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CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]




The Warrior

Standing over the dead goblin bodies, Kayden sighed. He didn't care about the rest of this nonsense.

"C'mon, we have to look for tracks. Perhaps we can find their den!"

"We must be wary in case there are more goblins readying their attack!"

"Do you think these speartips are worth keeping?"

"Nah. Goblin-made trash," said Gargath, his deep belly voice rumbling and echoing through the treetops.

That got Kayden interested. He tried to pretend he was paying attention as the party discussed what to do, but his attention was on Gargath. Gargath was the party warrior. He had a trace of ogre in him, so he was just over seven feet tall, brimming with so much muscle it didn't seem to all fit within his skin. He was light-skinned, marked with scars all over his hairy chest and arms.

He wore only the loincloth he always wore, no armor, just a few black straps over his biceps and thighs. His cock sometimes flopped out the side of his loincloth, laying there, pressed against his sweaty thigh and looking so meaty and tasty Kayden had to resist the urge to go for it even in the middle of combat.

That was why he was here, after all. Kayden had joined this adventuring party to get close to Gargath. He had come to this world to join this adventuring party. And he had invented his universe-spanning machine in order to join with people like this adventuring party so he could get close to men like Gargath.

The Companions of the Whispering Breeze were an adventuring party with a silly name and a need for a mage. Kayden's machine gave him the skills he needed to survive in each universe, so he was able to act as the party's mage. He had had certain requirements to accept the position, however.

"Let's just camp here," said the cleric Azwin. "There are no tracks. We'll set up watch in case more goblins attack."

The party quickly agreed. Gargath, however, didn't express an opinion. He was the warrior, and as such, he was assumed to be stupid. He had been hit in the head so much his nose was squat and crooked, and he came across as a little dull.

But he was still square-jawed and brimming with muscle and machismo. When he went off to gather firewood, Kayden hopped onto his back. He clutched Gargath's massive back—he was more than seven feet tall and five hundred pounds of solid muscle, so Kayden could have rode him piggy-back and licked his shoulders clean all night. That would have been plenty for him. Gargath thought nothing of Kayden's hard dick rubbing in the sweaty crevice of his spine.

"Why don't you just use your magic to collect firewood?" Gargath asked. They had come to a downed tree, with plenty of dry branches, so Kayden got down to help him pick up wood.

Kayden shrugged. "I might need to use that magic later, if we're attacked again," he said.

"Yeah, that's what Carolina said too. But she didn't like me either, I thought she was just bullshitting." Carolina had been the party's previous mage. She left due to "a dispute" that Kayden suspected had involved Gargath coming onto her.

"Are you ready for...?" Kayden giggled as he reached into Gargath's loincloth.
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Gargath blushed until his cheeks and neck were beet-red. His eyes bugged out. "Well, uh... Yeah..." When he had agreed to let Kayden jack him off in exchange for him joining the party, Gargath had thought it was a silly prank, that no one would value touching him. 

But the thought of getting his dick jerked without having to listen to a woman talk was alluring—Gargath didn't even have to pay for it, so he found the idea pleasing. So Gargath closed his eyes and let his dick plop out of his loincloth.

He was so sweaty it was sour and rancid, just the way Kayden loved it. Gargath rarely bathed, even on those rare occasions when he had the option to. At the last town, Gargath had been forced to sleep in the barn like a horse, because the innkeeper was worried his sweat would soak into any bed. That meant Gargath now smelled a bit of straw and horse.

Kayden didn't mind one bit. He liked the sour and salty flavor of sweat, especially when it was musty and hot and pearly twinkling on a man's massive cockshaft. Gargath's dick was shiny with sweat, and Kayden licked every inch off.

"Ah... C'mon, lick it more-" Gargath grunted as Kayden stopped slurping on the knob to lick him clean from head to toe. Gargath wanted Kayden to finish off his dick and tried to push his head down again. But Kayden resisted, and Gargath didn't force it.

