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The Outsiders of Orkland was written under the influence of death metal. Pledge your allegiance to the Dark Lord and check out the Spotify playlist in the link below.
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  Chapter 1
Serpent of the Ocean


Fuck the gods… 
Dazed, Owen grabbed the ship’s wheel and dragged himself to his feet. Thunder boomed overhead. Rain pelted the dwarf’s bald scalp and ran inside his oilskin as he assessed the damage to the cutter.
Lines snapped, sheets torn… How many crew were on deck? He stumbled for the bow, the ship still rocking from the collision.
‘Haggis, mate, you there!?’
A chain of insults responded. The halfling dangled overboard, trapped in netting that had snagged in the busted railing. Owen swore and rushed to his aid, feet planted for balance as he hauled the guy in and threw him on deck in a tangled mess.
‘Ow!’ He struggled. ‘The fuck hit us!?’
‘Well, it weren’t your fish-lady girlfriend, ya stoned bastard!’ 
‘I wasn’t!’
He was properly stuck. Owen whipped out his knife and sawed at the ropes. ‘It’s a wyrm! A fuckin’ dragon, you numpty!’
A line of scaly fins broke the waves to starboard, the overgrown sea serpent pulling a tight turn, lining up for another pass. 40 metres long? No chance of outmanoeuvring that bastard with the ship in its current state.
Owen ripped the halfling from his binding, hauled arse to mid-ship, and yelled for the crew to take cover as he barrelled down the hatch.
A second impact smashed the ship, tripping the dwarf, launching crates across the hold and shattering a lantern. Fire broke out. The ceiling crashed in. Owen dove into his bunk, covering himself from the cascading debris. Wood shrieked, the hull tilting port-ways, flipping the world around him. Water rushed in and extinguished the flames, plunging the capsized ship into darkness. Crew splashed, gasped, and shouted in a cacophony of blind panic.
Scrambling, Owen threw the dislodged mattress off himself and slapped his oilskin down for his flashlight. A mechanised click sparked up the baphomite. The stupid crystal was on the fritz, but a quick whack sorted out the flickering, and he scanned the hold for survivors. 
The sapien twins helped each other escape the flooding stern—Ajit burned, Ajay bleeding—and a glimpse of dwarven silver-blue skin with them. That was Swindle. Token the bogan popped his beak out and paddled for Haggis, the halfling already neck-deep in water. And the other 3…
Fuck.
Water continued to rise, filling the little space they had remaining. They had to get out of there. With the rocks. They hadn’t come this far to leave the rocks behind.
Owen climbed out of his bunk and jiggled open an inverted drawer, spilling clothes and a bottle of spirits as he reached in and wrapped a linen sack around his fist. A thump shook the ship—a glancing blow that dislodged more stuff.
‘What’re you doing!?’ Swindle called. ‘Get us out of here!’ 
‘On it!’ Owen popped the flashlight in his mouth, drew his cutlass, and powered it with his dwarven mojo. The metal resonated with his Psyche, vibrating with a scream as he pressed the satanium tip into the ship’s hull. Hot wood dust sprayed everywhere as he slid the blade through like butter, sawing a square wide enough for his frame. After a minute of work, the last connection gave way.
‘Incoming!’
The slab fell, glancing off his knuckle guard before splashing down. Air whooshed out. The ship sunk faster. Owen clambered through the hole and into the middle of a battle. 
Orcs. A fleet of half a dozen longships raced around the stormy grey in complex formations, baiting the dragon and peppering it with arrows as they passed. Mad fuckers leapt out and drove spears into the wyrm’s spine. Bleeding all over, the dragon roared, pissed that it couldn’t catch a break—until it found easier prey.
Oh, fuck…
One of the injured twins hooked an arm through the hull breach.
‘Stay down!’ Owen dashed, waving to draw the wyrm away from the others, but it was coming in fast, and he was running out of ship to stand on. In a desperate attempt, he tried to jump.
His legs buckled as the dragon hit the ship. Owen slipped. His arm caught, snapped with a burst of pain, and dragged him screaming through the waves, wedged between the wyrm’s teeth like a piece of gristle.
The weight of the sea crushed as the dragon dove, swinging Owen around as it twisted and rolled until he finally dislodged.
So heavy. The dwarf clawed for air, his arm bent at a fucked-up angle. Lightning lit the waves above, casting shadows. The broken ship. The serpent. Debris.
Frantic, he kicked. Too heavy, no air, a busted arm, a pounding head, and a sack full of rocks wrapped around his fist. He couldn’t let go of the rocks.
Flash.
Longships darted above. He had to reach them—there’d be a chance with the orcs.
Lips clenched, lungs heaving on nothing, his mind screaming; the sea pressed cold and dark while Owen’s muscles burned from the fight.
Slipping…
So heavy… So dark…
Flash.
A hand reached for him…






  
  Chapter 2
The Druid


Eyes unblinking, no sign of breathing; the fat, grey lump lay motionless. Boele tapped the scat-crusted wire to no response. 
Subject #1080: dead.
After taking the groder from its cage, Boele examined the results under the light of the basement window, probing it with a gloved finger. Bruised flesh, swollen lymph nodes in the groin, necrotic extremities, and traces of blood around the mouth. This one lasted longer than the others. A natural resistance, or did the krakenstone have an effect? 
Repeat trial before extrapolating results for human treatment.
Of course, a goblinoid species was hardly comparable to a mammal. What Boele needed was something smaller and more prolific than a goat. Apparently, there were groder-like mammals that existed over a century ago, but they went extinct within the first 5 years of settling Orkland.
High-pitched shrieks and crashing cages followed the Druid as he left the vivarium for the lab. Hooks, shears, scalpel: surgical precision. Boele splayed #1080’s corpse, exposing its insides. Black discolouration was present in the lung. Internal haemorrhaging? Extract for microscopic inspection. The Doctor readied his blade, careful not to damage the—
‘Boele!’
Fluid burst from the mucus sac, spraying a puss-like trail from Boele’s coat to his mask lens. 
‘Yes?’ he responded through clenched teeth and turned to the perpetrator hammering on the window. What’s-her-name, the young Shaman receptionist.
‘Someone here for you on Guild business! Looks important!’
Boele fogged his mask with a sigh and stood, his stool screeching over polished concrete. Of all times, it had to be while he was in the plague lab. But Guild business was Guild business.
A few pumps of a brass piston later, the Doctor dripped with abaddine solution. He went through the motions of removing his black, waxed leather suit in the decontamination chamber, then pulled off his beaked mask. Mucus reeked. Even after the wash, the scent of decay, garlic, and burnt resin followed Boele through the airlock. The receptionist and her bearded dwarf companion recoiled.
Boele forced a smile. ‘Occupational hazard.’
‘So… you’re the Crow,’ the dwarf said, lowering his hand from his face.
‘I’ve been known by that name in certain circles.’
Sylva, as the name tag read, cleared her throat. ‘Doctor Boele, this is Owen—’
The dwarf extended his hand. He had just touched his nose. Boele reluctantly accepted the metacarpal-crushing shake. The man had black irises unique to dwarves, and his golden beard marked him as a Vibro-psyche. Eoten runes tattooed his silver-blue skin on the scalp, neck, and the visible parts of his arms.
‘—the Miner’s Bay clinic referred him directly to you.’
‘Thank you, I’ll take it from here,’ Boele said, taking the wax-sealed letter from Sylva. The Guild of Health. More curious was the cast encasing the dwarf’s left arm: similar to a plaster cast, but the shell was thin, beige, and textured like cheesecloth.
‘This? Yeah, orcs fixed me up.’
Boele startled.
‘Orcs?’

