together and nod, wiping my eyes. “Thank you, Ignatius. I’ll try to remember that.”

“Did you make my necromancer cry?” Berklak asks, suddenly right there next to us, carrying four kids on his arms and standing like a tree with his arms up like he's showing off his massive biceps.

Ignatius whips their head side to side. “I think he stubbed his toe on a rock!” they lie, pointing straight down to where I’ve been planted since the kid was put in my arms.

Keeping my laughter from giving away the lie brings up more tears. I can’t say anything so I simply nod and wipe more tears away. I’m so glad I get to experience this moment with this kid. They’re the most precious thing I’ve ever had in my arms. (They’re the only child I’ve ever had in my arms, so maybe I’ve just been missing out since the palace children don’t usually let me pick them up or else their parents actively avoid me.)

Berklak gives the kid a skeptical look. “You’re lucky he decided to agree with your lies,” he warns the kid with a fake scowl, then he smiles brightly at me. “We’re supposed to be learning the lesson that dwarven children are the smartest children in all of thyr, and if not the smartest, then the most talented, and if not the most talented, then the prettiest, and if not the prettiest, then the most useful. Dwarven children are obviously superior to non-dwarven children.”

Considering that two of the children sitting on his arms are elher children, I take this to mean that dwarves simply raise superior children, or at least they think so and they feel the need to make sure we know it. “Clearly dwarven children are everything their parents say they are.”

“Me mam called me hard headed!” one of the kids on Berklak exclaims, knocking on their head with a nearly toothless grin.

“That’s because you went bonk and didn’t cry,” one of the other explains with a serious nod.

“Didn’t even hurt,” the kid brags.

Ignatius scoffs. “That’s cause you got nothing between yer ears!”

“Mean,” I whisper to the kid that just told me they weren’t really mean.

Ignatius rolls his eyes. “He’s the most useful of all of us, but ‘e ain’t smart.”

The kid laughing and knocking his head against his own hand calls out his agreement. “I can lift four o’ me mates to get to the pastries hidden on der top shelf!”

Ignatius nods enthusiastically. “‘E’s strong as ‘n ox.”

I guess the dwarves want their children to know their own strengths or something, and I don’t think I’m brave enough to disillusion children—that seems like it could cause problems.

Berklak laughs at the antics of the kids sitting on his arms and starts us moving toward the feast tables. Ignatius wiggles out of my arms and races away, and that starts the mass movement of all the kids. When our party is kid-free, the adults come to greet us, giving us suspicious looks and introducing themselves with their names, occupations, and/or which kid is theirs. Sometimes the child in question is their grandchild, sometimes a great-grand or more, but they all relate themselves to us by the youngest of their direct line.

One of the many dwarves barking orders finally comes over to us, and Frost says hello first. “Pops!” she greets him, bending to give him a strong hug, which he returns with a supremely content smile under his salt ‘n’ pepper beard.

“Oh me baby girl. We missed yer beautiful face.”

They stand in each other’s embrace for nearly a full minute before releasing each other. Frost’s father looks up at us all, and his eyes set to stone when he looks at Tavia. “Can’t say I missed yer questionable countenance,” he comments like she doesn’t have the same face as his own daughter. “Who’d you drag in with you today?”

Tavia doesn’t even fight the wide toothy smile that grows on her lips. “C’mon, Pops, would I bring trouble into your house?”

“Ev’ry time ya step in it,” he snarks, looking up at Berklak. “I see y’got yerself in wit’ an orc. Who’re you, then?”

“I’m Berklak,” my lover replies, pulling up his keychain to show the dwarf. “I’ve got my credentials if you’re interested.”

The dwarf looks through the keys jangling on Berklak’s ring, grunting at each one before handing it back to Berklak. “Impressive credentials, master orc. Any relation to Kalerk? He came through ‘ere about two hundred years ago. Got me an ode I sung in me younger days to that orc ‘fore I gave up bardin’.”

Berklak nods politely, but our bond fills with a small amount of dread. “I prefer not to hear it, sir. Kalerk is my grandfather.”

The dwarf looks him up and down and grunts again. “I’m Eoan Springfeet, Frost’s father. I bid ye welcome. Introduce the rest of yer party, then.”

Berklak immediately rests his hand on the small of my back. “This is my lover, Prince Lawton Fairkin, the High Sorcerer of Fasgard. Armus Song, our bard. Darian Silverleaf, our druid. Inghram Sepferaline, paladin of Benilon, and you know Tavia Lark, one of our rangers along with your daughter.”

Eoan greets each of us with dwarven suspicion, but none of us more than the others, then he points with a thumb behind him. “Well, come on then. Time to greet the wife. I’m sure she can put ya t’work.”

He offers Frost his arm, and she takes it, and they lead us a few houses down the street to a dwarf with curly hair standing up in a huge halo around their head and a beard of the same kinky curls that’s been tamed by several thongs into a bubble braid. They turn at our approach, scanning over us with a sharp look in their golden eyes.

“Baritriwynn Magmabuster, meet the sorry sacks our daughter’s been snookered into adventuring wit’,” he starts and then introduces us all exactly as Berklak did without stuttering over a single name or party position. Even Tavia, who they already know.

Baritriwynn snorts at us all. “I bid you greetings. If ya go into that house there, we’ve got about fifteen jugs o’ punch that need bringing out. Set ‘em up on one o’ dem tables der. Frost, me jewel, we’ll discuss the comp’ny y’been keeping later. Right now we gotta go see Kitra Jawbreaker, ‘er wife’s just stabbed ‘er ‘usband an’ we ain’t got time fer that shite.”

“Fuck,” Frost cusses, shooting me a worried glance. We looked at the miasma down here earlier today and the fog is thicker today than it was yesterday.

I cut in, because this could be more helpful than all the questions we’ve asked so far. “Baritriwynn, if you don’t mind, I would like to accompany you to see your friend. We’re investigating the surge of violence against men that has been happening all over Fasgard and Drokagard Underthyr. I haven’t been given the opportunity to examine one of the women affected by the miasma causing them to behave this way, and it would be helpful for me to see if I can examine someone experiencing the effects of the magic.”

Baritriwynn throws her hands up. “O’ course it’s a magical problem. Jinnae was madly in love wit’ the man not three days ago when they married ‘im. C’mon then. Can’t believe we gotta rely on a sorcerer of all people. If people would just stop using magic, everybody could live in peace and nobody’d be stabbing their husbands in a fit o’ unnatural rage…” she complains, all the while leading the march down the street a few houses to where a couple of dwarves stand together, one restraining the other, while a third one sits on the front stoop of the stone building actively bleeding from a shoulder wound.

“Prince Lawton, will ya see t’ Kiltan’s wound before ya interview me niece?” Baritriwynn asks, but she doesn’t wait for an answer before heading to the couple standing away from the third.

I do as I’m told, going to the poor man. “Kiltan? I’m Prince Lawton of Fasgard. I’m a sorcerer and Baritriwynn asked me to see to your wound.” It’s important to introduce myself before using my magic, especially since I expect the man to reject my magic if he doesn’t think he’s actively dying, and it doesn’t look like he is.

“Yeah, I’m Kiltan. If y’wouldn’t mind, I could use a little heal-wounds spell. Me wife lost her mind. D’ya think you might be able t’tell if she’s been whammied by magic er somethin’?” he asks, staring at his wife with love and concern.

I guess not all dwarves are as deeply suspicious of magic as the ones I’ve met so far. Maybe there are a few more like Frost than I expected. “I plan to do that, with permission, of course. I won’t use my magic on a non-enemy person without their consent.”

Unless they’re already dead, obviously. I don’t mind apologizing for bringing spirits back for a chat instead of asking for permission to do so beforehand. That spell is so much more complicated than the array to bring them here, and it fails about eighty percent of the time, according to other necromancers—I’ve only ever tried it once, and it worked just fine for me. It was just extremely difficult and cost more magic than it was really worth. Moving my spirit to the aethyr, asking around for the spirit I’m trying to call back to its body, and then maybe not even getting permission to do the summoning, and after that finding my way back to my own body (that was harder than all the rest of the steps combined)—it’s simply easier to apologize for interrupting their afterlife, and it doesn’t risk premature death by getting lost in the aethyr as a living spirit.