That was good, because Kayden really wanted to lick every bulging muscle on his body. He had long wanted to do this, not on Gargath specifically, but on some massive mostly-naked warrior like on the cover of The Wild Mage, his favorite book growing up. Gargath wasn't that warrior exactly, but he had the same muscle-upon-muscle body, scarred and marked with straps of leather.

He tasted like dirt and goblin blood and campfire smoke. Kayden moaned as his tongue caught the trickle of sweat that ran between his cavernous pecs. Gargath stood there with legs apart, as though posing for one of those book covers Kayden loved so much—though he posed in this case simply due to anxiety and annoyance that Kayden wasn't swallowing his cock right now. Kayden had invented his magical machine for the sole purpose of traveling between worlds of fantasy fiction in search of men exactly like Gargath. 

Sucking on the moist small of Gargath's back, Kayden massaged each of those massive part-ogre asscheeks. Then he turned Gargath around and rammed his head onto Gargath's cock.

"Gargath want!" Gargath grunted and laughed. His face turned red, and he grabbed Kayden's head. He held on, grinding his dick in deeper and deeper. Kayden gagged but didn't stop, he let Gargath throat him down until those sweaty, pendulous balls rested on Kayden's chin.

When Gargath fucked prostitutes—that was the only sexual experience he had—he often grunted and growled like a beast. He thought it was what females liked, that they loved his muscles and his machismo. That wasn't what they liked, of course, they just pretended because they were prostitutes.

But a part of Gargath could tell that something was different here, and not just that Kayden was not a prostitute. Kayden really loved all that stuff that his females generally disliked. Kayden was turned on by Gargath's frenzied growling, the pounding on his chest, the flexing of his biceps and the violent ball-slapping face-plowing he delivered.

He loved the taste of cum too, so, with his fingers caressing Gargath's massive pecs, Kayden swallowed down his orgasm. Gargath moaned, knees buckling, as he shot the biggest load of his life right down Kayden's throat.
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It was salty and warm, and it made Kayden shoot his own wad onto the forest floor. He guzzled down every drop, while Gargath lazily pumped his hips, making love with his limpening dick to Kayden's throat.

"Ah, shit..." At last, Gargath could take no more. He pulled out. "I-"

"Gargath! Sir Kayden!" Azwin the cleric's voice rang out.

Gargath sucked in his breath. His eyes opened wide, and he hurried to put his clothes on. "Yes! It is I! Azwin, I'm here! We're here!"

Azwin appeared, just in time to see Kayden straightening his clothes while Gargath loaded his arms with firewood. Azwin crossed his arms over his chest.

"What are you doing? We must prepare our camp. We thought something had happened to you," Azwin said.

"Sorry. It just took us awhile to find wood," Gargath said. His ruddy face was covered in sweat, which he wiped off.

"You're in a forest, you ogre-scented idiot," Azwin said. "There is wood all around." He looked at Kayden. "I expected as much from him, but you, Sir Kayden? I know you are no dummy."

"Sorry," Kayden said. "I just... I needed to help Gargath with something personal."
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Villager

Kayden walked into the village of Sparendale and smiled at all the people no matter how distrustfully they looked back on him. This was a remote corner of the world, so outsiders whom no one recognized were rare. Kayden was even more of an outsider than they knew.

A few children stopped to gawk. Kayden grinned apishly back, and the children looked away. They were scared of outsiders.

"Who are you, stranger?"

"I am Kayden, late of America," Kayden said. 

"Aye, what say you? America?" asked the man who had confronted him. He must have been a sort of a guardsman, at least informally, it seemed. He was young and fit, wearing a plain tunic and leather leggings. He was scruffy and long-haired.

"Yes, it is a land far from here." He gestured west. "That way."

"You sound local."

Kayden nodded. That was his fantastic machine, which allowed him to traverse the paths of history, and also gave him the knowledge and equipment needed to survive there. It was what gave him the ability to speak the local tongue with perfect fluency. In this case, he realized belatedly he should have chosen to give himself an accent—this lanky fellow with the dark eyes now regarded Kayden suspiciously. "Yes, uh, well, I was born near here," Kayden said. "I am only here by myself, my good man. I present no threat. What is your name?" He didn't mention his recent forays into magic. Kayden was becoming an accomplished wizard, which meant he was always a potential threat.

