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    To the bi babes. Ignore the haters. Keep being you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Content Notes:
CHANGED FOR DESIRE, much like its predecessor, continues to be inspired by familiar TTRPG settings and is full of open door descriptive encounters between our pansexual heroine, three strapping men of various fantasy races, a primordial deity who defies gender and likes to watch, and a handful of assertive women, also of various fantasy races. There may also be feelings and some hand holding. Be prepared, we don't hold back.
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​Chapter 1
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Wagon wheels, tromping feet, and the hooves and claws of various creatures—overlaid with a fluctuating wave of chatter—filled the ears as throngs of people crossed the Ayunt River heading into Limanyadeli, capital port city of the Beylik of Yadeli. It sat on the shore of Lake Sizhou, a massive body of water surrounded by the Beylik of Yadeli on the east and south, and the Beylik of Algeleli to the north and west. Along its rivers and tributaries, one could get to nearly every kingdom and province on the continent from the lake.

They were in the last bits of summer, with fall fast approaching, a cold breeze countering the warm sun above. The wind over the Ayunt whipped through Octavia’s curls, swirling them up into a silver blond cloud. She felt like something out of nature for a moment; a lovely woman with a generous figure astride a massive elk, the blues and grays of her clothing reflecting the colors of the water. Then the wind died down, her hair falling down her shoulders and back in a pretty mess.The elk, Nutmeg, shook his great head and made a strange sound between a sneeze and a snort, further ruining the illusion.

It was three weeks since Octavia and her companions left Boxende, well celebrated as the heroes who defeated the Black Crag Clan and freed the townsfolk who had been kidnapped. Four weeks since they’d survived the horrors of Drukankor’s Tower and made off with enough arcane knowledge to occupy a cabal of mages for a year or more.

The dragonkin leading their little group, Alces, Knight of the Spree Spirits, grinned broadly as they reached the arch of the bridge and saw the sprawling, bustling city on the other side. "We'll be staying here for a few days, I'd imagine," he announced, looking back to the rest of the group. "Let's try not to get in trouble with the guard too quickly." Alces bellowed out a laugh which left her other two companions, Durante and Sumner, laughing quietly and shaking their heads.

“Give me a day or two to figure out the town,” Durante said, lifting a pale hand to push his raven hair back. “By then I should know where I can find what I need, or if they even have it.”

“Strix blood and liver, right?” Octavia asked, glancing down at him, and he nodded. She’d been the one combing through manuscripts with him every night—he needed her magical ability to translate the various scrolls and books.

"I'll try to rustle up some work or something," Sumner said, absently rolling a glass ball from his palm to the tops of his fingers and back as they walked. "Funds are getting a little tight after a trip like that." Sumner was a contrast to Durante, with golden hair instead of black and warm fawn skin instead of alabaster. 

"Oh, I have some things to sell," Octavia chimed in, "and we might finally be in a city large enough to unload some of the... more interesting items we got from the mausoleum in Gravemont." She smiled wryly, remembering the cabinet of strange objects they'd uncovered. Sumner glanced up at her. His almond shaped, jade green eyes gave the impression of a cat, and were as mischievous. 

"Relics from Gravemont, yes," Sumner said, "but more of your own belongings, no. You've contributed enough with your tent and what you used to update the tent."

Alces nodded. "We will earn our way, generous Octavia," he said, clasping a fist against the chest of his vine-inlaid plate armor. The midday sun gleamed off of him—in addition to the plate, Alces was a wall of muscle nearly seven feet tall covered in silver scales that glittered in the sunlight. 

"Then help me sell them, take a fence's fee for the purse, and give me the rest," Octavia said, pragmatically. "I need to sell them anyway. I haven't been somewhere sufficiently populated since before I landed in Gravemont."

She appreciated they didn't want to take advantage of her, but she was hardly selfless. Sumner didn't let her buy anything now that they were all traveling together. He kept the purse, as both Alces and Durante were bad with money, and since she was now part of the group, her expenses were theirs.

"Lady, you drive a hard bargain, but I accept your terms," Sumner said with a toothy smirk.

She smiled, glad the matter was settled. “I knew you would.” Though speaking of Gravemont. "That reminds me, I still haven't gotten around to looking at that book. The weeks have been... busy."

"Yes, and I can't thank you enough," Durante said, nodding his head to her. "It would have taken me years to decipher that wizard's script."

“I’m glad I could help,” she said, smiling again.

Limanyadeli loomed ahead of them, larger by the moment—whatever they were looking for, this should be the place to find it. Beyond the scattered homes and businesses outside the city proper, they could see the Chargate, one of the primary entrances into the city. The scorched, soot-covered wooden gate had been reinforced with metal and stone, a memorial to a time when raiders had attempted to take the city but had been driven off. Those gates were thrown open at this time of day, traffic passing freely through. 

It had been a long trip on the road, starting with a rather tense border crossing shortly after Boxende, and then several towns with passable but cheap inns. More than once they had paid a local farmer a couple coins to pitch their tent in a fallow field overnight after discovering the inn didn’t have a bed that could support Alces, or didn’t have enough rooms for the four of them. They’d reached the Amethyst Road, the major trade route into Limanyadeli, about a week ago. The quality of the inns had increased, and also the size of the crowds.

Octavia reflected that it was certainly the least accosted she’d ever been on a longer journey. No bandits, no highwaymen, and not a single unwanted advance in any tavern or inn they had patronized. Having Alces out front discouraged a lot of people from thinking they had a chance at an easy mark. Having three somewhat dangerous looking men as her steady companions also kept away less dangerous looking men who had ideas about what Octavia was there for.