      [image: ]Garden-variety dragonoids, such as zardils and basilisks, were common, but greater dragons—wyrms, wyverns, and the like—were unheard of this far south. As for orcs, they kept to themselves north of the Ranges. It’d been that way ever since humans arrived in Orkland as refugees. The Doctor sat forward in his office chair, hanging onto Owen’s every word.
‘So they kicked us off at Miner’s Bay, gave me this gourd and told me to take 2 nips a night till it’s gone,’ he said, sloshing the vessel before handing it over. ‘Well, that’s what I think they said.’
Boele unstoppered and sniffed the concoction. Medicinal herbs, sweet and bitter. ‘And you were the only one to receive this medicine?’
‘I was the only one with my bones stickin’ out of me.’
Boele tapped the hardened cast with his pen. ‘How was this layer applied?’
‘An orc spewed oily crap into a bowl then plonked a roll of bandages in. It was damp when they wrapped me up. Dried solid.’ He lifted his arm. ‘Seems alright. Lighter than that other stuff.’
An open fracture, reset and bound. Why would they bother resetting bone exposed to dragon saliva? Not only was the procedure difficult to perform, but there was also a high risk of infection. Was their medicine strong enough to prevent dragon corruption?
‘So, whatchya think, Crow?’
Boele inhaled thoughtfully. ‘The cast looks secure, like it’s designed to stay in place for some time. I’ll keep you nearby for observation and remove it after your arm’s healed.’ The Doctor pulled a ledger from his desk. ‘Papers?’
Owen slapped his pockets and drew out a red Guilds-issued booklet. His permissions were rudimentary: permanent port and living access at Miner’s Bay with a temporary pass to Forgeston. Boele added his stamp and uncapped a pen.
‘I’m adding 5 weeks to your stay with an allowance to cover your expenses.’
‘Fuck me!’
Boele raised an eyebrow at the dwarf. ‘Problem?’
‘No. Uh… That gets me to the Fringe as well, right? I’ve got mates out there. Not complaining, but it’s like you’re givin’ me a paid vacation?’
‘You could look at it that way, but I need you to check in weekly. We’re making sure the treatment works.’
‘And if it doesn’t?’
‘For a dragon bite? Amputation.’
The dwarf tugged his beard braid. ‘Yeah… I’ll check in.’






  
  Chapter 3
Heartwork


Incense smoke drifted before the statue of Mother Earth, her loving eyes upon her children. Priya bowed to her Goddess as the singing bowl rang once more, bringing prayer to an end. When the sound faded, she stood, serene, and under the direction of the priestess, left the small, roped-off area with her family. 
It was just the 4 of them worshipping in the temple built for 70 these days. Tui—Priya’s mother and priestess—had converted most of the empty floor space into a museum, extending the art gallery to help fund the upkeep. Ivory relics, statues, and portraits of the prophets filled one half of the museum; the other half was dedicated to the Continental War with black uniforms, talwar sabres, punch-daggers, and elephant tusk spikes on display.
Priya slipped behind Kalika, her 15-year-old sister pretending to look at the display cases in a weak attempt to dodge her. Half teasing, she wrapped her arms around Kali’s waist and marched her back to their parents.
‘Are you popping around for tea tonight?’ Tui asked, straightening out the non-existent wrinkles in her sari.
‘Make it next week?’ Priya rested her chin on her sister’s head. ‘I have plans.’
‘Plans?’
‘Plans,’ she emphasised. ‘Pick up the mister, get him settled, romantic dinner—’
‘You mean fish ’n’ chips.’
‘Pffft… no! Pizza. But from the good place.’
Tui begrudgingly rolled her eyes while Manish checked his pocket watch.
‘They should be landing about now; shall we collect our intellectuals?’
Priya snorted a laugh. Intellectuals. Before she released Kali, she kissed the top of her head. 
‘Look after Ninny, alright?’
‘Yep.’
‘Be the sensible one.’
‘Uh-huh.’
She playfully flicked Kali’s half-elf ear tip and got a good squeal out of her before leaving.

      [image: ]Voices clamoured throughout the terminal, both arrival desks open with a queue that weaved to the doors. The Guilds had panicked over a dragon attack in the Strait, so they locked down all ports from Highwood to Miner’s Bay and sent wyrm-killer ships to clear the route. It was a hassle that backed up transport schedules, complicated further by Newhell Academy students returning home for the end-of-year break.
Priya quietly thanked the Dark Lord for her day off.
Guards worked feverishly, eyeballing papers and digging through luggage for contraband. Manish snapped his fingers at one of the Blues and pointed to a side gate. The halfling marched across the marble floor, expertly whipping out the correct key from a ring of hundreds.
‘Captain,’ Ryan acknowledged, the gate squeaking on its hinges.
‘Those two, please.’ Manish pointed out the obvious student bouncing like a gremlin for attention. As soon as Ryan unhooked the bollard rope, the artistically dishevelled girl exploded across the floor, turning heads as she ran.
‘Daddy!’ Damini crashed into the old man and put the squeeze on him with her skinny arms. Manish laughed, bracing the charge. Meanwhile, she’d left her luggage behind with Willem, his delicate figure struggling with an awkward mess of cases, bags, and bundled canvas frames.
How’d he survive the Academy without someone looking after him? Priya crossed the boundary to come to Willem’s rescue, slipping him a quick kiss as she took some of his baggage. His cheeks went irresistibly rosy—they needed a squeeze.
There’d be plenty of time for that later.
The gate clanged shut as they united beyond the checkpoint. Ryan spun his keys to his hip. 
‘Thank you, officer,’ Priya mocked. ‘As you were.’
The smart-arse scratched his eyebrow with a middle finger as he left.
‘That’s all Ninny’s?’ Manish asked, gawping at the pile of luggage on the floor.
‘Yeah. Good luck with that.’ Willem shouldered his single bag and looked to Priya, begging for attention. She obliged, pulling his body tight. He smelled of cucumber… strawberries… and… What was this? He’d grown a bit of scruff on his face that made him look like a stray. That had to go.
‘Well, darling,’ Priya purred. ‘Shall we get you settled in your new home?’