"I am Ainsley," he said. "What is your business here? Are you related to a man here?"

"No, no, I'm here to visit with... That person." Kayden pointed to a large hut nearby, next to which sat a forge. "The blacksmith, I should expect?"

"John the Smith?"

"Indeed, the very fellow," Kayden said. He hurried away from Ainsley, who followed at first, then walked away. Kayden strode directly to the blacksmith's hut. He stood and watched as the blacksmith pounded away at a sword, which he then lifted—and finally noticed Kayden standing there—before plunging it into a bucket of water.

Steam billowed out, and a loud sizzle filled the air. The children who had been following behind Kayden all ran forward to watch. Kayden waited, the ultra-hot steam nearly singeing his skin.

When it cleared, he was left with the sight of John the Smith, a man tall of frame and sturdy in build, seemingly born to be a smith. He was shouldered like a bear, with a broad chest dripping with sweat. He was the heaviest man in the village by far, and the hairiest, with a dense mop of black hair, all tangled with sweat on his head, and a carpet on his chest. His skin was nut-brown normally, tanned by the sun on his usually bare-chested body, but now ruddy, slightly burnt in parts from the steam. He stepped away from the smithy and shooed the children.

"Skedaddle!" He turned to look at Kayden. "How say you, good sir?"

Kayden blushed and nodded. He was momentarily at a loss for words, and forgot why he was here. John the Smith wore only a ragged leather cloth around his waist—he had other clothes, laying on the ground to the side, but when he worked with such intense heat, he stripped as far as decency would allow.

But he was here for a good reason for once: Kayden's newfound magic had informed him of a time curse that had struck this village, and he suspected John the Smith was the victim.

John looked outside the forge, then shooed away a couple boys who had again gathered to watch Kayden. John motioned for Kayden to follow him around just behind the forge, into a small yard with vegetables growing.

Here it was, Kayden was sure of it. He sensed the curse at work. He strode through the vegetables, trying to find the source of it.

"It's been the damnedest thing, sir, I just planted those carrots two days ago. They grew out of the ground so fast I can watch them grow," he said. "And look over there." He pointed to a small stone hovering in the air, seemingly motionless. "I tossed that stone last week. It's still in the air."
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Kayden went to the stone and plucked it out of the air. He dropped it and it fell to the ground.

John the Smith grumbled. "I could-a done that, sir, I thought it might have been ensorceled, so I didn't want to touch it," he said. "My garden used to be a nice place. I enjoy plants, sir, I always did. But now this yard is frightening. The air here crawls with spirits."

"Do not worry, John the Smith," Kayden said. He smiled. "This garden is cursed-"

John the Smith furrowed his big cavemanish brow.

Kayden touched his bicep and blushed because he had forgotten he was talking to a blacksmith, so his arms were like granite, like warm stone that was taut and supple beneath his touch. Kayden blushed. "You don't need to worry about the details. Are there any newcomers to the area? Besides me?"

"Well, the monks are new. They moved to the area just a few months ago. They've established an abbey on Fendell's Moor," John the Smith said. His eyes lit up. "That was only a few days after I noticed the carrots growing so swiftly! Are they responsible?" He went towards the forge again. "Let me get my axe! They cursed the wrong smith!"

"No, no," Kayden said. He followed after John, whose great body towered overhead. John didn't seem to hear Kayden' small words, and Kayden couldn't think of anything else to do but leap on John's back. "Stop! They'll hurt you."

He managed to grip John's bare shoulders for only a moment before his forge-sweatened body became too slippery for Kayden to hold onto. John stopped walking just as Kayden slid down his back, getting a faceful of blacksmith sweat. He ended up on his feet, his face ensconced in John the Smith's big meaty back.

"They won't hurt me." He picked up a battle axe. "I am the biggest man in the village! I have fought a bear, and I fought three men at once, three men from the village of Martindale—ask anyone, I did it. I-"

"No, wait, these monks must be dangerous. If you go there, they'll use magic on you, they won't let you get near them. They split you in twain." He patted John's plump asscheeks beneath his loincloth. John didn't even seem to notice Kayden' hand on his buttocks.