As they finally left the bridge, she reached forward and rubbed Nutmeg between the ears. "It's probably time to let me down, big boy. You're not going to like the city anyway."

Nutmeg bugled and chuffed and Alces tsked. "Of course they would be, but that's no excuse. Now then," the dragonkin said as he reached up and lifted Octavia off the elk and set her down gently on the brick road, "consider this a vacation."

Nutmug chuffed one more time, nuzzled against Octavia's chest, then wandered off the path and into the field beyond. Soon, the great elk disappeared in a swirl of sparkling purple smoke, and all trace of the creature was gone. 

Octavia stretched and adjusted her satchel. Fishing a tie out of her pocket, she pulled back her voluminous curls. "Have any of you been here before? I haven't. Looks a bit like Rupaiya, but less humid."

"I haven't," Sumner said, tossing the glass orb back and forth in his hands. "I think this is the furthest west we've been. I'm from Fontenia."

“Really?” She looked over at him, surprised. While the accent suggested as much, he looked like he was from Amyeol or the Empire of Salt. 

"We'd mostly been travelling around Ascherol and just a bit into Ceresia," Durante said. Like Octavia, he was from the Kingdom of Asherol. It was sizable, so the thought of people roaming around it for a few years was reasonable.

"I've been to Yadeli," Alces said as they continued on the road towards the gate. "But never to the capitol. New experiences for all of us. Huzzah!" He grinned, his enthusiasm was always genuine.

"More adventure, then," she said with a faint smile. In truth, she was a little nervous. They had joked about not upsetting the guard, but she'd seen what the three of them could do to a tavern. She also usually put more work into researching an area before rolling in. 

"Well, inn first, I assume?" She looked over at Duranted then. It was technically his "quest," as Alces would put it, and so he was currently in charge of their direction.

"Yeah, preferably one near the marketplace," Durante said, tapping his fingers on his bag as he thought about it. 

Sumner sighed. "That's probably going to be pretty pricey," he said, more to himself.

"Worth the price," Alces said over his shoulder. "Worry not, I can find work to help. It won't be forever, just a few days."

“I guess I can share a room with someone, if it’ll save us some money,” she offered with a wry smile.

"So, do we need to ram-gate-blade for who gets to room with you," Sumner said, smiling right back.

"Let us see what options are first," Alces said and continued to lead the way into town. 

Limanyadeli was a bright city, with most of the buildings being white plaster with red clay-shingle roofs. The odd religious temple had domed ceilings and high spires on the edges of the land reaching high into the sky. The capital itself, a grand palace in the center of town, could be seen from the bridge, its structure made of layered domes, tiered off in the center, and soaring towers flanking its northern and southern sides. The sides seemed to glitter like the surface of the lake, either by some special paint against the plaster or magic weaved into the architecture.

They finally passed through the Chargate, the blackened reinforced wood stark against the white walls flanking it. People were bustling about with colourful garb; it flowed around them in draped cloth and scarves. Certainly different from Ascherolean attire but very similar to Rupaiyan fashions. A bit more movement in the cloth, the skirts were fuller. Octavia found herself rather enchanted.

"Ohhh, it’s gonna be so hard not to spend money here," Octavia murmured under her breath. 

"You know, you do have a bit of an advantage," Durante said, following her eyes and close enough to hear her mutter. Over the weeks, Octavia's demeanor and attentions had certainly drawn Durante out. "Not only would you make anything you wear look good, but your gift makes it happen regardless. If anyone needs a new wardrobe, it's me." Glancing over to her, he gave her a playful grin.

"We might want to find you something that doesn't scream Asherolean noble," she agreed quietly, and leaned into him a little as she did. "Or at least find someone to take your shirts in." She looked up at him and smiled. He got that semi-shy look he'd get when she complimented him, but nodded in agreement.

It took them nearly two hours to get to the market square. Limanyadeli was a large city, and the streets were bustling as they threaded their way towards the market. However, what delayed their journey the most was the two times Alces and Sumner caught pickpockets trying to rob them. The footpads were given a stern, but understanding, talking to. One young man seemed receptive to Alces’ words. The second was just happy to have lived through it.

Finally they made it. The market was called Stone Cross, an immense courtyard split off in the four cardinal directions, giving it its cross shape, and the ground was made up of a mix of crushed limestone and some local rock, making it white with speckles of green coloring. It had been months, closer to a year, since Octavia had been to a bazaar of this size. The possibilities were thrilling. 

"We should look for a place on the north or west side," Sumner said, craning his head to try and see above the crowds and stalls. Unfortunately, he was as short as Octavia—they'd have to rely on Alces. "North for the traders coming in, west for the sea merchants."

"Maybe west? More likely to have a higher variety of strange things," she offered, looking around. She kept her satchel in front of her while in the market, and her purse was actually hung between her breasts. She felt eyes on her, but most likely not thieves or opportunists. It was not unusual for her to draw attention.

"West it is," Alces said, and the crowd parted as he walked in that direction, the other three following in his wake. It was helpful that while Octavia was certainly being looked at, the number of unwelcomed approaches had diminished due to her escorts.

Surprisingly, it was Durante that took the lead in finding a nicer inn. Perhaps less surprising as he and Octavia looked more like nobility or merchants—Alces looked every bit a knight, but had no livery, and Sumner looked like he was casing the place. It took a few attempts, but Durante was able to convince an innkeeper that not only was Octavia a visiting dignitary, which wasn't exactly inaccurate, but with Alces around the security of his inn was all but assured. Once Octavia understood what Durante was trying, it was easy enough to weave a minor charm spell into the negotiation. There was, unfortunately, also a good chance the innkeeper now wanted to sleep with her—many of her spells had that side effect—but the boys would deter any of those ideas. Thus, they ended up with a relatively nice set of rooms overlooking the marketplace for a discounted rate. 