      [image: ]‘Done.’ Priya folded the razor away and ran a towel over Willem. ‘See? Much better.’
He tilted his chin for the mirror. ‘I thought it was rugged.’
‘Darling, it was shit.’
‘Nice job though—very clean. And you did it without peeling off my face.’
‘I told you I could be gentle.’
Priya recently made the move from her parents’ house to rent her own space: a single-room apartment above a tattoo studio, a stone’s throw away from Hooker’s Lane. She furnished the place with a small table, mismatching chairs, a ragged couch, crooked wardrobe, and a vanity desk she found ditched in the street. Admittedly, it wasn’t much, but with a couple of Ninny’s paintings, a shrine to the Goddess, and now Willem, it felt like home.
Willem finished his assessment, turning his tilt into a twist, straining against the rope binding him to the chair. ‘Can you untie me now?’
Priya ran her fingers through his mussy, earth-brown hair. ‘I’m not done yet. We need to play to your strengths.’
‘And what’s that?’ he said, eyes sparkling.
‘You’re adorable.’
‘I’m… what?’
She straddled Willem, a grin slipping her lips. ‘You’ve got such lovely eyelashes. You make me jealous.’
‘Jealous!?’
‘A little mascara will make them twice as long!’ She opened her vanity drawer.
‘Wait, what’re you doing!?’
‘A makeover, silly!’ Priya dropped a braided wig onto Willem’s head and booped his nose. ‘I’m gonna call you Tulip!’
‘What the fuck!?’ Willem wriggled in his restraints.
This would only work if he played along. 
‘There’ll be cake.’
He stopped. Gears spun. Tick, tick, tick, tick…
‘A cosy little tea party, with you… me… and sweet… moist’—she leaned in and brushed her lips against his ear—‘le-mon… la-yer… cake…’
Tick, tick, tick…
‘Was that your favourite?’
Tick, tick—crunch. He swallowed.
Too easy. Priya sat back, admiring her handiwork. That look: priceless.
‘Oh, you don’t have a dress?’ She stroked Willem’s cheek. ‘Tulip, darling, you can borrow one of mine…’ Priya climbed off his lap and sashayed to her wardrobe. Coat hangers clacked as she flicked through her outfits. ‘Now what have we got… Green to go with your eyes, or classic black?’
Willem sulked while Priya presented his options.
He pouted for green.






  
  Chapter 4
Wild Dogs


Rows of overgrown strapleaf bushes ran in every direction, the broad blades drooping across walkways. Mirva sliced a couple of quick cuts to the base of the outer growth and collected the leaves, carrying on till she had a decent-sized pile. After tying it off, she shouldered the sagging bundle and got her bearings. Ranges to the north, road to the west. She followed the path like an ant amongst grass, wiping her brow on her patched vest. 
Could do with a cold one.
At least when the day was over, she could go home and have a beer. The poor bastards up the road didn’t have that luxury. A chain gang of Jokers wearing yellow-and-black clown suits slaved away at the endless task of repairing the Fence. The 40-kilometre run-down piece of shit was a hodgepodge construction of whatever material was close at hand: bricks near Kilmister, limestone around Munterfell, rotted-out wood pretty much everywhere else.
‘Mirv!’
She dumped the strapleaf in the back of a gronk-drawn wagon and turned to the voice.
‘See? Told you it was Mirv!’ A gold-bearded dwarf nudged another that could’ve been a relative. Hang on… they were relatives.
‘Ned ’n’ Ted!’ Mirv laughed. ‘How the fuck are ya!?’
The Sons of Ed lumbered up the dirt road with their wide sailor’s stride, strapleaf over their shoulders, big stupid grins plastered on their faces. As soon as their bundles were in the back of the wagon, they came in for a sweaty hug. Mirv slapped them on the shoulders.
‘What’re you guys doin’ here? Thought you were out at Syren’s Landing?’
‘Were,’ Ned said, uncapping his canteen. ‘Got transferred. Blues rocked up a couple days back and told us to scarper.’
‘What about your other bros?’
Ted shook his head. ‘Back at Landing. They split us up.’
Mirv swore under her breath.
‘It’s birdshit, right? Happening more often.’
Water dripped from Ned’s beard as he passed his canteen along. ‘A guy on the block had been livin’ in the same place for 20 years. Blues told him to pack his shit and move. He told ’em to fuck off, so they slapped him in chains and sent him to Axehaven.’
By the Horns; the woodworks were shit, but the fuckin’ barracks…
‘Speak of the bastards…’ Ted nodded down the road.
A pair of rangers galloped towards them on their nucklave mounts and blew past in a stampede of black feathers. Mirv stepped backwards, foot squelching into a steaming pile of gronk shit. Grimacing, she scraped her boot on a wagon wheel. Ned reclined on the wall next to her.
‘You heard from Owen?’
‘Only what’s been in the newspaper.’
‘The post is probably backed up. It’s been crazy since the ports reopened.’
Ted wiped his chops. ‘You really think he sailed north of Crystal Mountain with all the fuckin’ wyrms ’n’ shit?’
‘On accident? That’s just the high ’n’ mighty raggin’ on us gronks.’ Mirv gave up on the crap stuck to her boot and sighed. ‘I worry about that dickhead.’
Ned grunted something reassuring, but screams cut him short. Their attention snapped north, to the source of the panic, hands on knife hilts. A worker spilled from the strapleaf rows and fell beneath a pouncing, hound-like horror. The hairless grey beast sunk its fangs into the back of the Fringer’s neck while more of its pack broke from cover.
‘RUN!’ Mirva yelled. The 3 turned heel and bolted down the road. ‘DORGS!’
Her cries started a chain reaction of Fringers calling out to their mates in the plantation. Someone burst from the greenery, another on Mirv’s left; panting and footfalls fell in behind. 9 of them, then 12. More. Mirv jumped at each appearance, every newcomer joining the race for the village. Someone shrieked; a body thumped to the ground. A dorg blasted from the bushes and collided with a guy’s legs, wiping them both out. Mirv checked her shoulder as she ran.
The road swarmed with frenzied pockets of grey beasts that fought over and tore apart screaming Fringers. A spike of panic shot into Mirv’s skull and she picked up the pace, eyes on the palisade walls of Taylor’s Knot. Alarm bells clanged. Blues scrambled inside, the heavy gates swinging behind them.
‘OI!’ Mirv called.
Fringers slammed into the closing gates like hail. Mirv pounded, screamed, and shoved with everything she had. The guards on the other side pushed back. Crap-covered boots slid for traction. 
‘LET US IN, YOU BASTARDS!’
The unseen drop bar clunked into place, killing that hope.
‘FUCK-FUCKING-FUCK IT!’
‘Mirv-Mirv-Mirv…’ Ted said, clapping her shoulder.
The monstrous 50-pack of dorgs charged towards them in a stampede of paws.
‘KNIVES OUT!’ Mirv focused on her patched vest, each embroidered black-and-white design a weapon in her Toolbox. Spear—satanium pipe with a bladed tip. She tapped her mojo and ripped the fully metal weapon through the aether just in time to catch a leaping dorg, running it through, its momentum slamming Mirv into the gate and knocking the wind out of her.
Bodies pressed, trapping the skewered dorg over Mirv as it writhed and bled out over her. A nearby Fringer screamed as jaws snapped onto his arm. Mirv shoved her impaled attacker away, abandoning her spear, and went for her knife, slashing and stabbing where she could. Blood wet her hands, her arms, her face: human red, goblinoid black. The hound released the Fringer with a yelp, only to be replaced with another, and another, Mirv’s blade keeping the fangs at bay.
Pressure eased momentarily as dorgs dragged victims off to be shredded by their pack. Mirv had a couple more spears in her Toolbox and enough mojo in the tank, so she used the lull to glance at her battle-vest, rip a few more spears through the aether, and passed them to the Sons of Ed. The mauled guy next to Mirv—a Meat-head—gripped his wounded arm, staunching the blood flow. They exchanged a nod as he flexed his fingers, then readied his borrowed weapon.
An ocean of leathery grey skin, hunched spines, and protruding fangs roiled before them. A few dorg corpses lay in pools of black blood; savage feeding occupied the rest. One by one, they turned their reddened muzzles on the defenders and paced, hungry for more. The gluttonous fucks. Mirv yelled and thrust her spear towards a probing hound. They responded with a chorus of snarls that sent a wave of pants-shitting terror through those standing on the wrong side of the gate.
‘BE READY! KEEP IT TIGHT!’
An arrow blew through a dorg’s torso and ricocheted off the road, clipping the paw of another. A dozen more dropped within moments of the first. The arrows kept coming while some prick shouted orders from above.
About fucking time the Blues showed up.
Dorgs yelped and hopped in confusion before turning tail and bolting down the road, leaving behind a whimpering mess of wounded. A pathetic sight. One of the goblin bastards tried dragging itself away, back legs paralysed from a severed spine. Ted stepped towards it, but Mirv grabbed his shoulder to stop him. Sure enough, an arrow pinned the dorg’s head to the ground. 
And in come the Blues for the glory.