"Ah, yes, I can not fight against magic," John said. He sighed. "What are we to do?"

"You should relax," Kayden said. He went back out to the yard and John followed. 

John the Smith stood glowering, watching Kayden suspiciously. He didn't much like anything he didn't understand. He wouldn't have let this outsider come anywhere's near his garden except that something was already happening there that he didn't understand.

"Is it fixed?" he asked when Kayden cast a spell.

Kayden nodded. "I will head out shortly to meet with those 'monks' you spoke of," Kayden said. "That will eliminate the problem at its root."

John fixed his eyes on the carrots. It was hard to put his finger on it, but he was sure Kayden was right even though it wasn't obvious why. He waited, squinting to see the carrots grow—they remained the same size as previously, however, and they looked more normal. What John was unable to articulate was the movement of the leafy green part of the carrot plants—before, when the damage to the time mesh was in effect, the breeze had ripped through the greens at a higher rate of time-flow than the spot where John stood. It would take a computer to literally calculate that difference, but John's eyes could tell at a glance that something was not right—the carrot had been on a slight fast-forward setting, just like that stone in the air had been on a very slow slow-motion.

But now it was all fixed, and the garden looked right again. The squirrel infestation was as bad as ever, John noticed. That was because the squirrels' life-cycle had been effectively sped up, resulting in thirty-eight squirrels living in the trees around John's yard wherein normally lived two or three.

Kayden couldn't do anything about the squirrels, so he didn't bring that up. John would just have to trap them and eat copiously of squirrel-meat for a time.

John grunted and nodded his satisfaction. He now realized that Kayden was a sorcerer of some sort—evidently a good-hearted one, but still, John was frightened of magic. He chuckled dryly. "You are a strange man with great power."

"Indeed." Kayden squeezed John's bicep, the size and firmness of which made Kayden swoon. He knew he wouldn't be able to concentrate on finding those monks until he satisfied his baser urges, something he was fairly certain John would be fine with, with the right sweetener. "I noticed, John, that you have no mold for a dagger, correct?" He followed John into the smithy.
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In order to build something out of steel, it was necessary for John the Smith to use a mold. Molten steel was poured into a mold made of wood. Such molds were difficult to make, requiring great expertise and precision; even the tiniest flaw would render the final product a worthless of expensive metal and precious time. John the Smith was good at it and yet had spent all of last year trying over and over to make a mold for a shovel-head. He had finally succeeded. There were a million tiny ways for a mold to go wrong, and no way to see most of them until the shovel was made poorly.

He had molds now for a shovel, sword, axe, horseshoe and a few other odds and ends. But he had none for a small dagger or knife. Villagers still needed to travel to Exeter for anything like that, or John himself did the traveling for them (since he was well-suited to judge the quality of smithwork).

"I would greatly appreciate a mold for a dagger," John said, his eyes lighting up. That was the next mold he intended to make. Once he had that, he thought, he would be able to smith all the metalwork his village needed (he had thought the same thing when creating the shovel-head mold, and that had lasted until he made it, and his neighbors instantly began pestering him for a small dagger).

"Excellent," Kayden said. He followed John into the home attached to the smithy. It was just a one-room hut with a hearth in one corner, a few coals still smoldering there. John tossed another hunk of wood in to keep it going. "I can give you one."

"That would be most invaluable," John said. "I would be glad to smith you-"

"No, no," Kayden said. He produced the wooden mold, immaculately created—his magical machine could generate such things on a moment's notice. "I don't need anything from you, or at least... nothing smithed." He let his fingers dance up John's broad chest. John screwed up his eyes. Kayden smiled. "Do you ever... fornicate with men?"

"Bah!" John grumbled. "That is what the men of Martindale do. They are fools. Their men act as women, and their smith is a disreputable lout. Their burgomaster is an elderly female!"

"Hmmm... Yes, I see, but I'm not in Martindale," Kayden said. "I thought maybe... in exchange for this mold, you might be willing to... pretend you're a man from Martindale—not the bottom, just on top."