The inn also had a sizable dining area, a courtyard with a fountain which would certainly keep the guests cool in the summer heat with its shading foliage and running water. That was something Octavia had also noticed; the city was scattered with trees. Nearly every empty area had some sort of shade tree growing. Here in the early days of fall, shade was still appreciated.

Passing by the courtyard to the stairs, they headed up to their rooms. They got two rooms, each a roomy suite with a pair of large beds. They'd still have to figure out who was bunking with who. The rooms were lovely—heavy carpets with beautiful, elaborate patterns covered the floors and similar tapestries hung on the inward walls to help muffle sounds. The beds were at opposite corners of the room, hung with sheer curtains which Octavia knew, from her time in Rupaiya, would be drawn in the high summer to keep insects off the bed while allowing the windows to remain open. A pair of divans flanked a low table in the center, appropriate for morning tea or late night drinks. There were also pillows large enough for lounging on—well, large enough for everyone other than Alces. There was one basin and wash stand, and a large wardrobe which had been left empty and open by the inn staff, so guests could clearly see it was available.

"Okay, who goes where?" Octavia asked, looking into the two rooms.

"Gentleman," Sumner said, turning to the other three and holding out a fist.

"Very well," Durante said and did the same. Alces laughed and joined in.

Leaning back against the doorframe, Octavia crossed her arms over her chest and watched the three of them with amusement. This was the first time this particular issue had come up - they'd been traveling together for a while, true, but Octavia's magic tent had separate rooms for each of them, and the other inns they'd stayed in had been... well, cheaper. And any time the inn didn't have enough room, they stayed in the tent.

"Raiders hit a wall and fall," they all said in unison as they pumped their fists to the rhythm of the words. Alces and Sumner both held out two fingers held together while Durante kept his a fist. Durante grunted in disappointment while Alces and Sumner turned toward each other and repeated the process. This time Alces held out a flat hand which he raised up vertically while Sumner kept his as the two fingers. Alces grinned and bumped Sumner's fingers.

"It's best this way," the dragonkin said. It seemed Alces had won the little competition to find out who was rooming with Octavia. "Keep up appearances that I am the lady dignitary's loyal knight." 

"Congratulations, Ser Knight," Octavia said with a grin. Pushing off the frame, she motioned to the rooms. "Take your pick."

Shrugging, he opened the door closest to them and motioned for her to enter. "I don't feel it matters. After you, fairest Octavia."

As Octavia thought about it, there was a certain fairness in Alces being the one she shared a room with. During their journey, Durante had ended up staying with Octavia the most, primarily because at the end of each day travelling they would work on deciphering and sorting the great piles of notes and books they had liberated from the wizard's tower. When it wasn't Durante, it was Sumner, who simply always desired Octavia. Alces seemed fine with only approaching her when he felt she needed cheering up over something, or was asked. Whatever oaths his order followed, he seemed nearly as happy knowing his companions were enjoying each other.

Of course, the nights with Durante were as likely to end with exhausted snuggling once they'd stayed up too late translating and comparing notes. Nights with Sumner were always physical, no matter how tired they both were. It was rather flattering, in a way—Sumner was always as excited to be with her as he had been the first time. 

Drifting through the room, Octavia sighed happily and set down her bag by the far bed, furthest from the door. She suspected Alces would want the other as her "guard." And also likely on principle.

"I know one day you will live in a hall of luxury, but hopefully this is a satisfying taste for now. I can imagine traveling with us, even with a tent as marvelous as yours, is not quite what you hoped for," Alces said, looking over the room and moving towards the windows to look at the marketplace. It was getting late in the afternoon and night would be falling soon. "Make no mistake, however. We adore your company. and you bless us every day with your presence." 

Smiling softly, Octavia wandered over to Alces and took his hand in both of hers. "Ser Knight," she said, lifting up his massive clawed appendage and kissing the back of it, "the only reason I never hoped for this time traveling with you all is because I was incapable of imagining it."

Smiling broadly, Alces caressed her cheek with the back of his claw. "Sweetest Octavia." He gave her two hands a squeeze then stepped back. "We should eat and then take a walk through the market. Things can shift when the sun sets. Hmm, should we walk first?"

"We should probably go for a walk first before the market changes over," Octavia said, letting Alces go and looking out the window herself. "Once the stalls start to close up, we can get dinner, and take our time with it. Then go see if the night market has something more interesting to offer." 

Her eyes flicked across the brightly curtained stalls and larger side shops. The Stone Cross was enormous and cacophonous in a way that made Octavia smile. It was teeming with life and people, and she loved that. 

The market was not a location Alces likely needed to be wandering clad in blessed steel. He sat at the foot of his bed and started the lengthy process of unstrapping his plate armor so they could be more casual among the crowds.

"We probably won't buy much right now, but we'll at least be able to get a feel for the place," she said, walking back up to Alces. "It's a large market, it'll probably take us a minute to even find the types of vendors Durante is looking for."

Alces smiled up at her as he dropped his pauldrons off his broad shoulders. At first, it seemed Alces was generally pleased with anyone that showed kindness. However, after being with them for over a month and seeing their interactions with others, she could tell his smile was different for her. A little softer, with more meaning than a simple joy of knowing a nice person.

"I will disarm as quickly as I can," he said, now working on the straps along the edges of his chest and back plate.

Octavia helped. She had nimble fingers, but was also a bit stronger than she looked. Not enough to carry any of Alces's plate—she was still a little amazed Durante could easily heft all of it—but enough to pull free his straps. Some of the plates weren't so bad. Namely the ones around his lower legs that formed a boot-like shell around his clawed feet, his wrists, and his upper arms. It took far less time with her help, and soon Alces was in his padding and under clothes. He stripped down to his skivvies, and applied Durante's cleansing fluid over his body to clear off the dirt of the road.