      [image: ]Clean-up was a fucking nightmare; the survivors marched off to recover what was left of their fallen mates. Mirv clung to her spear and backed away from a screeching nucklave, bumping into Ned as its clawed toes stepped too close for comfort. Red wattles dripped from beak to neck, coarse black feathers from collar to hindquarters, a brown saddle on its back, and a Blue bastard on top.
How could the fucking Guard lock out all the Fringers like they did? Treated like livestock. Worse. Orkland predators had a taste for human meat, to the point they preferred people over their natural prey. Case in point…
The gronk-drawn wagon wheels trundled down the road, its strapleaf cargo replaced with human remains.
Fuck the gods…
Ted nudged Mirv, the trio marching at the back of the grisly procession.
‘Y’right, mate?’
Bloodbirds had already picked the bones clean by the time they arrived to collect the bodies. Mirv itched, her skin covered in filth. 
‘A bit grim.’
Scraps of Joker uniforms, suppression collars, blood, and dorg tracks scattered through a huge fuck-off hole in the Fence.
‘Fuckin’ oath…’
Mounted rangers strutted through the gates of Taylor’s Knot, the checkpoint crawling with guards armed with the latest in modern weaponry. Twitchy fingers rested near hairpin triggers, high-powered cams and cables wound back, crankbows loaded.
A woman came screaming from the loom weavers’, the lass fighting off mates and co-workers trying to hold her back from the wagon rolling by. She shouldn’t look. No-one should have to see that mess of bodies. Morose, Mirv stopped at her corner at the end of the thumping strapleaf mills and rope spinners. Ned broke the silence between them.
‘We’ll meet you at the pub?’
‘The Bogan’s Burrow.’ Mirv awkwardly collected her spears from the brothers. ‘Actually, stop by mine for a few pre’s. We’ll have a talk.’

      [image: ]After cleaning her shitty boots and bloody clothes, Mirv had a quick wash and threw her spears back into her Toolbox—a closet full of mojo-tagged metal gear. Satanium hammers, knives, hatchets… All 4 spears ripped through the aether in one day. 8 kilos was her max before curling over. She was cuttin’ it close.
The door knocked at half past 6. Mirv finished towelling off her copper hair and let the Sons of Ed in, kneeing the dodgy latch to close the door behind them. The stench of burning dorg meat followed the brothers inside. Ted fanned his arms.
‘Yeah, sorry ’bout that. Fuckin’ smoke all through the street. Y’think the Blues’d have the sense to light ’em up further away.’
Mirv scoffed. ‘Too duck-shit to stray that far.’ She grabbed a few beers from a crate in the kitchen. ‘Shack’s gonna stink anyway with these drafty walls.’
Corks spat, bottles clinked; they took a swig before slumping around the rickety dining table, floorboards groaning under the weight of company.
‘Longest. Fuckin’. Day.’
Ned and Ted grunted in agreement.
Staunch in the face of death, lookin’ out for each other—those 2 were solid. Them and the rest of their bros. Mirv idly scratched the label off her Boozehague Doppelbraun.
She could trust them.
‘We’re gonna take down the Guilds.’
Ned burped. ‘Good on ya.’
‘Gonna start at the pub tonight, rally support, then work our way round every village in the Nihil.’
Ned shared a glance with Ted. ‘You’re being serious.’ 
‘Won’t stop till town hall’s burned to the ground.’
Ted put his bottle down. ‘Those bloody Joker bones we were pickin’ up this arvo? If we stir up shit, the Blues’ll send us instead!’
‘A whole lot of empty collars waitin’,’ Ned agreed.
Mirv flicked paper from her fingernails. ‘That’s why we’re gonna go straight to Forgeston. None of these small-time local strikes. Keep it hushed, co-ordinate, do it once, do it right. Tear down the gates if we—’
Ted raised a finger and jerked his head towards the front window.
Fuck the gods.
A pair of nucklaves trotted close enough to count their feathers: a big cock and a smaller hen, each with a shadowy rider. They dismounted. Mirv narrowed her eyes and took a swig.
Did they overhear something? The shack walls weren’t exactly soundproof.
Footsteps scuffed outside. The door knocked. 
Mirv braced herself as she stood and peered through the window.
An acolyte of the Pit stood shrouded in a long, black robe, their face corpse-painted white with shadowy tendrils clawing out her eyes and mouth. Shaman-white irises caught Mirv. Xenie flicked her wrist in a wave.
‘Fuck’s sake, woman; you had me scared!’ Mirv called, flinging the door open.
‘Bitch, I came to check on you!’ She squeezed Mirv into her chest. ‘Heard about the dorg attack. Y’right, love?’
‘Survived. Come in…’
Owen was with her. Mirv laughed in disbelief, and being careful with his arm cast, wrapped him up in a hug.
After a round of introductions and a couple of fresh beers for the drop-ins, Mirv addressed her mates.
‘It’s good you’re all here—I was lettin’ the Sons in on our plan.’
Xenie raised a painted eyebrow at Owen. He nodded.
‘They’re good cunts.’
Ted swelled with pride while Ned shrugged.
‘Thanks, but, ah… What makes ya think we can win this time?’
Mirv gulped a few mouthfuls and let the beer settle with a silent burp.
‘We’ve got an alchemist.’