I chant a quick spell to heal his wound, and he breathes a sigh of relief, inspecting the angry red scar left. “Me thanks,” he tells me and then motions to his wives. “Go on.”

I cross the space between Kiltan and his wives, and pull my backpack off my shoulders. “Hello, I’m Prince Lawton, the High Sorcerer of Fasgard. What’s your name?” I ask as I pull out all the ingredients I need to make the panoptic ointment. I wish I could make a big batch and use it as I need it, but unfortunately the perception mushrooms I use in it degrade after about an hour.

“Jinnae Deepforge. You goin’ to magic me?” the dwarf in question seethes, struggling against her wife’s hold. “I’ll kill ya if Kitra lets me go. You should bind me so I don’t hurt no one else.”

Good idea. I cast a spell to hold her in place, but whatever magic is making her so angry rebuffs my spell like I’m a novice caster. Surprised, I take an involuntary step back. Berklak’s hand lands on my shoulder, comforting and solid, reminding me that I can tap into our anchor and the near-limitless power. Taking a steadying breath, I gather a hell of a lot more magic and cast the hold again.

“Fuck!” I cuss when it fails again. I could try more magic, but in an enclosed environment like this, I fear my magic failing spectacularly and dangerously. I don’t want to go all in without practice somewhere safe. That doesn’t explain why my spell is failing now, though. “Something is making my spells fail. Someone tie her up so she can’t hurt anyone else she loves,” I instruct, bending to start digging in my backpack. “I’m going to take a look at you, Jinnae, and then we’ll see if I can do anything to help, but I’m not sure if I’ll be able to. Whatever is happening here has rebuffed my spell twice, and I’m not bragging when I say I’m at least as powerful as a demigod.”

Tavia and Frost produce a rope and together tie up the struggling dwarf. She curses them up and down, but thanks them while resisting, as if like Swahla, my father’s ex-concubine, she knows she’s doing wrong but can’t help herself.

As the two rangers do that, I mix up the panoptic ointment and spread it over my eyelids. Inghram also dips a finger into the goop after me, along with Armus and Darian, surprisingly. When I look at Jinnae with the ointment on my eyelids, the miasma surrounding her looks like it's choking her. It pulses around her, expanding and contracting with the movement of her breathing, and as she pants, testing the strength of the rope binding her, the magic infecting her enters her like the air. Each expelled breath is full of the dark magic, but instead of dissipating, it hangs around her, clinging to her aura.

“Fuck a maelysou,” Armus breathes next to me.

“What?” Kitra, Jinnae’s wife demands.

I hold up a staying hand to her. “I realize this is stressful, but give us a few minutes to confer. This isn’t something we’ve seen before.”

Kitra grunts her frustration but acquiesces.

“It’s still—there’s something about it,” Inghram mutters, disgruntled. “I feel like I should know what this is,” he grumbles, frustrated.

“I feel the same way,” I agree, then mutter under my breath to cast the holding spell to see how it reacts to the miasma.

The spell hits the miasma and the magic sparks white against my black magic, annihilating it.

“Damn,” Armus barks. “It’s a white sorcerer.”

“It’s white magic, that doesn’t mean it’s a sorcerer,” Darian corrects softly.

“It could be any powerful magic user,” Inghram agrees.

“But how do we help when it’s everywhere?” I ask, pointing around us. The miasma is thick around Jinnae, but it’s hanging everywhere.

My friends follow my hand, and while we’re looking around, Frost and Tavia both get curious enough to paint their eyelids with the panoptic ointment. Having drawn my attention, I study their matching neck tattoos, finally taking in the nature of the runes. They’ve used a mix of dwarven and elvish runes to create a bond of matrimony done in invisible white magic that tastes like it’s been touched by an aelysou. I bet my teeth they were secretly married in a temple ceremony in Sakai Citadel. I’ve tasted that god’s magic before, even if I don’t remember which temple it came from.

Baritriwynn loudly protests Frost’s use of magic. “Whaddaya think yer doin’ then? Using magic now? Yer a dwarf, Frost, ya can’t just go around using magic like that. What if that sludge were dangerous to ya? What if it hurts dwarves? What’re you gonna do then?”

“It’s perfectly safe for Frost,” I assure her, glancing at both of them, and doing a double take.

Tavia points to Baritriwynn and Frost, “Do you see that?” she asks with a high pitched squeak of excitement.

I see it now that I’m looking. “You too,” I point out.

Around Baritriwynn the miasma is thicker than what’s hanging in the air, although not as thick as what’s on Jinnae, but comparatively Frost and Tavia both are clean of any miasma at all. The air around them is clear. “Frost, can you hug your mum, please?” I ask, curious what will happen.

Frost leans into her mother’s space, and the miasma around her mom clears away as if Frost is anti-miasma.

“Ooh!” Tavia squeals, and jumps over to Jinnae. “Can I hug you? It might help you feel better.”

Jinnae consents and Tavia hugs her tight with a bright smile.

“It’s working!” I exclaim, delighted with this solution.

Tavia’s clear aura forces the miasma around Jinnae to disperse and rejoin the magic hanging around. As soon as her aura is clear, Jinnae’s entire being relaxes as if she’s been bound up in stress knots.

“Ah fook,” Jinnae cusses, struggling again. “Let me outta this rope. Me ‘usband!”

Tavia quickly releases Jinnae’s bonds and Jinnae runs to Kiltan with Kitra. The three of them form a small group hug, kissing each other and promising forgiveness and love and all the romantic things that couples in love promise each other after a fight, I assume—I’ve never fought with a romantic partner what with Berklak being my first.

“It avoids the men too,” Armus points out, drawing our attention to the people all around, but specifically to the ones visibly male (none of whom are dwarves).

The visible women are more affected by the magic, and while the visible men aren’t affected like the women, they aren’t repelling the magic like Tavia and Frost are. In fact, among the crowd of onlookers and those we can see from where we are, there are more than a few dwarves repelling the magic, and it makes me wonder if they are male or female.

I walk over to the closest one with a repelling aura and introduce myself, and they return my greeting with a suspicious look and an introduction to themself. “Favora. Good work with Jinnae. Dunno what you did, but it looks like it helped.”

“It was Tavia and Frost that helped the most. There’s a miasma affecting Fasgard and Drokagard Underthyr, and my friends repel it. It looks like you do too. Do you mind if I ask a couple of questions?” I ask hopefully, keeping a very respectful tone toward the older dwarf.

“Sure,” they respond, arching a bushy brow.

“If you don’t mind, I was wondering if you’re male or female and if you’re married to a male.” If I didn’t know that dwarves couldn’t generally tell the difference between their males and females on sight, I’d feel a lot more awkward about asking. Fortunately, it’s only humans as a species that get weird about being able to tell on sight about a person’s gender identity, and we should probably work on that.

“I’m female, and I’m married to a wife. Never been inclined toward a husband.”

Now that’s interesting.

“Thank you, Favora,” I say and excuse myself to go meet the next one repelling the miasma.

I greet them and follow the same spiel with them until they tell me they’re also a female disinclined toward males. She’s not married, but she’s disinterested in male companionship. The next one is non-binary and only enjoys themself for company. As I walk through the crowd, interviewing every person I can see with a repelling aura, a pattern emerges, and when the panoptic magic ends and I wipe it off my eyes, I turn to find my party on my heels, guarding my back and keeping me safe.

I give Berklak a sheepish smile when I realize I completely lost all situational awareness, but he pulls me in for a hug and a kiss, and I forget to be sorry for following my instinct to investigate.

“It turns out that the people repelling the magic are the people who aren’t romantically inclined toward men. I don’t know if genitals have any bearing on it, but females and non-binary people who aren’t interested in men aren’t attracting the miasma at all. They are in fact repelling it like Tavia and Frost do,” I announce the results of my impromptu study.

Tavia claps her hands. “You interviewed non-binary people with a variety of genital configurations and one woman with a penis, so genitals have nothing to do with it.”

“Literally only you can get away with asking people about what’s between their legs,” Frost grunts, shaking her head in awe of her wife.

Tavia snickers, leaning her shoulder against Frost’s. “You know me: no boundaries I’m not willing to cross for a good cause.”

“In this case, it's helpful. We now know the miasma only targets women who are attracted to men, and the victims are meant to be the men,” I point out, thankful for Tavia going behind me to talk to the people. I didn’t think to ask about genitals, and I’m not sure I would have either.