Rummaging through his magic bag, Alces started pulling out his tunic and kilt. As Alces dressed, Octavia examined his padding, casting small spells to mend a tear here and take out a stain there. They cost her nothing, and it was something to do while she waited. She was often surprised by the urge to take care of Alces, simply because it seemed to pop up with a force at times. Maybe because it felt like a way to repay him for all the times he put himself between her and anything potentially dangerous. Granted, they'd only been traveling together for about two months, but still.

"Ready?" she asked as he adjusted his kilt. She set down the padding.

"If I am presentable, then I am ready," he said with another grin, standing before her with a puffed out chest and his fists on his hips.

She giggled. "Always, my knight. I like the kilt, I don't think I've seen you in it yet." She headed towards the door, expecting to find Sumner and Durante waiting.

Sumner was alone in the hallway, leaning against the wall and sighing. He rolled his head to look over at them. "My lord is getting dressed," he said with a smirk, then lowered his voice a little. "I'm not going to blame you, but I think you gave him a brain nit over his appearance. He's rummaging."

Octavia groaned. "Oh, that's so not fair. I just said we could take his shirts in, it was supposed to be a compliment."

"Oh, no, not about that," Sumner laughed. "No, it was about not looking like an Ascherolean noble."

"Oh." Octavia blinked. "Well, he does. Look like one, I mean. I wasn't trying to imply it was bad, but he said he might need a new wardrobe, and I said looking less obviously like an Ascherolean noble might be a start." She wrinkled her nose. She wasn't good at this, at measuring what she said to people.

Sumner dismissed her concern with a wave of his hand. "It's fine. But I did notice a couple of people giving him looks. Which is certainly different because usually everyone is looking at you," he said with a wink, and she rolled her eyes, "so maybe it wasn't such a bad idea."

"We could probably find a tailor easily enough." Octavia looked thoughtful for a moment. "Shouldn't be expensive either. Take the shirts in, take off the lace or ruffled collars. Should be able to do it in the time we need here, especially if we pay to have it rushed."

"Yeah, probably," Sumner said, then thumped on the door with his foot. "Come on, D! We're burning daylight!"

There were sounds of some scuffling and something being knocked over, hitting the floor with a thump, then Durante arrived with a dramatic opening of the door. He looked out of sorts, but he was dressed in his simplest pants and a laced shirt. It was certainly the least she'd seen him wear when he was planning on actually going out.

"Nice entrance, Kitten," Octavia said with a smile.

"Casual. Good choice, wise Durante," Alces said with a grin.

"So,” she began, getting back to the evening ahead of them, “I proposed to Alces that we should walk the market first, get a feel for it, and then have a leisurely dinner before returning to check out the night market. What do you all think?"

"Works for me," Sumner said, out of his leathers but still wearing rather dark clothing. A gray lace-up shirt with matching ties along his forearms and pants of a similar style. "I'll split off, try to hear things and see what they might not have in the open."

"Yeah, that's fine," Durante added.

Nodding, Octavia headed towards the stairs. She subtly patted herself down to make sure everything was tucked away. She didn't think Limanyadeli had a particularly sinister reputation, but as the walk in had proven, busy cities meant pickpockets.

The group headed out of the inn, with the keeper wishing Octavia a pleasant night and to be sure to ask him if she needed anything at all. She smiled politely and thanked him. Sumner snickered quietly, then disappeared shortly after they stepped outside.

The Stone Cross was an immense marketplace, and as they wandered the unique paths, they encountered stores and booths selling a wide array of things. Spices by the pound, pets of unique breeds, fashion appropriate for everything from grand balls to casual gatherings, and all of them being hocked by well-practiced callers. They could smell meats and street foods of all sorts wafting from the center of the market. It was crowded, but with a combination of Alces leading the way and the evening getting on, it wasn't impossible to move around.

It did not take long before Octavia became unreasonably excited about the market. For all that she came across as very worldly and knowing, the truth was she really only knew her corner of the world. Now, she understood people well enough, and she knew when she was being conned, but she'd really never been outside Rupaiya and Ascherol. And as such, was not doing a good job hiding her fascination with some of the new clothing and jewelry and shoes they passed at different shops. It was similar to Rupaiyan clothing, but with an additional flounce and flair. True to her original proposal, though, she didn't try to buy anything. Simply noted where it could be found again.

Durante was a little more obvious as he looked upon shops that seemed, to the untrained eye, to be selling junk. More than once he'd start to ask Sumner for money, then cut himself off as he remembered he wasn't there, and sighed. Alces would just chuckle and pat him on the shoulder, but it seemed both of them were making note of the locations.

They found a little shop selling reagents set in the shade of a tree. Durante examined it with a careful eye, but toned his expectations. As they walked away, he tilted his head back and forth. "They have a lot of things I could use, but nothing I'd consider particularly rare or unique."

"I'm sure there's something else to be found," Octavia said, carefully side stepping a man who looked like he was going to "accidentally" bump into her. "This place is too big for there not to be more."

"Oh, I'm sure," he replied, "especially once the sun goes down and the market turns over."

Alces resumed his spot in front and looked over his shoulder. "Back to the inn for dinner? I say we explore the food stalls tomorrow."

"Sure, back to the inn." She hoped Sumner found a good spot to sell some of the things they found. She was going to spend entirely too much of her remaining coin tomorrow.
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Arriving back at the inn, they lingered for a moment until Sumner trotted up. Tucking his hands into his pockets, he gave them a toothy grin as he walked up to them.