  
  Chapter 5
Get in the Ring


‘I hope I get this right,’ Willem said, dabbing his brush with pigment. 
‘You’ll do fine.’ Priya closed her eyes. ‘I trained you well.’
Holding his breath, Willem drew close…
Grizel stared intently, hands cupping her chin on the armrest of the couch.
‘Do you have to watch?’
‘Absolutely; this is fascinating.’
‘It’s weird.’
Priya rubbed Willem’s thigh. ‘Make me pretty.’
‘You’re already pretty…’ he mumbled.
It’s not like he’d go full clown-face on her; it was more about getting her smokey eyeshadow blended right, winged eyeliner symmetrical, and lipstick edges crisp…
Soon enough, Willem finished. Priya inspected the result in the vanity.
‘Very good… Well done.’
Her praise caused him to blush, as did the pat on the bum as Priya shooed Willem away for Griz’s turn in the chair. It was just a little touch-up for fight night at the Pit; gallery seats required a certain level of presentation, but being trusted with Priya’s makeup for a public appearance? That was kinda… special. 
Priya expertly pinned Grizel’s golden locks up and applied a layer of foundation before passing the near-empty bottle to Willem. He sniffed the concoction, Druidic instincts analysing.
Almond, strapleaf seed, iceweed, cobalt grass, and silverleaf. He could replicate that with his Tricks, it was just a matter of getting the colour correct for Griz’s dwarven complexion. Too much silver and it’d look ashy; too blue, a shitty fake tan. 
Another whirl with Willem’s finger-length spatula, conducting his mojo as he stirred the bottle of foundation. The gold mixing rod sweated cobalt grass extract like it was his own skin. Enough blue to balance out the silverleaf.
Natural-looking makeup was a bastard of a thing to find for a dwarf. Highlights, no problem—there were plenty of glitters out there, but if you wanted to cover up a few metalwork burns, you best fork out for the Druid-made stuff from Highwood.
Griz applied a swatch to her wrist, comparing it to the original. ‘Oh, wow… This is… artisan level.’
‘Told you so,’ Priya said.
‘Dude, you’re studying for the wrong Guild—you’d make a killing if you sold this!’ 
Willem humourlessly chuckled as he threw some moisturiser into Griz’s kit. He had a sense for ingredients, but… ‘In another life, maybe.’ 
The front door crashed open.
‘Priyaaa…’ Damini whined as she clomped upstairs and dragged herself into the apartment, looking dishevelled as always.
‘You’re late.’
‘I’m huuungry…’
‘Willem, cook her some eggs.’
He folded his arms. ‘Please.’
‘Now.’ Priya blew him a kiss.
Close enough.
‘Thank you, darling.’
No time to heat the stove with a fire. Damini hovered as Willem pulled a baphomite hotplate from the cupboard. The crystal unit sprung to life with the click of a button.
‘You get your exam results?’ he asked.
‘Uh-huh.’
‘And…?’
‘Yep.’
‘You passed?’
‘Mm-hm.’
That makes one of us…
Butter slid and sizzled across the satanium frypan. Failing his first year at the Academy meant the Guilds would assign Willem to the Fringe. A factory job if he was lucky. It wasn’t like he goofed off either; he studied hard, stayed sober… except for the couple of times he did shrooms with Ninny—but those were after exams.
Boele was gonna be pissed. And Priya… separated from her…
‘THIS KITCHEN IS A SHIT KITCHEN!’
Priya raised an eyebrow at Damini’s outburst. ‘What’s wrong with my kitchen!?’
‘IT’S A STRAIGHT PERSON’S KITCHEN!’
Griz snorted and cackled with laughter as Priya looked to Willem for support. He shrugged.
‘It’s awkward at times, but I can work with it.’
‘WHEN I’M MARRIED TO MY LESBIAN WIFE, WE WILL BUILD A LESBIAN KITCHEN.’ Ninny drove the point with a finger to the bench. ‘WE WILL TURN OUR LESBIAN HOUSE INTO A LESBIAN HOME, AND WE WILL HAVE LESBIAN CHILDREN.’
‘Ninny,’ Willem said, ‘your kids might not be—’
‘YOU KNOW WHAT I MEAN!’
Griz laughed harder.
‘By the Horns, girl; calm your tits or I’ll have to redo your eyes!’
Willem suppressed a grin.
A shame this would be one of their last nights out together.

      [image: ]The Pit was at capacity. 5,000 people crammed into the gothic structure, the floor as humid as a slaughterhouse while the galleries hosted rich pricks above. Anyone who could make it to Forgeston was there, and Owen had 3 bux riding on the local dwarf Johnno throwing the Highwood challenger’s arse across the ring.
Tane closed in. Johnno darted sideways, circling to keep himself out of the half-elf’s massive range. Playing it safe. Smart.
The huge bastard chased, sniping Johnno’s calves and making a few connections, but the dwarf caught on, popped over a kick, stepped in, and hit Tane’s gut like a fuckin’ sledgehammer.
‘YES!’ Owen pumped his fist, jostled by the crowd as Johnno pressed the attack, thumped Tane’s ribs, and glanced his chin with a messy uppercut. Tane jabbed and slid back to recreate space, the Pit goin’ dorg-shit crazy.
Fast on his feet, Johnno maintained his distance, toying with range, goading Tane to take swings. He swayed under a high kick and nearly grabbed Tane’s foot on a body blow, but his fingers slipped from the half-elf’s heel.
Owen gripped his betting slip as Johnno darted forward. Tane jabbed to push the dwarf back, but Johnno stooped, smashing Tane’s face with an overhand punch.
‘YOU FUCKIN’ BEAUTY!’
The crowd roared as Tane stumbled. A swarm followed, each blow slamming his body.
‘GO! GO!’
The half-elf kept his guard tight, long arms protecting his head, until he threw an elbow to break the flurry and clinched. Bound, they spun across the ring, Johnno trying to work his low centre to throw the tall bastard while Tane marched, kicking his knees into Johnno’s sides with every step.
Fuck! It could go either way!
Johnno bucked and broke the clinch, but Tane kept his momentum, flying across the ring, and kneed the dwarf in the face.
‘NO!’
Unbalanced, Johnno tagged the floor with his fingertips. The half-elf crashed on top of him.
‘NO!’
Bodies sprawled on the floor. It didn’t look like Johnno could turn it into a ground-and-pound with his neck locked in a lindwyrm choke. Cheers turned low as the acolyte stepped in, waving her arms, calling the match.
Fuck.
Owen crushed his losing slip and let it drop from his fingers. 3 bux down the drain, but it was a good fight. He reluctantly applauded the victor as Tane threw his hands up in the sign of the Horns.
It didn’t take long for people to start filing for the doors, no doubt to drown their sorrows at the pub instead of having victory drinks. No matter; time to go find the Alchemist.