“The question is, is the source of this magic attacking men or women? Or people inclined toward opposite sex attraction in general? Do we think this is a sexist thing?” Armus asks, shocked at his own question. “Who would give a thought to the gender identity of someone’s preferred partners?”

“I’ve never met a single person who would,” Berklak mutters thoughtfully. “And it doesn’t make sense for this to be a sexist thing beyond the obvious. Opposite sex attraction is one of the modifiers for the spell causing this, but why?”

Frost grunts. “We’ll have to figure it out later. We’re going to be late to dinner, and my mother will get loud about bad manners among guests if she thinks you’re disrespecting our traditions.”

“We wouldn’t want that,” I agree, giggling at the thought of Baritriwynn giving us an earful for missing the feast meant to teach us that dwarves are better than not-dwarves. I might not be convinced at the end of the feast, but I would never disrespect the dwarven tradition of trying to convince strangers that dwarves are the best. Some things bring joy to my life, and I’m learning that dwarves do that (especially if they aren’t blatantly ignoring mysterious lightning stones) (we really need to remember to get some void cloth for those things).
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Lawton wandered all over Drokagard pursuing the people who repelled the magical miasma, so it takes us a good quarter hour to get back to Frost’s neighborhood, and when we get there, the punch still needs bringing out, so the group of us head into the house we were pointed to originally and bring out jugs of what looks like brushberry punch. It smells like about half of the jugs are spiked with sugar rum, so we separate the alcoholic beverage jugs from the non-alcoholic beverage jugs.

No one wants children toddling around tipsy on punch, although I’m told that dwarven children have the constitution of an adult orc when I mention it to Eoan. He might be exaggerating, but I’m not going to test the veracity of his claims on children. I’ll just have to drink my way through their punch to test how an adult orc handles it.

Once all the food and drink are set out on the tables, the dwarves gather and Baritriwynn stands up on a table, holding up a goblet of punch. “Me daughter comes home a few times a year, and ‘ere she is, bringing wit’ her royalty from the topside. We all knew she would make us proud even when she tore our hearts out by leaving. Only a dwarf o’ her caliber would join the watchmen of Fasgard and end up guarding a prince. The children o’ dwarves prove time and again that they’re stronger, smarter, keener, and more worthy than everyone else, and ‘ere’s proof standing among us. Greet me daughter and raise your cups to the dwarves o’ d’Underthyr!”

As one, the deep voices of the dwarves call out, “TO FROST!”

The whole crowd drinks from their cups, and then we disperse to stack our plates full of food from the buffet tables. Frost gets pushed to the front of the line and leads the pack while the rest of us follow, getting in line wherever it’s convenient. Of course, Armus, Inghram, and I surround Lawton, but Darian gets shuffled with Tavia as far back in the line as possible. Clearly the neighborhood is conspiring to keep Tavia and Frost apart, and if they weren’t clearly amused by the dwarves’ antics, I might be tempted to correct some behaviors. I would be pissed if anyone tried to separate me from Lawton—I’m impressed Frost and Tavia aren’t willing to make an attempt at a barbarian rage for it.

“Do you want to sabotage the conspirators?” Lawton whispers to me, startling me from my thoughts.

I narrow suspicious eyes at him. “Are you a mind reader now?”

He giggles and shakes his head, tipping the last of his punch into his mouth and licking his delectable lips. “No, but I can see where you’re looking and feel your aggravation through our bond.”

Good enough explanation for me. Taking his empty cup, I step out of line long enough to refill it and mine but ask upon my return, “How should we fix this?”

“Allow me,” he replies with a mischievous grin, then he clears his throat and speaks loud enough for his voice to reach Tavia way in the back. “I’m not sure who’s better at guarding me. Tavia and Frost both do an equally good job. Well, when they’re doing their jobs, obviously. Right now they’re equally too far away.”

“Oh! Sorry, boss!” Tavia calls, getting out of line and jogging over to us. “Obviously Frost can’t be working when she’s the center of attention with her family.”

“Obviously,” Lawton agrees, pulling Tavia into our group.

That leaves Darian at the back, but the dwarves ahead of him point him up to us, so he joins us too while Frost, with a plate full of food, gets an earful from her mother for leaving Lawton behind. Baritriwynn takes Frost’s plate and pushes her toward us. “Don’t ye be slacking in yer duties after we jus’ told all of thyr you’re our pride ‘n’ joy.”

Lawton leans into Tavia and whispers in her ear. “Do they really not know about you two?” He immediately claps his hand over his mouth, wide eyed. “I didn’t mean anything,” he squeaks rapidly, because we all agreed not to bring it up unless they did and they haven’t.

Tavia pats his shoulder with a soothing smile. “It’s ok. I saw what you did when I put that goop on my eyes.”

“Panoptic ointment,” he corrects her, slowly moving his hand away from his mouth.

I want to kiss him, but I hold back the urge so I don’t interrupt their conversation. It’s hard being a newly bonded orc.

“Panoptic ointment,” she repeats. “And until Frost thinks they should know, they won’t.” She shrugs and gives us a little smile, and Frost joins us. “I agreed to wait until we dig deep if that’s how long she wants to, and I’m not changing the parameters of our agreement after I’ve already gotten everything I ever wanted from her.”

Frost winks at Tavia. “I think my parents are coming around to the idea,” she assures her wife. “Pops said you looked stronger than he expected since the last time he saw you.”

Tavia giggles. “That’s practically a compliment! Last time he said I looked weaker than a child and could stand to gain a stone.”

Frost nods enthusiastically but lowers her volume considerably. “I think we might be able to break the news in a couple of visits.”

“Since we’re finally talking about it,” Armus whispers. “How long have you two been you know?”

Frost and Tavia exchange a sappy little smile, and Tavia replies, “About four years.”

“You two were awfully flirty with Armus before—were you just teasing? I know it’s not my business, but I’m asking because of the miasma. If you were interested in men, wouldn’t the miasma affect you, too?” Inghram interjects curiously.

Frost and Tavia’s matching mischievous expressions focus in on Armus.

“Oh, we were teasing—” Frost starts, looking at the xenecar from head to tail.

“But we’ve been looking for a third for a year,” Tavia finishes, following her wife’s gaze.

Frost’s teeth show when she confesses, “Neither of us can cook for shit, and we desperately need someone to help with that.”

Tavia steps in close to Armus, who’s golden eyes widen even as he grins broadly, showing off his sharp teeth—a xenecar sign of interest. “We’d be willing to put up with a lot in order to bring someone who can cook into our home.”

Armus suddenly loses his balance, trips backward, and falls straight into Darian’s arms. Darian helps him back to his feet but keeps both arms firmly around Armus’ torso, staring at Tavia and Frost with a smile on his lips.

“I think you better stop,” I advise the women, frowning at my friend’s bared teeth. “Darian’s smiles are danger signs.”

Tavia and Frost immediately step back and their mischief clears off their faces like it was never there. “But actually, you’re probably right that we should be looking for another woman,” Tavia shrugs and lifts her chin to Darian.

Darian’s teeth slowly disappear back behind his tiny mouth as we reach the head of the line. The matter of who’s getting to seduce the bard drops as we turn our attention to getting food, finding a place to sit, and socializing with our tablemates. After the second time getting up to refill my cup, I bring a jug of punch to our table, and we all partake in more than we ought to. Except me, this punch is too weak for an orc’s constitution, but seeing how many of the dwarves around us succumb to their cups, I think I answer the question about whether Eoan was exaggerating about dwarven children. (He was.)
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My favorite way to wake up is with someone stroking my cock—especially if that someone is Lawton and he’s using his mouth instead of his hands.

I hum to let him know he’s successfully roused me and run my fingers through his soft hair as he pops off my cock and wiggles his way up my body to share a morning kiss with me. The level of anticipation and arousal thrumming along our bond perks me right up, and I turn us over, laying him back on the bed as I reach for the popper potion.

He wriggles under me. “I already drank the potion.”

I divert to the oil and lean down and lick into his mouth, slicking up my cock and spreading the excess between his round little cheeks. As I do that, he pulls my braid forward, wrapping it around his arm. My heart flutters at seeing him connect to the elvish side of me through my braid. His expression softens as love dances between us, and he moans happily as I press into his heat, and the arousal pinging between us ratchets up the intensity of our joining.