"Good evening, fellow adventurers. Were you able to find what you were looking for?" he asked. "I shopped around, heard a few things, might have some ideas."

"We were all the picture of restraint," she returned, opting not to point out Durante was only restrained because Sumner had left with the purse. "Dinner and discussion, then?"

"Perfect," Sumner responded and gestured in.

"The food stalls smelled particularly good. I am looking forward to trying them out tomorrow," Alces mentioned as they made their way into the dining hall. Unlike the previous inns they'd been staying at in their travels, this one had a fully staffed kitchen and servers, and there was a good chance they weren't all directly related to the keeper.

"Well, first thing I should note is you were correct, we do need to dress D in something more... regionally appropriate," Sumner said after they’d settled at a table.

Octavia's brows rose. "Oh? Are there tensions here? I just made the observation generally, something to make him feel more approachable."

"I guess Yadeli isn't really a fan of any of their neighbors. Particularly elves from the north. Thankfully, none of us are elves," Sumner said, glancing around a little before leaning back.

"Well, that is rather disappointing for such a colorful country," Alces said, narrowing his eyes a bit.

"This curse has made my ears a little... pointier than normal," Durante said, slumping in his chair a bit. "Maybe I should get a hat or a head wrap or something."

"I’m not sure you need it," she mused, tipping her head to the side and looking him over. "Slight point to the ears aside, you don’t look anything like an elf. Your coloring is all wrong. Still, getting you some clothes a little more local might help. We'll work on it tomorrow. Shouldn't be too hard. Different shirts and a sash instead of a belt would go a long way."

"Okay," he said, but remained slumped for the moment. 

"Does this mean I get to dress you up?" she asked. She was admittedly excited by the prospect, and was sure it showed in her smile.

"I rather think it does," Durante replied, smiling a little in spite of himself.

"Aside from that,” Sumner said, calling attention back to him, “might have found a few shops to sell our stuff at. Some of the merchants were trying to rob me, thinking I had no idea what I was carrying."

“They’ll do that,” Octavia commented dryly.

The dinner was a lovely spread. Bumpy red fritters spotted with herbs and served with lettuce leaves and lemon slices. Thin slices of meat smothered in a tomato and butter sauce with a side of yoghurt and accompanied by a pile of flat bread. Lastly, what looked like a pie made entirely out of carefully layered small fish, although the smell was rich with onions, butter, and spices.

"Let's not worry about all that now," Alces said, taking a careful portion so everyone else could get a healthy taste. "For now, we enjoy the food and the company."

The meal was delicious and heavily spiced, making for quite the contrast from the relatively simple yet homey foods they had been enjoying. Since Alces' usual ravenous consumption was slowed by his fascination with the new flavors, Octavia did take a little more of the sauced meat and flatbread. Sitting back, finally done, she sipped on a tart juice the innkeeper had brought out with dinner and looked around the room as she waited for the boys to finish.

The dining room was a formal affair, with nice tables and chairs, table cloths, and well-made cutlery. It also looked like the establishment was made for more than the guests at the inn, given its size relative to the number of rooms Octavia could guess they had. The clientele seemed a little more sophisticated than the inns they were accustomed to, but not so much that her little group would seem wildly out of place. Well, no more so than usual. Octavia and Durante knew which fork to use and, quite frankly, looked like they belonged anywhere they wished to. Octavia's manner of dress was more eclectic than Durante's, making it less obvious she was also from Ascherol, but they were both well dressed and their upbringing showed in their mannerisms. In this room, Alces and Sumner were more interesting to the gathered diners. 

They didn’t linger overly long. As they rose to leave, Octavia smoothed the fabric over her hips and made sure to let Alces go ahead of her. Back into the streets they went, this time with the sun set and the shift in stalls. 

There was more to be found as the night bloomed. Music could be heard coming from various areas of the Stone Cross, something that would have been drowned out in the bustle of the day. The food carts continued to fill the air with delightful smells. Colored glass was used to tint lanterns and there were definitely a few mages in the area using parlor spells to create wisps of light and signs that glowed and could be read from a distance.

It was amusing to see some of the fashion shops just rotated bits of their inventory and traded out staff. Maybe Octavia would see if anyone had a barely appropriate dress she could swan about in and get one of her companions to pass out from lack of blood to the brain. The idea made her grin. Not everything in the market was so harmless as risque clothing. Look in the right dark corners, and one could find weapons of a more subtle and grisly nature and a few unsavory items the general public would turn their nose up at. 

With the reduced crowd, Alces was more casually looking around. Pickpockets would be less active at night, because it would be harder to disappear into the throng with one not fully existing. Sumner was checking out more of the oddity stalls, bartering a little with what they had to sell. As they walked through, she murmured an incantation under her breath, and her eyes shifted, looking purple from a distance, but upon closer inspection, filled with shifting violet runes. One of her favorite and most useful invocations, it allowed her to read anything, and she felt like it might come in handy on this expedition.

The invocation appeared to be the right idea. Some of those illusionary signs had hidden glyphs most people would not have been able to notice, much less comprehend. Added words to the offerings included such things as demonology, hermetics, and rare elements. Moving along with Durante, she looped her arm through his and murmured to him the words she could see in the signs. To an outsider she looked like an attentive lover. 

"Let's try the hermetics," he said, patting the hand that hung onto his arm. "Demonology is most likely a scam, most people would be afraid to bring anything like that into a city, if it's real, much less advertise it. If they have to state their ingredients are rare, they're either lying or charging too much."

"As you wish," Octavia murmured, and rose up on her toes to kiss the base of Durante's neck where the collar of his shirt had fallen loose. "This way."

"I could wish for a lot of things," he said with a soft smile. She giggled, and gently tugged him towards the sign in question.