      [image: ]The Dark Lord statue out the front of the Pit was a popular meeting spot—a little too popular for Owen’s liking. He ducked out the back, straying from the crowds and their lamplit pathways, and crossed Heathen Park. The 9 Apostates stood guard at the cemetery gates, and amongst the shadows of the stone figures, the Alchemist waited.
‘Look at you, all fuckin’ mysterious ’n’ shit,’ Owen joked.
‘You’re the one who wanted to meet here!’ Coen unhooked a flash-lookin’ pair of round-rimmed sunnies off the front of his shirt and brought his brother in for a hug.
They looked nothing alike. For starters, Coen was a typical Druid: swamp-green eyes, mud-brown hair, and skin that was tanned by moonlight. The lanky bastard stood 30 centimetres taller than the average dwarf, and he had this clean-cut vibe about him like he was doin’ alright for himself.
‘How’s Mirv?’ Coen asked.
‘Y’heard what happened?’
‘The watered-down version. Can guess what really happened.’
Owen stuck his finger down his cast to scratch an itch. ‘Yeah… She’s fine, but… it’s fucked. 32 dead; most of ’em Jokers workin’ on the Fence. Pile of burning dorg corpses stunk up the shack for days.’
‘Fuck…’ Coen leaned on a plinth. ‘What were the rangers doing?’
‘Gone to shit ever since Ranger Bell disappeared.’
‘Ranger Bell’s gone?’
Right; Coen had been out of the loop for a while now. Everyone on the Fringe knew about the only ranger worth a damn.
‘No-one’s heard from her in a year or so. Reckon the Guard transferred her out to Newhell or somethin’.’
Coen scoffed. ‘Typical.’
A pair of kids tore across the park, acting the goat while some parent or whatever called after them.
‘I’ve got a signed petition,’ Owen said. ‘A whole bunch of Fringers from the Nihil. Hoping the Crow can put it to the Council.’
‘I know the guy. Want me to pass it on?’
‘Nah. Gotta keep you separate from everythin’. Can’t risk you gettin’ caught, alright?’
Coen drummed his fingers on his bicep and nodded.
‘I’ll sort it out.’ Owen lifted his arm cast. ‘Crow’s seein’ me himself.’
Being an acolyte, Xenie was the original go-to for the Council, but Owen’s circumstance changed things.
‘What’s the chance of the petition going through?’ Coen asked.
‘When’s it ever? Been half a dozen in my time. It’s more about gettin’ the Fringe united.’
‘So we’re going ahead?’
‘Hope for the best, plan for the worst.’ Owen pulled out a key. ‘Dead drop. We get rocks, we put ’em in the locker. You do your thing, you put ’em in the locker. You need anything, write it down—’
‘Put it in the locker. Got it.’ Coen pocketed the key.
It was quiet, the 2 of them standing there amongst the Apostates; most of the crowd had dispersed. It’d be back to business as usual after the weekend.
‘It’s good of you for doin’ this, mate. You could’ve easily just… moved on with your life.’
Coen shrugged the comment away like it wasn’t an option. Suppose if the roles were reversed and Owen had the book-smarts, he’d do the same.
‘When’re you in town next?’
‘Dunno, mate… Don’t even know where I’ll be next week.’
That silence again.
Yeah… it was like that. Owen stepped in and put a hug on Coen.
‘Look after yourself, mate.’
He squeezed back. ‘You too, bro.’






  
  Chapter 6
Impeach God


Diminished strength and mobility—to be expected. Catgut sutures and strapleaf linen bandages applied with the same techniques that Boele would employ, but the lack of infection after exposure to dragon— 
‘Hey Dad,’ Willem said, disturbing the sawn-off arm cast, ‘you figure out what the shell is?’
The Doctor returned to his notes. ‘Orichalcum—plant fibre hardened with orc mucus.’
‘Cool. I’ve seen orichalcum tools on display at the Academy. They reckon it’s as hard as bronze. Didn’t know they could make, like, a mesh with…’
The boy continued to prattle while Boele finished recording his observations. Results from a single subject weren’t conclusive, but the orcish medicine was worth further investigation.
‘Eugh…’ The instrument table clattered as Willem recoiled from the cast. ‘You gonna keep it? Smells rank.’
‘That’s not what you’re here to analyse,’ Boele said, turning a new page, ‘but I’ll have the mesh stored with our other curiosities.’ He pushed away from his desk and retrieved a small vial from the cabinet. Amber fluid shone in the light. ‘What do you make of this?’ he asked, handing the sample over.
Willem unscrewed the vial and wafted the contents. ‘Honey, maggotleaf, some kind of berry, strapleaf… root? It’s been around a pumpkin for a while… Slightly poisonous—no worse than a stiff drink.’
‘That’s all?’
‘I don’t know what I don’t know.’
Not enough information to replicate it themselves. The orcs may also have had a range of materials only available to them in the north. Could the Guilds establish contact with the orcs? Trade for more samples, learn their methods… Trials, analyses…
‘When’s your next break from the Academy?’ Boele asked. ‘The Dance of the Damned?’
‘Um… About that…’ The boy pulled a bent letter from his pocket with a seal from the Guild of Education. His results for the semester. Boele skimmed the page, then read them again, carefully, jaw muscles clenching.
‘Why did you fail?’
‘I passed my… things… in the before—’
‘Your grades are appalling.’
‘I tried! It’s just… I-I can’t do smart shit in exams! I dunno what happens! There’s… blank paper, and—and time, and I freak out—’
‘Willem,’ Boele grated, ‘I keep telling you: if you can’t focus, you can’t get ahead in life.’ He waved the letter of failure. ‘Now, look.’
‘I know…’
‘You’ll be sent to the farms.’
‘I know! I didn’t do it on purpose!’
Furious, Boele pinched his temples and massaged away the building pressure. The boy’s abilities were instrumental to his research; his relocation would be incredibly inconvenient.