“Oh fuck,” Lawton groans, writhing on my cock as he slings his arms around me and uses his legs to rock his body.

Holding my body up on one arm, I cradle his ass with my other and lift him off the bed, helping him rock on my cock. The pleasure of our joining pulls my timber tremble out of me, causing me to vibrate just the way Lawton likes it. He gasps and squirms and his beautiful purple eyes grow wide. He stares up at me as our orgasm crests unexpectedly, beautiful in every possible way. We pulse together, spending our loads in synchrony just like we’re meant to, and when we finally stop, we breathe together, our bond grows stronger, and the volley of emotions pinging between us causes smiles to slowly spread between us. I lean over and lick the joy on his lips, nearly able to taste it.

Lawton giggles, which sends sparks of aftershocks through us both, distracting us from the happiness and delight we share. I kiss his joy again and linger there, tasting him and pressing in close, skin-to-skin, until my cock slips out of him. I could go again, but we’re both hungry this morning, and we have to catch the morning lift up to the surface, otherwise we’ll have to wait until this afternoon, and then we’d be getting into King’s Cross too late to do more than find an inn.

Although I can feel his immediate emotions through the bond that connects us, I still ask, “How are you feeling? You were worried, and now?”

He smiles up at me with adoration shining from his pretty face. “My concerns about my father and what I’ll do are still valid, but I think we can probably manage to convince the king to let us exile ourselves instead of executing us.”

I think he’s underestimating his father, but we’ll find out when we return to Fairview. “When we get to King’s Crossing, I’m going to go commune with the trees for a few hours. I would like for you to join me, but I’m happy to go alone or with Darian. He’s excellent company for communion.”

“Oh, is this something orcs have to do when they’ve been away from trees for a few days?” he asks curiously.

I huff a laugh, sitting up and pulling him with me toward the bath. “No, but if I want to get a message to other orcs, I can use the trees to send it faster than hiring a runner to do it.”

Lawton and I step into the bath and sit opposite each other so we can clean ourselves after a night and morning of sex. “Oh, what message are you sending?”

I smirk as I cup the water to wash my face, careful to keep my braid out of the water. I rarely unbraid it for a wash, but I did last night, and I don’t want it to get wet again. The elven braids that I wear in my hair are one of the only ways one of my elven cousins might know on sight that I’m of their people. Darian and I wear the same braids in our hair, and it helps me feel connected to that half of my heritage to do that with him even though we aren’t relatives. “I’m going to ask everyone who can go to meet us in Fairview, just in case your father thinks a single orc will be easy to arrest. I think if we can get twelve orcs into Fairview, that will be enough if we need to make a quick escape.”

Lawton gives me a skeptical look, arching a brow with a moue on his lips. “Twelve? That’s not a lot.”

I shoot a bright smile back at him. “My people consider a legion of orcs to be fifty individuals. Humans need five thousand bodies to make a legion. I think thirteen orcs in Fairview will be enough.”

Lawton blinks a couple of times before responding. “I did not know that, and I hope we never have to find out who would win between thirteen orcs and the king’s army in Fairview.”

I very carefully do not laugh out loud at the idea that the king’s army in Fairview could defeat thirteen orcs. I don’t know true numbers, but based on what I’ve seen, there’s perhaps a thousand soldiers in the capital; it wouldn’t even be a fair fight. “Maybe if the soldiers and the watchmen combined,” I think aloud.

“If you’re one of the orcs in this imaginary battle, you have to count me on the side of orcs, and unless we’re going up against a deity, there’s no way I would lo—oh fuck.” Lawton suddenly stands, grabbing a towel to dry himself as he steps out of the bath.

I quickly follow him, and together we dress as he explains.

“I couldn’t make a dent in the miasma surrounding Jinnae yesterday, and you saw it, the white magic completely blocked mine. I used a great deal of magic to cast that spell; it would have worked on almost anything I can think of, but it might fail against a demigod with actual power—not like Inghram—or an extremely powerful lich, or an actual deity. The lich wouldn’t be able to use white magic, so that’s out. A demigod could use white magic, but I wouldn’t have been powerful enough to cast a miasma from southern Fasgard to Fairview, not before you became my anchor. Now I think I could, but I threw a lot of power at the miasma and it rebuffed me. I think we’re dealing with an aelysou.”

I pause briefly with one hand behind me in the middle of securing my war hammer to my body. Lawton finishes slipping his backpack on and looks up at me, starting up my motion again. “Fighting a god is not within the skill set of most mortals,” I point out, knowing that Lawton’s going to lead the charge and I will be right behind him, even though we don’t have the power to fight an aelysou.

Lawton shoots me a shaky smile. “No, I don’t think most people would consider the task at all, but we’re not most people, and it’s just a theory. For all we know it’s just a sorcerer with a very strong bond to a deity.”

I take a moment to think through the problems of attacking a god, and then I let it go. We’re going to save Fasgard, and if it takes hunting down and killing a god to do it, that’s what we’re going to do, because I might be nothing but a humble orc, but my necromancer is powerful and my party is full of powerful people. Between the seven of us, we’ll get this figured out.
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With no time to waste to get to the lift that will take us up to King’s Crossing, I don’t have time to float my theory with the rest of the party until we’re safely ensconced in the large caged platform with the other people riding up to the surface. Besides our party, there’s another adventuring party and the merchant who’s hired them to protect three carts of minerals heading to the surface.

After a few minutes, while the people on the lift are still settling, I pull my party into a huddle and tell them what I’m thinking is happening with the miasma. “I told you how powerful I think I am.” I made sure to fill all the zombie spiders connected to me to the brim with magic last night and it barely made a dent in what was available to me. “I think the origin of the miasma is an aelysou. That explains the white magic behaving like the person wielding it is doing something evil with it, and it explains why it rebuffed my spell like I’m not the most powerful sorcerer living today.”

“Fuck me,” Inghram cusses softly. “That’s what it feels like. That’s why it felt so familiar. That magic feels like divine magic being used beyond its purpose. Sometimes my father twists his magic to do something usually reserved for white magic, and it feels just like this. It’s—” Inghram pauses with a confounded crease between his brows. He huffs and shrugs. “It feels wrong, even when there is nothing particularly wrong with the end result.”

“So we’re definitely hunting a deity?” Armus confirms. His tail twitches behind him and gets caught in the bars of the cage surrounding us. The clank of the golden spade on his tail in the bars pulls our attention to it, then Armus yelps as the spade turns and unclasps from the tip of his tail and falls through the bars.

I rush to the bars, chanting under my breath to create a disc to catch the spade. I watch between the bars just as the golden spade stops mid air and lands on my disc, and I guide the translucent disc of magic back up to us. Armus nearly falls over, but Darian catches him, and he and Inghram both get their hands on him, steadying him, as Berklak reaches through the bars to grab the heavy golden spade off the disc.

He hands it back to Armus, who gets it reattached to his tail and then moves far enough from the bars that his tail can’t get caught again. “Thank you, Law. That could have been disastrous.”

I nod and blow out a relieved breath. “I was worried I wouldn’t catch it,” I admit but then smile at Armus. “But if something does happen, I can probably just grow your tail out the way you were born or a pretty close approximation.”

Armus cocks his head to the side, staring at me, and the rest of the party follows his lead, looking at me agog.

I cock my head with him, curious. “What?” I ask, staring back, unsure why they’re looking at me that way.

“You can regrow my tail, and you didn’t mention it until now? We’ve been together for days,” Armus points out with a convincing pout. “I know Berklak’s your favorite, but I thought I was a close second at least.”

My eyes widen and I smack my forehead like the idiot I am sometimes. “I’m sorry,” I apologize sincerely. “Of course I can regrow your tail. I didn’t think to offer because it would take about a month. Or it would have a week ago. Now, I don’t know, but I’m not willing to experiment on you. I’ll need to really get a feel for the new depths of my magic before I try to grow out a limb faster than the month it would normally take. And I have to confess that I’ve only ever regrown limbs on animals. I’ve never had the opportunity to help a person like that.”

Armus’ pout clears away and he huffs with a smile. “How about when we get back to Fairview, you help me out?”

I vigorously agree with a nod. “I would love to!”

“Thank you, and back to the matter at hand—we’re definitely up against an aelysou?” Armus repeats, looking between me and Inghram.