Underneath the sign was a little stall manned by a surprisingly studious looking ork. While certainly some existed, neither of them could have imagined an ork this delicate. Instead of a brutish barbarian, they had a green-skinned gentlewoman studying a tome with a small pair of reading glasses balanced on the tip of her nose. She was still tall, but her shoulders were about as broad as a human’s, and she was not overtly muscled. Her clothing was made up of a light robe over wraps of fabric which matched the style of the region, and her ears were pierced several times over with small, glittering gems and about half of them connected by chains.

The stall itself was three walls with shelves of small bottles, jars, bins of powders, and small creatures pressed in glass or mounted in shadow boxes. This did look like a place they might find items for Durante's experiments.

Setting a ribbon to hold her place in the book, she folded it up and looked up at the two of them, smiling with a gentleness a mouth full of sharp teeth wouldn't normally suggest. "Good evening, you two," she said with an accent Octavia couldn’t place. It was heavy, but it was clear she had spent time trying to tone it down to fit the common tongue of the area. "I feel you may be lost." 

"No, madam, I don't believe we are," Octavia said, lifting her chin almost defiantly as she looked at the proprietress. She knew what she looked like, and she didn't enjoy being judged for it—something she would think an ork understood. "My companion is seeking some particular and difficult to obtain ingredients for complex alchemical studies."

"Alright, no need to get huffy," she said, putting her book aside. "Lovely couples such as yourselves don't typically need base ingredients. They ask for completed potions for... well, you can probably guess." Sitting up a little straighter, she looked Durante over and raised a brow. Sure, Octavia was gorgeous, full of figure, and her clothes were always just a little provocative but Durante was unusual.

"Um, yes, good evening," Durante said, clearing his throat and pushing his shoulders back to match. "During my travels I've come across some recipes that call for rare reagents. Specifically parts of a strix. Do you carry anything like that?"

The proprietress looked him over once more and got a slight smirk on her face, then glanced back at Octavia and gave her a little lift of her brows. "Strix. That is rare. Not native to this area, annoying as hell to capture. Not sure I have any."

Now that night had fallen, the runes dancing in Octavia's eyes had a faint glow. "I appreciate it's the wrong region, but there's always a chance a market this large has something," she said, and shrugged. "It seems a good place to seek out something unusual." 

"A little razzle dazzle in the eyes, there, sweetie," she said with a smirk, but got up to look around her shop. She was certainly tall, possibly even a little more than Durante but it was hard to tell, the base of the stall may have been lifted from the stone.

"Any particular reason you're looking for strix bits?" the ork said as she lifted bottles and examined their labels. 

"Personal experiment," Durante said, glancing around.

"Aww," she said with a bit of a pout. Clearly, she wanted to know more.

"Nothing wicked," Octavia said with sincerity. She looked over at Durante with another smile, easy and affectionate.

"Okay," the ork said, stretching the word out as she looked between the two of them. After another series of bottles she sighed and shook her head. "Best I have is a strix proboscis. Will that do?"

"Um, no," Durante said, a little defeated.

"Well, I tell ya what, I'll check in with some of my, um, contacts and see what I can find," she said, putting her hands on her hips and cocking it a little to the side. "You'll be in town for a couple of days?"

Octavia nodded, leaning forward onto the edge of the stall. "Yes, I'm pretty sure that was our intention. We have other things to look into while we're in the city, we can take a little longer."

The ork smirked and looked at the décolletage Octavia was displaying, and what was threatening to spill out of it, briefly before snapping back to her eyes. "Then I'll see what I can do. If you want to negotiate later sometime, I can see if I can drop the price a little as well," she said.

Oh, she was interested. Octavia grinned. "We'll check back in, then, in a couple days." Her tone was maybe a little more honeyed than it had been. Straightening up, she tossed her hair back. "Thank you. We'll see you soon."

"See you then," the green-skinned woman said, settling back into her chair and picking up her book.

As they stepped away, Durante blinked for a moment and turned to Octavia. "Was she hinting at what I think she was hinting at," he whispered as they moved back into the market.

Octavia took Durante's arm again and steered him back towards where she'd last seen Alces. "That she might drop the price if I spend some alone time with her? Absolutely." She giggled. "Could be fun. I've never been with an ork."

"Well, um, huh," he said, pondering and slightly flustered. "I mean, if you want to, you are your own woman, but don't think I'd ever ask you to... you know, just to give me a better price or something, okay?"

"Oh, Kitten." Octavia laughed again, then stopped and pulled him in for a kiss. As they parted, she smiled. "I would never do anything just for a better price or preferential treatment. I might say yes to a date and see how it goes because I'm intrigued by an educated ork. And I know you would never ask such a thing of me. You're too much of a gentleman, I doubt it would even occur to you." She giggled again. "Besides, you can barely ask me for the things you know I'm willing to give you!"

Sighing, Durante shook his head and shrugged. "It's true. But still, just because this is important to me, I don't want you to feel obligated," he said, then stammered a little. "B-But, of course, if you want to, then go have fun. She seems... nice?"

"We'll see," she said, and took his arm again. "Would it bother you if something did happen?" The relationship the four of them shared was still largely undefined. They were friends. Companions in arms. She had been accepted into their coterie, which seemed more like a family. But their relationship with her was... well, different.

He thought for a moment, then shook his head. "No, I don't think it would," he said. "As long as it was something you wanted to do, then you should do it. I mean, I'd probably be sad if you decided to run off and be an assistant to an orkish alchemist instead of travelling with us, though."

She giggled again, and squeezed his arm. "Never."

"Well, then," he said with a smile, reaching over to squeeze her hand, "I suppose my little trip is done for the evening. Is there anything you wanted to look at?"