      [image: ]A thick document stood out of place in Boele’s briefcase: worn paper smudged with a series of requests and hundreds of signatures. What was he supposed to do with the Fringers’ petition? As it lay outside his area of expertise, presenting it to the chamber would reduce his credibility within the Guild of Health and the rest of the Council.
Who held responsibility for managing the Fringers themselves? The Guild of Agriculture and Fisheries? Forestry and Mining? Boele squared his Guild notes on the dais and closed his briefcase. Best to seek advice from the Judge later, in confidence.
Amita, the Treasurer, wheeled into the chamber and squawked greetings while Captain Manish attempted to slap Boele’s vertebrae out of alignment. He replied with mandatory smiles and mundane pleasantries as the 12 seats of the curved dais filled with gossiping Councillors.
Idle chatter. It’s not like the Doctor had work to do. No—let’s waste everyone’s time along with our own.
‘Shall we get started?’ the Judge finally asked, the halfling tapping her pen as the room quietened. ‘The first item on the agenda: the Taylor’s Knot incident.’ She eyed Manish over the rim of her glasses. ‘We have a complaint regarding the loss of workers?’
The Captain scratched his moustache. ‘Considering the magnitude of the threat and the limited resources on hand, losses were kept to a minimum. Securing the village is always our top priority. The local Guard acted admirably.’
The Architect shook his silver-blue head. ‘I still need replacements. The Fence won’t fix itself.’
‘We’ll have a new batch of convicts cycling out of Munterfell within a week.’
‘And security?’
‘Highwood has agreed to send reinforcements to help manage our shortages.’
The Architect jotted a note in illegible script while the Engineer sighed like a dying beast.
‘Shortages everywhere.’
‘If the gronks did their job,’ the Architect said, ‘there wouldn’t be a problem. There’s too many shirkers out there. Moving Fringers around to fill gaps is hardly a solution.’
Ridiculous. Boele cleared his throat.
‘Shirkers are a fraction of the problem. The root cause is the plague outbreak.’
‘Yeah, and everyone fell behind schedule because of your quarantine.’
Boele clenched his jaw and repeated the basics to the simpleton. ‘We lost 5 percent of our population over a 3-month period. 5,000 people across Orkland; 850 in the Nihil region alone. We lost a village-worth of people to the plague—which is more than a handful of shirkers.’ 
The Architect huffed dismissively.
‘That leads me to an item I would like to raise on behalf of the Guild of Health.’
The Judge nodded for Boele to continue.
‘I recently discovered that orcs have medicine for dragon bite corruption. That in itself is beneficial, but the application could extend further. Both dragon corruption and plague are caused by animalcules—the seeds of corruption. The treatment of one could extend to the other. Endemic treatments for endemic disease.’
An elementary explanation, but hopefully the Council understood the magnitude of Boele’s discovery.
‘I want to contact the orcs personally and negotiate a trade.’
‘Seriously!?’ Amita’s outburst pierced the chamber. ‘That can’t be legal! Isn’t there a law against… interfering or something?’
The Judge slid her spectacles up her nose. ‘Any misdeed towards orcs is punishable by orcish law.’ 
‘What’s it been…’ The Engineer stroked his blue-green beard. ‘20 years since we last tried? We sent an expedition up the Nihil River to Wyvern Pass. The skull totems on their borders weren’t exactly welcome mats. Neither was a hail of arrows.’
‘The problem is we don’t know what the orcs perceive as a misdeed,’ the Judge said. ‘Trespassing may be one of them.’
‘That’s why I propose approaching the orcs during the Regatta. We may have a better chance when they come to us.’
‘Boele, have you seen the Regatta lately!?’ Amita asked.
‘Yes,’ the Engineer said, ‘the races can be quite…’ 
‘Spirited?’ the Professor offered.
The Engineer snapped his fingers. ‘Spirited.’
‘I’m aware that no matter the approach, there’s an element of risk. I’m prepared to take that risk.’
‘Orcs aside,’ the Agronomist said, speaking for the first time, ‘the coast is… fairly safe. With the right people. If you’re representing the Guilds, you should have a crack team of Blues by your side.’
Manish shook his head. ‘Sending our wyrm-killer ship could be seen as hostile. Besides, we’re already flat out during the Regatta.’
The right people…
Owen was rough around the edges, but the few hours he spent on that longship gave him more experience with orcs than anyone alive.
‘Can you assign the surveyor team to me?’
The obnoxious oaf of an Architect scoffed a laugh while the rest of the Council glanced strangely amongst themselves.
‘Sorry, already dissolved,’ the Engineer said. ‘We don’t have the budget for a new ship this year.’
‘We absorbed some of them into our syren crew,’ the Agronomist said. ‘They do temp work during the Regatta. We can assign them to you if you’re… desperate.’
Syren hunters. Apparently the notion was unconventional, but as long as they could get Boele face to face with orcs, they would do.

      [image: ]‘Boele!’ Amita called.
The Doctor rushed his notes into his briefcase, attention split between the halfling Professor exiting the Council chamber and the agitated dwarf rolling towards him. No time for niceties. Although, he received a little satisfaction when Amita mouthed the word ‘prick’ after passing the Architect.
‘What was all that about?’ she asked, waving ambiguously at the chamber.
‘Sorry, I’m in a bit of a rush.’
‘Then what are your plans for dinner?’
‘Takeaway. And I have some reading to do.’ He slid his briefcase from the dais, but Amita wheeled to block his path.
‘And tomorrow?’
‘Same again.’
‘Birdshit!’ She stabbed a finger in his direction. ‘My place, tomorrow at 7—or I swear by the Horns of the Dark Lord, I will find you and drag you there myself!’
‘I’d like to see you try,’ he muttered.
Amita scowled. Flicking a golden lock of hair away, she cracked open a resin-coated jewellery box.
‘Lachie, your elusive brother-in-law is trying to squirm his way out of having dinner with us! Break his kneecaps!’ She snapped the listening-box shut and stabbed her finger again. ‘Tomorrow at 7.’
Boele sighed. ‘Tomorrow at 7.’
The path cleared, and Boele hurried from the chamber and through the marble foyer. Professor Dyrk was ahead, making his way upstairs. Having a longer stride than the old halfling, he caught up to him just as he reached his office. Dyrk looked up and blew a thick plume of boganip vapour from the side of his mouth.
‘Boele! What can I do for you?’ he drawled.
‘Academy matter. Do you have time?’
‘Of course, come in! Do you mind if I…?’ He shook his Thermo-psyche gadget.
It didn’t matter whether he vaped or not; his office itched with the minty scent of boganip. Halfling-sized furniture created a cavernous space within the office. Boele lowered himself into a chair, knees level with the Professor’s desk.
‘It’s about my son…’ Boele handed over Willem’s results.
The halfling vented another cloud as he scanned the page and hummed in disapproval. ‘You have a couple of options available, all with a fee,’ he said, opening a file. ‘5 bux to dispute his marks. It’s the cheapest option, and he’ll keep his scholarship.’
Not with the margin Willem failed by—another assessor wouldn’t provide a passing grade.
Dyrk slid his vape pen down the page, pairing information with his folder. ‘Guild of Health… 375 bux to repeat the year, and he’ll lose his scholarship. Keep in mind it’s his first year—there’s another 5, and the following years will only be more difficult.’
Another chance to fail… over and over again…
‘If he transferred to the Guild of Arts, History, and Culture, it’ll be a quarter of the overall cost, but 10 times the competition. He’s a native Eoten speaker, so he has a chance, especially if he paired his study with another guild.’
No, Willem has to stay in Forgeston, with the Guild of Health.
‘What about an exemption? His practical marks are well above average—I believe he’s suitable for an internship.’
‘With the Guild of Health? That’s a demanding guild.’
‘He’s a Druid with Hyper-psychism. His Antho-sensitivity assists me with my research.’
The Professor inhaled, channelling mojo through his vape pen. ‘Boele, I have no idea what that means, but if you make your case with your associates… 4,500 bux.’
By the Horns! Boele craned over the half-sized desk as Dyrk spun his file to point out the insane figure. It was… well, he’d have to sell his investment property. And for an unpaid internship… How long would Boele have to support the boy financially? Priya was on a rookie’s wage, and it wasn’t like the pair were married.
‘Tough decision?’ The Professor leaned back for another puff. ‘Think of it this way: what do you want for your kids, and how many do you have?’