Inghram frowns. “I think so, and it would explain why my patron decided I needed to be here. An aelysou cursing the land would stir up the god of redemption. If I know Benilon, I’m not the only paladin he’s sent to deal with this. It’s a prime opportunity to work out our redemption.”

Armus grimaces. “That’s not terrifying at all,” he deadpans, then nods to Tavia and Frost. “Good thing we have you two to repel the miasma.”

Every member of the party looks worried, even a bit terrified, including me, I think. Going up against a god without knowing at least one of us has the backing to do it is a scary thought, but then my orc’s assurance hits me right through the bond that ties us together. He’s amused, and honestly, his faith in us is nearly tangible.

“I’ve never been up against an actual god, but I’m not going to go into the fight already defeated in my head,” he says softly. “Maybe our aelysou just needs a hug,” he teases, looking at Frost and Tavia. “Some people just need a really tight hug around the neck, and we’ve already proven you two are perfectly effective huggers.”

Tavia and I giggle and Frost cackles, and the rest of our party laughs with us. Berklak puts one arm around Darian’s shoulders and one around me, and he beckons the rest of them with his hands. “Come on, Beefcakes, we got this. You know at least two aelysou and one maelysou believe in us, and I would take that kind of divine backing over the threat of one corrupted aelysou any day.”

“Two aelysou?” Frost challenges as the party forms a group hug.

Berklak smiles broadly and squeezes our friends in close. “Of course. Benilon is invested, as is Sepferel, but we also found the sender of one of the love letters, which means that Thetris, the goddess of fate, must be watching over our adventure too.”

“Ooh, I like that,” I coo softly—it’s nice to think that Thetris is invested in our adventure.

“I’m not sure I believe that,” Tavia doubts, but her protest is disrupted by one of the merchant’s party yelling.

“You fucking cheat! Hallivera! Put him in a headlock!”

“Hallivera!” I echo, immediately recognizing the name. I point everyone’s attention to the other adventuring party, where a spotted elher with tan fur and blue rings puts a human in a choke hold on the order of a draconian.

The elher looks over to us with narrowed eyes. “You call me, too?” he asks.

I can’t help wiggling in excitement, pulling on Berklak’s backpack. “Did you write a letter to a woman named Franny?” I ask, pulling out one of the other love letters we found.

He immediately drops the human, who’d started to turn blue, and stalks over toward us. “I did. You got news for me?” he snarls at the letter in my hand.

“I’m sorry, she was killed by some viltzen, but I did find a letter she penned in response to yours,” I explain, handing him both letters. This one didn’t have a charm attached to it, but hopefully he’s not upset about that.

He takes the letters and opens them up, reading through Franny’s response before folding them both up and slipping them into his leather vest. “Thank you. Did you happen to find a brooch with a ruby rose on it?”

“Oh! I did!” Tavia says, producing the item from her backpack.

“You didn’t put it with the rest of the loot?” Armus accuses with a laugh.

Tavia shrugs unabashedly. “It’s pretty, and Frost deserves pretty things.”

“It’s true, I do,” Frost agrees solemnly as Tavia hands the brooch to Hallivera.

Hallivera takes it with a sad smile. “I gave it to her as a promise when I met her. After I made my fortune adventuring, I was going to come take her away from the farm. We were going to move to the coast, get us a little plot of land, and raise a little family.”

The rest of us exchange a look, knowing that whatever this guy thought, he wasn’t going to get it.

Darian places a hand on Hallivera’s shoulder and reminds him, “She sent you a love letter.”

Hallivera sighs and nods. “Yeah,” he agrees sadly. “I thought I’d found my mate, but it turns out she tried to kill me. Can’t say I’m glad it backfired, but I’m not sad I’m the survivor.”

“She was writing love letters to three different people,” Armus tells the poor guy.

Hallivera sighs and nods, then hands the brooch to Frost. “You do deserve pretty things; just don’t send me any love letters as thanks, if you don’t mind.”

Frost takes the brooch and immediately pins it to her clothes. “I guarantee the only person getting love confessions from me is the woman standing next to me, and I love her too much to write her any kind of love letter.”

He gives us a nod and a smile. “If you’re interested, we’re playing dice. It’s a copper-game since we haven’t been paid yet, but it’s something to pass the time.”

Berklak answers for us. “We’ll be happy to join, my friend. Thetris clearly led us straight to you.”

Hallivera chuckles at that, dipping his chin to Berklak. “Clearly she has, master orc.”

She certainly has. We definitely have the goddess of fate guiding us, and that more than anything gives me confidence in place of fear. I glance at Tavia and arch a brow, jerking my head toward Hallivera. She puffs her cheeks and finally gives in. “Ok, maybe Thetris is along for this adventure too.”

I giggle, loop my arm through hers, grab Berklak’s wrist, and pull my friends over to the circle where the other adventuring party is playing dice. This should be fun!
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King’s Crossing sits on the border between Fasgard and the frozen wasteland of Gwafellaw in the south. About a thousand years ago a king established a military outpost here after creating a ward that followed the border between the two lands. A town grew around the outpost over time, and now this place and Iche Outpost to the west are the only places where daring adventurers can cross into Gwafellaw.

Frost giants inhabit the land to the south along with snow trolls and, allegedly, ice dragons, but I’d have to ask Inghram if that last rumor is true, since he’s the only person to have seen a dragon in recent memory. Once we debark from the lift, we’re shuffled straight to the soldiers checking in visitors to King’s Crossing. The pair that greet us take our names, and upon hearing Lawton’s name, they move us to the colonel’s office.

The soldier leads us to an office with two knights standing guard. One of them opens the door and stands aside, so I take the lead, not willing to let Lawton enter an unknown room ahead of me, and I’m glad I do, because sitting behind the colonel’s desk is none other than King Valerian. His war general, Aleron, stands next to him, and sitting against the wall to my right is a woman with a shaved head over a smart uniform that indicates she’s the colonel in charge of this outpost. Around the room, more knights stand guard.

I dip a bow in the doorway, announcing to the rest of my party what we’re facing when I greet the king. “Your Majesty.”

I move out of the doorway as Lawton gasps and his anxiety spikes through our bond. I shoot him comfort along our bond, but it barely touches his nervousness as he enters the room and bows to his father.

The rest of the party also bow and stay bent at the waist until the king tells them to rise. My mother would be so irritated with me for rising from my bow before the king acknowledged me, but I’m not going to beat myself up about that when he surprised us, I’m guarding his son, and I’m not one of his citizens.

Well, I suppose I am his son’s man, and that might give me dual citizenship if it counts for anything with the king.

“Rise and report, necromancer,” King Valerian orders coolly.

Lawton rises from his bow and steps forward until he’s within arm’s reach of the desk. “We’ve discovered that the miasma is affecting women who are attracted to men, but women who aren’t attracted to men actually repel it. If a woman is in the middle of an attack by the miasma, having a woman who isn’t attracted to men hug her is enough to stop the attack.

“We surfaced so that we can check what kind of effect the miasma covering Fasgard is causing King’s Crossing. We’ve determined we’re heading in the right direction, but we don’t know if we should pursue the matter deeper into the Underthyr or if the issue is topside. We didn’t want to go into Chilghen before looking around King’s Crossing first. We’ve also discovered that the miasma is likely a curse from an aelysou, but we’re prepared to face whomever it is. We have Benilon and Thetris’ blessing in the matter.”

King Valerian’s face doesn’t change, but he flicks his eyes at the colonel. “Leave us,” he orders the woman, then turns to Aleron. “Your men as well.” He looks behind Lawton at the rest of us. “Leave us with the necromancer.”

“Your Majesty,” Aleron and I both protest at once.

King Valerian narrows his eyes at me and raises his hand to stop us speaking. “Aleron and Berklak may remain. Everyone else out.”

Aleron grimaces but nods a dismissal to the bodyguards posted around the room. Once they’re gone, the general moves in closer to the king, grumbling, “You do realize that I am a poor match against a raging orc, right?”

The corner of King Valerian’s mouth lifts slightly. “I’m not,” he assures the general, just in case he forgot that the king of Fasgard is still an extremely powerful sorcerer.

Aleron huffs slightly. “As you say.”

Lawton shuffles and I step in closer to him, giving him my support now that we’re face to face with the person that causes him the most stress.