She shook her head. "Not tonight. Though we should plan on finding a tailor in the morning. Give me one of your shirts tonight, I can get Comicha to alter it. She's not bad, but don't give me your best shirt."

"Whatever you need," he said, leaning in and kissing her cheek. It wasn't much, but it was taking him a while to get used to casual affection.

Alces and Sumner had mostly disappeared at this point, although she could easily pick up Alces' voice whenever he spoke, booming over the much quieter market, so he wouldn't be too hard to track down.

Her blood was racing a little. The flirting at the hermetics shop was part of it, the nice evening strolling with Durante was part of it. She wished Durante was the type to pin her against a wall and take advantage of the shadows, but that was Sumner. She might have pinned him against a wall, but she wasn't sure if he'd be too embarrassed. She just leaned into him and they wove through the stalls until they found Alces again.

They found Alces at one of the metal working booths, talking to the smith about cutlery and cookware. The smith was equal parts amused and confused by this hulking dragonkin talking rather animatedly about cooking. But, the stall looked to have good wares and it seemed the silver knight was setting aside a potential purchase.

"Was your hunt successful, Ser Knight?" Octavia asked as they stepped up beside him. She continued to hold onto Durante for the moment—she saw no reason not to.

"More along the lines of happy happenstance, praise the Spirits," Alces said, turning to look at the two of them. "With these dishes, I could make proper cakes and breads. Pies! Nice, solid pie pans."

Durante raised a brow, and looked at Octavia. "I do like pies. Well, I liked pies. Pretty sure I still do."

"I love pies and tarts," Octavia said, nodding in agreement. "Anything involving baked fruit and a crust, really. Extra points for beaten cream."

"I do remember your joy of tarts, dear Octavia, but I will make note of the beaten cream. This is a thing that is plausible now," Alces said, then turned back to the smith. "Set them aside, good man, and I will be by on the morrow to collect my wares and pay you in kind."

"You got it," the smith said, gathering up the supplies and finding a small crate that had hay in it to keep the dishes from clattering around. "They'll be here when you're ready."

"Excellent! Now, how have you two fared?" Alces said, turning to the two of them and stepping away from the stall.

"We may have a lead," Durante said, also seeing no reason to stop holding Octavia's arm.

"We need to check back in a couple days," Octavia added. "Also, we should return to the market tomorrow morning to find a tailor and see about getting Durante's shirts altered. I can do that with just Durante if you and Sumner wish to see to other tasks."

"I should find work," Alces said, looking around. "If nothing else, I must find a way to pay for the spices I plan on experimenting with. And I must find a source for cream, as well." The knight gave Octavia a wink.

"Guess you're stuck shopping with me for another day," Durante said, squeezing her arm.

"Oh no, such a terrible chore," she said playfully, bringing up his hand and kissing the back of it. "I'll try not to be insufferable or make you try on too many things."

Durante got that look on his face that suggested he'd blush if he could. But he did squeeze her hand and give her a light smile. She knew even if she played dress-up with him for all of tomorrow, he'd probably be happy.

She looked back over to Alces. "Are we ready to go back to the inn?"

"Some snacks first, then we should retire. It has been a very long day," Alces said, and it had been. "The smell is too much. I cannot sleep until I have sampled."

"I did see a few pastries I was curious about," Octavia said, following Alces as he began to move towards the food stalls, still on Durante’s arm. "There was one that looked like a small, flat haystack that I think was a dessert. And there was something that looked like... I dunno, almost like candles on ropes but I think it was candy?"

"We shall eat it all," Alces announced, grandly and with volume. If his voice hadn't been so full of joy it might have come across as threatening.

Most of the smells had, indeed, been meat. As they approached the food stalls, Sumner appeared out of nowhere and bumped gently into Octavia. "Success?"

"Perhaps," she said, and took Sumner's arm as well. "We have a lead, and need to check back in a couple days. And I'm going to take Durante shopping tomorrow while Alces looks for work and I assume you talk to the fence."

"Sounds like our days are fairly busy," he said, adjusting his arm so she could hold it properly and falling into step with the two of them. "I've talked to a few more, sold a couple of things just to give them a taste, so we have a little bit of money, but I think I know the two or three places I'll sell to tomorrow, then join Alces in finding work."

They'd found the main cluster of food stalls, and the smell was almost intoxicating. Spice in Yadeli wasn't just a compliment to the food, it was a requirement. Alces was already ordering many things from several stalls. Octavia released Sumner to go follow Alces and pay for everything, but gave him a kiss first.

This was... nice. Very nice. She felt that flutter just under her ribs. She also felt something further down as she watched Sumner slip through the crowd with his singular grace. She leaned into Durante again. The two of them were sharing a room. Maybe she might sneak over before they left the city and see if they might be willing to share her as well...

She absently started to caress Durante's arm as her mind wandered. Durante may have been altered by his cursed experiment, but he wasn't dead, and he smiled at Octavia as she touched him. Pulling up her hand, he kissed it as she had kissed his, but opened his mouth just enough so she could feel his sharp fangs brush against the tender flesh. They'd been together more than enough for him to know she rather enjoyed being bitten by him.

Octavia turned her head into his shoulder and let out a little whimper. "Kitten, are you teasing me?" she asked him, low and throaty. 

"Am I?" he asked, feigning innocence.

Alces and Sumner had finished their little jaunt and the dragonkin held a pair of large palm fronds full of food. She managed to compose herself quickly as Sumner and Alces returned, though her cheeks were just a touch flushed. There was grilled meat on sticks; a collection of dark green leafy rolls that didn't look terribly good but smelled wonderful; a pile of small, white dough pouches that were covered in a yoghurt sauce that was dusted with deep red and green herbs; and a little pile of those pastries Octavia had been looking for.