  
  Chapter 7
Farewell Proud Men


Sweet, mild, and nutty. Willem lined up a thin slice of dwarven-style alpine cheese and leaned into the blade. The knife skewed and cracked on the breadboard, disturbing the silence. 
Shit.
Priya’s lips continued to twitch in prayer before Mother Earth.
Another slice—more careful this time.
Although Willem had been a student of Tui’s dojo since he was a kid, he never bought into the religious aspect of the temple, but because it mattered to Priya, it mattered to him.
Elementalism had a complicated history. Back on the Continent, the pontiff of the Sky sect, the White Wizard, was a sapien supremacist bent on creating the ‘Age of Man.’ The genocide went beyond the newly arrived orcs. Elves, dwarves, and mixed humans were all slammed for having ‘tainted blood.’ Only the Earth religious sect survived with the Dark Army and made its way to Orkland, the holistic practices of the temple popular in Highwood. 
Bowing to her shrine, Priya closed her prayers and slinked across the apartment to wrap her arms around Willem’s stomach from behind, her classy blood-red nails teasing his skin. He cosied into her as lips tickled a path along his shoulder, sending a burst of citrus across his skin.
‘Yummy…’
Willem grinned. ‘Me, or the sammiches?’
Teeth sank into his shoulder.
‘Ow, fu—ah! AH!’
He banged his knee on a cupboard and squeezed the back of her hands. Priya’s grip only tightened as Willem shrieked in protest. Manly shrieks, broken by fits of manly giggles.
‘AHHH!!!’
Harder. Fingers pinched. Eyes watered.
‘OW-OW-OW!’
He could take it.
‘FUUUCK!’
The pressure eased. Willem gasped for breath as Priya held him in place, rocking and kissing his brutalised shoulder. It was gonna leave a mark.
‘Why so bitey!?’
Priya brushed Willem’s stomach with her thumb.
‘Mine…’
Okay, that was cute.
‘Do you have to go?’
Willem sighed. ‘Dad needs me.’
The internship must’ve cost a fortune. A glamorous, unpaid role with the Guild of Health sniffing piss, shit, blood, and vomit; transcribing notes; fetching coffees; and cleaning up plague-infested groder crap.
At least he had Priya. No more long-distance—they were an official home-couple. Willem twisted himself around for a kiss.
‘I think it’s cool we’re meeting orcs. Who knows, it might get me closer to an apprenticeship.’
Wishful thinking, but it’d be nice to have a job that paid a few bux.
Priya grumbled and patted his tummy. ‘C’mon, we better get ready.’
Willem packed the sammiches and pulled on a shirt while Priya dressed in her Guard blues. She fastened a belt and grabbed a tonfa from the wardrobe.
‘Sword?’ she asked over her shoulder.
‘They say I shouldn’t need it, but I’ll take my knife and pistol just in case.’
Willem strapped his holster and grabbed a cartridge of shrieker thorns. The air-powered weapon wouldn’t kill anything larger than a gremlin, but he treated the ammunition with hellfire oil for an extra kick.
‘Anything else?’ Priya asked, fussing inside the wardrobe. ‘Armour? I have a buff coat you can borrow.’
Wrapping an arm around her, Willem pulled Priya into a hug and pecked her cheek.
‘Relax… I’ll be fine.’

      [image: ]Priya took advantage of the sleepy morning street and squeezed Willem’s hand. He’d be fine; he wasn’t going far. Beyond the Fence, yes, but travelling with experienced people.
In the middle of the Regatta.
By the Horns, what was Boele thinking!? No-one fucking travelled during the Regatta! Half of Priya’s job for the next 2 weeks was keeping the ports locked down!
‘You okay?’ Willem asked.
‘Mm-hm.’
Fine. Perfectly fine.
‘You’re crushing my hand.’
Oops. Priya kissed his knuckles.
A rowdy bunch of dwarves broke the serenity of the cobblestone street as they rounded the corner with enough beer crates to put out a house fire.
The other half of Priya’s job was keeping the drunken debauchery contained. They weren’t drinking—yet—but they were suspiciously heading towards the south-west gate. Where Boele waited.
By the Horns, you have got to be joking…
Priya gripped her tonfa and stormed over to the gronks as they reported for duty.
‘You’re drinking on the job!?’ 
A shaggy bastard shrugged. ‘Just a few.’ 
‘8 crates is not a few!’
‘They’ve gotta last us all day!’
Priya pointed with her tonfa. ‘You are not walking through that gate with those beers! You can have them when you come back!’
The dozen dwarves groaned, protested, and pleaded as the 4 officers on watch confiscated the cheap, nasty-looking booze, stacking the crates inside the gatehouse. Boele held a hand up to Ryan as the officer bent to lift.
‘They can keep a crate.’
‘1 crate for the whole day!?’
‘2 crates, no more.’
Unbelievable! Boele—a Councillor—was rolling over for those pissing idiots!? Unable to argue, Priya allowed the concession, and the officers moved on with checking papers against the approved roster.
Approved. Boele must’ve rushed his candidate selection. Surely there were better people for the job.
13 syren hunters made up the expedition: Ned, Fred, Ted, Jed, Bevin, Devin, Bazza, Gazza, Hadan, Bradan, Cadan, Steve, Haggis the halfling, and a pet bogan that slinked amongst the group. Willem showed his papers for the sake of appearance. The halfling did a double-take.
‘Damn, kid! You ever been outside before?’
‘The walls?’
‘Your house! See that bright thing in the sky? It’s called the sun.‘
‘Fuckin’ snowflake’s gonna melt!’ A dwarf laughed.
Priya was about to shove a tonfa up the gronk’s arse when Willem made a show of examining his pale hands.
‘I can’t help it if I’m whiter than bleach!’
‘Ha! Kid, bleach ain’t white!’
‘Shut your face; you know what I mean!’
Priya eased her grip as Willem rolled his eyes at the laughing idiots.
With everything in order—on paper, at least—Ryan made the call to let them through. The gatehouse mechanism
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