“Lawton,” the king says, looking at his son closely. “Your powers have grown since you left.”

Lawton opens his mouth to respond, but the king raises his hand again.

“It’s worrying that it’s taken until you’re forty to fully mature into your powers, but we wonder if it was the curse on the palace that killed your mother that held your full powers back from you. Whatever the reason, you will likely need every drop of it to defeat a deity, and we won’t curse the gods for giving you the power you have. If you weren’t a necromancer, we would celebrate this development, but obviously that would be inappropriate, considering the laws restricting necromantic magic.”

Lawton’s worry evaporates in the middle of the king’s little speech and awe replaces it. He bows to the king again, pressing his hands to his heart, overflowing with love for his father. “Of course your majesty. I wouldn’t expect special treatment, and I’m very glad fate decided to unleash my potential. I had no idea something like this could happen. One moment I was as I have been since I was a teen, and the next I was changed. I’m not even sure how it happened.”

King Valerian’s smile makes another appearance. “Fate wouldn’t ask permission, I suppose.”

“She did not,” Lawton agrees. “May I ask why you decided to travel this far south?”

“It was time for an inspection of the King’s Army, and Aleron suggested King’s Crossing as a first stop on my tour,” the king answers simply. “Receiving your report in person was coincidence.”

Aleron rolls his eyes, but otherwise doesn’t comment. Obviously the king just wanted to check in on his son, but something is holding him back from really showing Lawton how much he cares about him. Well, that’s what I think, but who can really know the thoughts of another person (besides Lawton, who can read my mind anytime)?

Lawton smiles brightly. “I am always happy to stand in your majesty’s radiance.”

“You will join us for dinner,” King Valerian orders us, and Lawton bows again, hanging there.

I join him in the bow, though I don’t lower my eyes so I can keep an eye on the room.

“Yes, your majesty, we will be honored to sit with you.”

“And your party.”

“The Beefcake Brigade,” Lawton tells him with a little grin.

The king arches a brow at the name we’ve chosen. “The Beefcake Brigade,” he deadpans, then adds, “Dismissed.”

Lawton rises, turns on his heels, and leaves, and I follow close behind. As we exit, the king’s bodyguards return, and we find our friends standing against the wall outside the building waiting for us. As soon as Lawton sees them he does a little dance that shakes his butt in the most enticing way, and he brings everyone in close, casting a privacy spell around us.

“You won’t believe what just happened!” he exclaims excitedly. Without waiting for anyone he continues, “My father gave me and Berklak his blessing! We’re unofficially recognized as an anchored pair! He even declared that the increase in my power is natural and the result of maturing into my full powers. He’s not mad at me!”

“Is that what happened?” I grunt surprised. “I heard what he said, but I wasn’t looking deeper at what he was saying.”

“This is great news!” Armus exclaims, offering Lawton his fist.

Lawton bumps his fist and wiggles again. “We’re also celebrating at the king’s table this evening, so we all need to find more appropriate clothing. I brought mine, but I can’t just magic you up better clothes.”

“We brought our formal uniforms,” Tavia says, indicating her and Frost.

“I also have a formal uniform,” Inghram agrees, and that leaves me, Darian, and Armus.

“He didn’t make an issue of what I’m currently wearing the last time I was sat at his table,” I point out, since finding formal wear sized for orcs here is unlikely.

“All we really need is some nice fabric. We can drape it over you in a fetching way,” Armus assures me. “The three of us can all wear draconian style formal clothes, and all we need are lengths of fabric and some accessories. I’m sure we can find what we need.”

“Perfect. While we’re out shopping, I want to check with the apothecary for another orc travel pack since we’re running low, and I should check the miasma here. We also need to talk to whoever’s in charge of the watch. We need to tell them how to deal with the women who’ve been affected by the miasma, and we need to send runners to spread the word across Fasgard.” Lawton looks over to me and adds, “Unless you think you can use the trees to spread the word.”

I was planning on communing with them before we met with the king for a different reason, but this is actually a better reason to commune with them. “I’ll talk to the trees, and they can tell the orcs to spread the word.”

Lawton reaches up and I bend to receive his kiss, then he turns to our party, clapping his hands and dismissing the privacy spell. “Let’s do this!”

“Make up your goop first,” Frost suggests.

Lawton nods, pulling his pack off his back, and we keep an eye on him and our surroundings as he mixes up his panoptic ointment. When he finishes, he wipes it over his eyelids and looks around as the rest of us do the same. As soon as I open my eyes with the ointment on, I feel like I’m suffocating; the miasma is so thick here that it’s like we’re wading through a fog so dense we can barely see a few feet ahead of us.

“Well, at least we know we’re still heading in the right direction,” Armus mutters.

“Am I the only one who thinks we might be heading into Gwafellaw?” Frost whispers.

“I think that’s a pretty good assumption,” Armus agrees.

“While we’re buying fabric, we need cloaks,” Inghram sighs, adding to the shopping list. “We’ll be no use to Fasgard if we freeze before we find the source of this magic.”

Lawton wipes the goop off his eyes and hands me the cloth he used. With a grim set of his jaw, he watches us wipe away the panoptic ointment. “It doesn’t matter where the aelysou is, it matters that we absolutely can fix this.” He points to the bees buzzing around Inghram, the bond between us flares with more magic than I’ve ever felt in one place, and the bees disappear.

He grins at having dispelled the magic of a powerful maelysou. “We’ve got this.”

I smirk and press my nose into his hair, proud of him for finally finding the courage to use the full power of his magic. I think he just needed a new perspective—he’s not just the unwanted necromancer of the royal family; he’s the person Fasgard needs to save it, and even the gods know it. Besides, “I never had a single doubt.”

Read on for the first chapter of Mr. Monster Kok
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Dear Reader,

Thank you so much for reading Chapter 4 of this adventure! I know, it was so fluffy and fun, you don’t have to tell me. Or do—I enjoy being told people enjoy my books. We will be heading into Gwafellaw in the next chapter, and when I tell you that I have never regretted a name I made up more than I do Gwafellaw, I am serious. I keep wanting to write Gwafellow and asking myself why I didn’t consult absolutely anyone about this name at all. #Regret

Sometimes these characters crack me up, and if you play TTRPGs you might enjoy this little tidbit. Inghram has failed all his history checks. All of them. You would already know who the bad guy is if he hadn’t failed every last one of them. And I’m not talking he rolled a 10; I’m saying he kept rolling 1s and 3s. He completely failed you, and I gave him advantage. I was really stacking the deck in his favor, but the dice decided his fate—and yours. You get to find out who is causing a ruckus when they finally get there.

A beta asked me if I’m going to be able to wrap this up in one more chapter, and the answer is: yes, I absolutely will, even if it takes an extra long chapter to do it. So here we go.

Please leave a rating/review if you enjoyed this book. Your ratings and reviews give the algorithms reasons to advertise my books to other people who might like them, and that helps me so much more than you think. Thank you for supporting me and my books, for reading them like you do, telling your friends and book clubs about them, and recommending them.

For the love of MM,

Jennifer Cody
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Willam:

Listening to my sister screeching might be the highlight of my day, because watching the new neighbor piss her off is a joy and a delight. At least until the stupid fox inside me wants to claim the man as my mate. No way, no how—I'm way too much of a misanthrope to have a fated mate.

Dane:

I have zero inhibitions about messing with the pissy princess next door, but getting in her brother's pants might make moving into this neighborhood worth it. At least until he turns into a fox and runs away. One way or another, I'm going to find that fox and show him what being a fated mate really means.

Mr. Monster Kok is a 15k short story, MM PNR set about ten years in the future from Bishop to Knight One. This one includes a glimpse in the future of some of the Aquino boys.
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Chapter 1



Willam

Admittedly, I’m not a people-person. So, I may not be qualified to comment on some people’s kids. But no joke, I just watched my sister’s neighbor pee on my sister’s roses, and I think that’s a valid response to having to live anywhere in the vicinity of Theodora Angelica Jaworski.

Who, by the way, is currently on the phone with the neighborhood association reporting that Mr. Monster Dick—I don’t know the neighbor’s name; just that he moved in three days ago and that his dick is huge—has left his “unsightly and defunct” vehicle in his driveway for more than 24 hours, and she’s asking them to do something about it.