"There is more, but we shouldn't have too many at once, or our tongues may get confused," Alces said, offering the collection to the lot of them.

The little flat haystacks turned out to be a shredded dough that was fried, filled with sweetened cheese, and then soaked in a honey syrup before being topped with crushed nuts. Sumner really enjoyed the meat on a stick. Durante, even with his more tender palette, liked the rolls which turned out to be stuffed leaves full of rice and herbs.

Alces, of course, had at least one of each but sampled them slowly as they walked back to the inn, trying to derive the flavors from each item. Between this and dinner, everyone was quite satisfied. Octavia was licking the last of the syrup from her fingertips as they made it back. She was full and happy and reflective as they climbed the stairs to their rooms. She was also absurdly turned on. Significantly more than she thought she should be. Though it seemed that was happening a lot. She'd never traveled with anyone before, let alone three healthy men who were all eagerly available to her. Was it almost her moon time? That might be it. Or maybe she'd just never had such consistent physical relationships with people she cared about.

"Well, good night, you two," Sumner said with a smirk, "try not to stay up too late. Big day tomorrow."

"Like you wouldn't be up half the night in his place," Octavia murmured with a smile, before kissing him goodnight. It had become a bit of a tradition in their short time, the goodnight kisses—whomever wasn't intending to ask for her time that evening would kiss her goodnight and head off.

"So much sun," Durante sighed, "I am looking forward to sleeping. Tavi, you are under no obligation to get me up early."

"If Alces lets me sleep, I'll let you sleep," she said with a wry smile before kissing him as well.

"Good night, shrewd Sumner, prudent Durante. Sleep well," Alces said with a grin.

"Goodnight," she said finally, heading into the room. Alces followed Octavia into their room and divested himself of the leftovers from the snack trip.

"Fair Octavia, I feel a need to wash off the road. Shall we explore the inn's bath or should I leave you to sleep. I don't wish to keep you up if you are tired," he said, brushing off his arms.

"I'm not ready to sleep just yet," Octavia said with a smile. "Let's explore the baths. Oh! One moment."

With a twist of her hand, Octavia summoned Comicha, her unusual familiar. A little tall for an imp, and a little human looking, with exaggerated feminine proportions, blue skin that shaded to indigo at her hands, feet, and the tips of her ornamented horns, and skin too smooth to be from the infernal plane.

"Mistress!" The imp cried out happily and clung to Octavia's leg. "It's been forever!"

"It's been two days," Octavia noted with dry amusement.

"Forever!"

Octavia smiled. "Comicha, I need you to go get a shirt from Durante and alter it. Take off anything excessive around the collar, refinish the neck. Just make it look a little less like a poncy noble would wear it."

"Oh! Sure!" The imp smiled. "I haven't done anything like that in a while! It'll be different!"

The imp zipped out the window, and Octavia turned back to Alces. "Now we can explore the baths."

Alces and Octavia headed down and were instructed that they had both a large public bath and smaller private baths that the keeper was willing to provide the first time for free, since they were planning on staying a couple of days. The choice was obvious, and he gave them a key, instructing them where to go. The baths were located on the back side of the inn, away from the market. The set up was a front common area, heated by the steam of the thermals, that led to the changing rooms, which were segregated by gender. They parted ways long enough to undress. 

Octavia carefully removed her clothing and folded it up, leaving it one of the cupboards in the changing room. There was an attendant present to keep an eye on everyone's belongings. She suspected one of the inn keeper's children or nieces. She bound her hair up as much as she could (curls always escaped, no matter what she did) and met up with Alces to head into the private bath.

Bare and barely wrapped in a pair of towels, Alces was waiting as Octavia emerged. Beyond the changing rooms, the path led to the large public bath in a semi-open courtyard, which was a shallow, rectangular pool that was tiled in shimmering bluish-green with flanking trees to keep the place shaded during the day. From there, several doors on either side led to the private baths. Each one locked with a number on it.

Alces unlocked the door, and motioned for Octavia to enter ahead of him. It was a smaller version of the main bath, but still large enough to fit several people. Hot water constantly flowed in from a rill jutting out of the wall. It, too, was open to the sky by way of a heavily vined pergola but otherwise completely enclosed by thick stucco walls. A wooden slat deck surrounded the pool, ensuring the area around it was not slippery or rough on the feet.

She let out a soft sound of surprise and approval. "This is lovely," she said, moving over to the small area to the side where they were supposed to scrub down before getting in the bath. "Shall I get you scrubbed, my knight?"

"As long as I may do the same to you, my lovely Octavia," Alces said, discarding his towels once the door was closed. Alces didn't have much modesty to begin with anyway.

Smiling, Octavia set her own towel aside. The two of them were a study in opposites. Alces was a mass of muscle covered in scales, near seven feet in height, with clawed hands and feet. She was just barely five and a half feet tall, soft in figure with large breasts and hips, and a butt that was bigger than she felt strictly necessary. 

Looking at what was available, she fished out soap and a soft brush for scrubbing. "Have a seat on the stool, and I'll take care of you."

"As you wish," he said. He pondered the stool for a moment, thought better of it, and just sat on the ground with his legs crossed before him. "I don't believe I've been to a bath like this before."

Octavia giggled, and picked up a bucket, filling it with water from the heated tub. "I have. You don't want to actually get in the bath dirty. So you clean yourself first and then relax in the water afterwards." She gently poured the water over Alces' shoulders, allowing it to run down over the rest of him, and then picked up the soap and brush and got to work.

While she had been to this kind of bath before, she had never been to one with a... well, a
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