The unsightly and defunct vehicle in question is a 1980 International Harvester Scout that needs a little TLC, but otherwise runs. I saw him drive it to get coffee and donuts this morning. Yes, it needs a paint job, but I suspect that’s in his plans since he’s buffing away the previous paint. He took a break from that to water the roses.

No shirt on, by the way. He’s got abs and that V that points down to a holy-fuck-yes worthy dick. Also, he doesn’t have any shame about the top two inches of his ass crack showing. In fact, no lie, every time his shorts ride up a little, he lowers them.

I think that he may be trying to annoy Theodora. It’s possible. I could be wrong. I could have a weak understanding of human behavior, but every time she huffs at him, he adds another empty beer bottle to the growing collection on the front porch. I haven’t seen him drink the beer, and he’s not staggering around like he’s imbibed seven bottles of PBR in the last hour, but every time she walks out onto her front porch, puts her hands on her hips, and huffs at him, he responds by walking into his house and bringing out a mostly empty bottle of beer. It’s absolutely driving my sister batshit. She hates alcohol in general because our father was an alcoholic, and she hates litter because we should care for our planet, and she hates general laziness because—well, she doesn’t particularly like people, so I suspect this one comes from a place of deep dislike of anything with an opinion.

Anyway, point being, his recycle bin is right there next to where he’s placing the bottles. In fact, I think it’s taking more effort to place the bottles on the ground than it would be to drop them in the recycling.

Wow. I could learn from this guy.

The screech of my name draws my attention away from the hypnotic use of back muscles worthy of a tongue bath. “Willam!”

My sister stands on her front porch, again, searing me with a glare that makes me think I’ve done something to upset her, but seriously, I haven’t. “You don’t need to imitate a banshee,” I inform her grumpily. “I’m ten feet away.”

She screeches at me—like a banshee—and points her finger at Mr. Monster Dick. “Tell him he has one day to get rid of that unsightly behemoth before the homeowners association fines him for having a non-working vehicle on his property.”

“First, you’re loud enough he definitely heard you. Second, I saw him driving that classic truck this morning. The timing belt is slipping, but he already knows that, and will get it fixed when he’s ready, and otherwise the vehicle works—though LUCKY IT’S CARBURETED INSTEAD OF INJECTED OTHERWISE THE THING WOULDN’T RUN!” I shout that for his benefit.

“SO LUCKY!” he shouts back without missing a beat.

I point at him. “See, he heard you.”

She huffs, points her finger at me, loses traction, and turns on her heels to go back into her house.

Meh. She’ll be back as soon as she processes and gets a good comeback.

I take a sip of my iced tea and go back to pretending to read while I sun myself on her lawn.

Mr. Monster Dick turns around and leans on his truck, looking at me. I pretend to ignore him. I like the way he looks; doesn’t mean I want to engage him in actual conversation. Unless it has to do with getting naked together. That’s a conversation I would put effort into.

“You know cars?” he asks, drilling holes in my head or back or butt. I don’t know. I just know I can see him looking at me in my periphery.

I turn a frown on him. “Unless that’s code for ‘come over and let me pound you into my king size mattress’, I’m going to pass on this conversation.”

The most wicked grin I’ve seen on any man’s face graces his. “If I pound you into my mattress will you then be open to a conversation about my truck?”

“No. Conversations are for friends and boyfriends. You’re just my sister’s neighbor.” Granted he’s drawn me into one with the possibility of a memorable orgasm.

“How does one become a friend of Willam? Or boyfriend. I’m curious about the possibilities here.”

“Ha! One does not. I don’t have friends or boyfriends. I have hookups and family, and that’s all the peopling I do.” Shudder. People are not my thing. If I didn’t need a good dicking at least once a week, I wouldn’t do any peopling at all. It’s a relief that a). I’m pretty, and b). the men in this city don’t usually say no when I swipe for a hook-up.

I have rules, of course. If he won’t wear a condom, I will and I won’t be bottoming. I hate the idea of having a stranger’s cum in my ass, and I’m not leaving my genetic material behind; that’s just asking for trouble. Hookups happen in a motel room, which would be expensive, but I happen to own a motel, so it’s not. I inherited it from my drunk of a father, and I pay the person who actually runs it more than I pay myself because I don’t want to be responsible for it.

“So, basically, you wouldn’t be interested in anything but my dick. Interesting,” he hums, unabashedly adjusting his...chubby. Yep, that’s a chubby. Nice.

“I’d take your ass too. I’m equal opportunity,” I shrug, glancing up to see if he’s seen me looking at his dick.

He has.

Fun.

He smirks again. “Might be fun, but if you’re taking my ass, I’m taking time for conversation first. Communication is important when trying new things.”

I perk up at that. I don’t have a virgin fetish or anything, but I’ve also never been anyone’s first. “You might convince me to converse beforehand, just don’t expect me to want to talk afterward.”

“So get my words in before because you don’t have the stamina for even talking about a round two. Got it.”

Ok. Maybe I like his snark—not as much as his body because: misanthropy, obviously. “I would never leave a hook-up before he’s ready, but what makes you think I won’t milk you dry in round one?”

“So far my impression of you isn’t leaning toward the kind of guy with that sort of patience. Hook-ups don’t usually care about much except getting off. I’m more of a marathoner. How many times can we collide before we implode?”

I’m not ashamed to admit a shudder of desire, anticipation, and need runs through me. I haven’t had marathon sex in a long while. It’s tempting enough to give in to his need for the exchanging of words. When I look up at him at the tail end of that shudder, his knowing grin shoves me firmly into the realm of surrender. “One conversation; then a marathon.”

“One conversation about my truck,” he dictates, arching his brow to challenge me to deny him.

I set my book aside and get to my feet. “If that’s what you want to waste your words on.”

He shakes his head and beckons me with the crook of his fingers. “Somehow, I doubt any words with you will be a waste.”

Like a moth to flame, if that moth was a horny asshole and that flame was a cock worth getting to know, I cross the yard and step onto the hot asphalt of his driveway. “I’m not a mechanic. I don’t grub up well. This body is made for admiring, not manual labor. I can diagnose a problem, but I’m not going to fix it for you.”

He makes a show of running his gaze down the length of me and back up. “Lucky for me I can read a manual and follow a YouTube video.”

I don’t usually have any trouble allowing anyone with a dick to check me out. I don’t have a modest bone in my body. Or at least I didn’t think I did until I decided to stand with Mr. Monster Dick in nothing but a skimpy blue bikini. To be fair, I wasn’t planning on a dicking today, so I didn’t think twice about putting on my skimpiest speedo to work on my tan.

“Well, then you should replace your timing belt. And probably rebuild the carburetor you’ve been overworking. On the plus side, parts shouldn’t be difficult to get. I suggest Rock Auto. Parts are cheap and easy to find.” I might have slightly exaggerated my disinterest in cars, but he doesn’t need to know that.

“Where’s that located?”

“Just google it. The website is easy to navigate.”

He raises both his eyebrows with a skeptical look, so I arch one of mine in return. For a few seconds we face off, then he shakes his head with a smirk. “I’m thinking orange.”

“Omaha orange or something more modern?” I question, envisioning the truck in the original coloring.

“Is Omaha Orange the color they put out?” he asks, cutting me a skeptical glance. Yeah, he probably knows I’m more interested than I mentioned. But c’mon, it’s a classic truck! Restored, it’ll be fantastic.

“Of course it is. Why did you buy it if you don’t know anything about the brand? It’s awesome both on and off-road. Gas mileage isn’t bad for an old truck either. Seventeen miles per gallon isn’t much lower than my Jeep. Obviously you have to fix it up to get the best mileage from it, but I’d drive this truck. Plus, it’s cool and not overdone like Chevys and Fords.” Blech. I think I’ve hit my word limit. This better be an amazing marathon dicking.

“I inherited it from my aunt. She signed the title over just before she passed last year. Things have been in flux for me, but I’m finally settled enough to spend some time on it.”

It takes massive effort to pretend to care, so I don’t. That’s way too much peopling for me to bother with. “We’ve careened off the topic of your truck and crashed into the arroyo of uncomfortable personal information I don’t want to respond to. I suggest condoms, lube, and orgasms as a means of climbing out of the hole.”

He chuckles with an amused smirk. “I’ve never met anyone so averse to conversing. The topic didn’t stray at all. My truck came from my aunt. Totally a legit part of the conversation about my truck.”

“True, but I don’t know how close you were to your aunt, whether you even liked her, and I don’t know how her death impacted you besides giving you a cool truck. How am I supposed to respond when you hit me with the vagueness of having inherited it after the passing of a family member? If anyone had said, ‘My condolences,’ in regard to my dad’s death, I would have flipped them off. Thankfully everyone who knew him knew he was a rotten bastard. Why am I talking about this—see! Careened and crashed. I’m not sure your dick is worth this much socializing.” I take a deep breath and let it out in a puff. All the tiny hairs on my body stand on end as the itch that always precedes the shift starts under my skin. “I’m out.”

I don’t wait for a reply before running into my sister’s split level house. I take the stairs down to the basement two at a time and strip my bikini off. The itch intensifies, my body caves in on itself, bones realign, grow, shorten, muscle groups move. Indescribable pain lurches through me for the four seconds it takes for my body to morph from human to a black and red fox. I pant and tremble as I gather my bearings now that I’m on four legs again.

My sister tromps down the stairs and huffs as she looks at me. “Seriously? I can’t have a pet fox! The HOA will fine me if they think I have one. Not to mention the city’s fine for an unlicensed exotic pet.”

Because that’s really the biggest problem right now. I yip at her and roll my eyes. No one’s going to assume Theodora has a pet fox. I pad over to the back door and give her a pointed look.

She growls at me and stomps to the door, opening it for me. “I’m not letting you back in,” she hisses as I slink my way out.

I don’t need to get back in. I just have to be careful on my way home. Hopefully the sixteen miles between our homes is enough of a workout to get this damn shift back under control.

As I pad out onto the flagstone patio off my sister’s basement door, I hear the tink of glass on stone, the sound of a mower running, a car scraping its undercarriage on the overdone speed bumps in this neighborhood, and the older couple occupying the house behind my sister’s bickering abouuuut…

I flick my ears forward to focus my hearing on them.

Magnolias.

They’re bickering about a tree they have several varieties of in their backyard. They have their yard divided into blooming seasons that start around April and end in October. They planted their magnolia trees so that they have a tree in bloom from April to June—

Sigh.

Yes, I know about magnolias too. I have diverse interests! As long as it doesn’t require real interaction with people, I can get into it. Trucks, trees, and trysts. Ok that last one might require some peopling, but even I have to make some exceptions. Dildos are fun, but can’t replace a good, hard dick.

Speaking of…

I cant my head toward Mr. Monster Dick’s backyard. The only thing separating my sister’s property from his is a low chain link fence and a few shrubs my sister has planted on the perimeter of her yard. She’s still working on the whole patient gardener thing. Somehow I think she’ll find the money to hire a gardener before she ever manages patience.

I love her, and sometimes I even get along with her, but fuck if she isn’t an acquired taste.

Curious and maybe a little prone to risky behavior, I trot through Theodora’s yard, jump the fence, and start sniffing around Mr. Monster Dick’s yard. He’s only been in the house for three days, but I can smell traces of him all over the yard; mostly concentrated on his deck. Obviously. He set up his propane grill out here and clearly uses it multiple times a day. I guess if I had a grill this fancy, I’d want to get my money’s worth too.

Ooh! Looks like he dropped a bit of bacon from his last meal. I lick it up off the deck, chewing the crisp bit. It’s good! Hmmm. Maybe I’ll get him to cook for me when I call in my dicking—

Ok. So as a fox I might not have as discerning taste buds as I do in my human skin. It’s fine. I can tell he’s at least got the whole grilling bacon thing down to an art. Even if I did just eat off the ground. Trust me, I can eat bugs in this form, and they taste fine too.

The sliding glass door suddenly opens, startling me into an awkward backward skitter. I hit the edge of the enclosed railing of the deck, staring up at Mr. Monster Dick. He freezes in his tracks, staring back at me, wide-eyed. For a moment we face off; I really need to run away—like a regular fox would do—but for some reason my body has decided to lock up like I’ve been caught with my hand in the cookie jar.

Of course, he manages to regain his composure first. “Hello, Foxy,” he murmurs in soothing tones. “Sorry to disturb your fun, but it’s lunch time. It’s ok. You can go. No one’s going to hurt you.”

I gape at him in disbelief as I finally regain control of my faculties. What the hell would he do if I didn’t go? Also, I smell beef. It’s raw, but the potential there makes my mouth water.

I chance a glance down to the plate in his hands. Can’t see what’s there, but it smells tempting.

“Go on, Foxy. Shoo.”

I laugh, which comes out like a scary high-pitched bark, taking my turn to startle him. He backs up a step, though he doesn’t give off frightened vibes; he looks more concerned and cautious, which, I guess that’s good considering he’s facing down a wild fox as far as he knows. Instead of shooing as instructed, I hop up onto one of the chairs, staring him in the eye, and lay down. I keep eye contact for several seconds longer before shutting my eyes and pretending to nap.

Maybe he’ll throw me a scrap or two.

For a minute he does nothing but breathe, then I hear his feet shift. “Well, just don’t bite me. Neither of us will enjoy the result of that,” he murmurs, stepping out onto the porch.

I snort at that, then realize this isn’t a conversation and turn it into a loud snore.

He shuffles things around on the deck, gently pulls a chair away from the table, and clicks on the grill. After a few minutes the sizzle of meat on the grill joins the rest of the noise. The sun heats my fur, so I shift onto my back, sunning my belly and enjoying the warmth of the day.

He snickers under his breath. “Make yourself at home, Foxy.”

I slit my eyes open to peer at him. He stands facing me with his lunch in his line of view, smart enough not to turn his back on a wild animal, but weirdly dumb enough not to have retreated when I didn’t run away. A small smile graces his face, barely crinkling the corners of his eyes. Regardless of the odd circumstances, he looks happy and content. It’s off-putting and weird. I don’t know if the chance for a scrap is worth the effort of staying in his company. He might be a little too much of a real person for me.

Even if he does owe me a marathon.

I move my gaze to his chest and abs, reminding myself why I agreed to converse with him in the first place: lickable abs, sexy V, monster cock. I wonder if he trims the bush.

He keeps a respectful distance as he cooks his lunch, maintaining line of sight on the weird fox who refuses to leave his domain. At least he’s not like other insane people I’ve met with the habit of chattering to animals. That’s a relief. Besides the few remarks he did make, he doesn’t feel the need to fill the silence with inanity. I respect and appreciate that. I mean, he’s still nuts for not trying to chase me away or at least retreating, I have sharp teeth and know how to use them. No one expects a fox to act like a pet—well, most people don’t expect to tame a feral fox—and I make a habit of biting people who get too close.

Reminder: misanthropic = me. I have zero remorse about sending idiots to the emergency room for their fox bites. If anything, I consider that a win. And it’s not like my skulk cares whether I bite people or not. I’m not exposing non-humans to humans, so it’s not illegal for me to behave like an actual fox when I’m in my fox form.

Ugh, how long does he cook his steak? Most people know better than to burn it, and yes, anything beyond a warm pink center is burnt.

I huff loudly, drawing his attention. I look him dead in the eye then deliberately shift my gaze to his lunch on the grill.

“If you're hanging around hoping to get a bit of steak, you’re going to be sorely disappointed when I know better than to feed wild animals,” he murmurs with a low chuckle.

Fuck my life. Besides his insistence on conversation, he’s the whole damn package. Smart and sexy with a nice truck. I should leave before he winds up telling me all about his plans to go live as a hermit in the woods; that would be the icing on the Adonis cake. I’d have to figure out how to marry him, become his beneficiary, and kill him off. That would be a shame because I really enjoy the view. Hopefully he’s one of those social people who can’t stand living isolated from the rest of society.

Fine, I admit that my need for sex would probably keep me from killing him if I did get my dream house. I would even put up with the need for conversation if that happened to be a requirement.

And why am I even thinking about this? How did I go from a rain check on marathon sex to marrying a guy and living in a chalet in the mountains? I must be tired; this day is totally out of hand.

Napping on his porch seems stupid, but I’m stupidly comfortable too, so fuck it. I close my eyes again and let the instincts of the fox lull me into a light sleep. Just an hour or two and I’ll be ready to run back home. Or shift and drive...I hate leaving my car...in Theodora’s...drive...way…
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