John grumbled and sucked on his lip. But he dropped the strip of cloth he wore over his crotch, revealing a thick prick that was glossy with sweat. At first Kayden was disappointed because it didn't look very big, but then he hefted it in his hands and realized it was actually huge—more than ten inches long and as thick as Kayden' forearm—it simply looked small in comparison to John the Smith's huge frame and trunk-like thighs.

Kayden popped the tip in his mouth, looking up at John's ruddy face. He was still reddish from the flames and steam—that was a more or less permanent feature of blacksmiths—but now he also blushed. John had never let a man do this while sober, and he felt very awkward at first. His dick hung moistly, limply in Kayden' mouth. John wasn't sure he could get hard with no women around, not even Bertha the servicing wench who usually bared her titty when John got jerked off by that bartender.

But now all he could do was picture her heavy bosom and curvy frame. John closed his eyes as a surge of pleasure finally hit him. It simply took a moment for him to recover from his anxiety, both at the sex and the strange outsider.

His dick twitched. It was thick and fleshy, uncut of course. Kayden loved foreskin. He stroked it with one hand, making John's chest flex as his shaft firmed up in Kayden' grasp. Kayden kissed it right on the tip, making John shake.

John was often sexually frustrated, even though mores were lax in this era—actual penis-in-vagina sex was taboo and forbidden outside of a marriage. But anything else was seen as not-actual-sex. So when John allowed that local to jerk him off when he was drunk or when the local prostitute let him titty-fuck her, these things were seen as minor indiscretions. John was just a bit ashamed, mainly because he hadn't gotten drunk first (that was always just an excuse though, since he got drunk whenever he was horny knowing he would get his rocks off that way). So John was excited to get jerked off this time without anyone knowing, without needing to get drunk or sweet-talk a prostitute and without even needing to leave his home.

He even got a free mold out of it. That was worth the equivalent of tens of thousands of dollars. Indeed, it was the making of molds that really demonstrated a blacksmith's value—any strong man could learn how to smith some simple steel tools with a bit of training, but only the best could make a usable mold.

Once his dick was hard, however, John the Smith forgot about all that. All he cared about was plowing his dick deeply down the stranger's throat.

Nobody had ever jerked him off this good before. John the Smith moaned so loud the spinster next door sucked on her teeth (she assumed John was doing work and made noise as he strained to pound on steel) and scowled, ready to issue forth complaints. She disliked living next-door to such a man, who was all muscle and hair and sweat.

"Ah, yes, good sir, you should stay in our village. You could be my assistant," John said with a chuckle. It was obvious this outsider wouldn't agree to that, but he couldn't say no now, not with John the Smith's massive dick throbbing in his throat. John didn't normally like to make eye contact with the men who jerked his dick, but this time, he couldn't resist.

He couldn't believe Kayden could swallow the entire thing. Kayden's nose nuzzled John's dense pubic bush—which Kayden noted included some singed hairs, suggesting John sometimes smithed in the nude—as salty precum coated his tongue. Kayden reached one hand between those incredible corded-muscle thighs, veins popping out of the skin, and stroked his hairy, low-hanging balls.

John moaned again. Nobody had ever made him feel like this. John had given up on finding a wife because no one liked his size and his rough demeanor, or the fact that he often did his work wearing only a tiny scrap of fabric—women found these traits off-putting. They wanted clean-cut noble-type men, who managed others, not those who came home every day with burns and scars, with more body hair and more grease knotting up the thick mane on his head.

Kayden smiled up at John as he licked a trail from his crotch to his chest. "Do you like milkmaids, John?" he asked. John's upper lip twitched. Kayden smiled, stroking his moist cock, which dripped fluid over Kayden' fingers. He sucked on John's nipple and asked again, more insistently this time. "Do you like milkmaids?"

There was a nasty burn scar on his side, a big splotch of rough tissue that had thin tendrils dripping down—a splash of molten metal had hit him, Kayden gathered from the shape. He licked it, exulting in the scratchy texture. His hands caressed every inch of John the Smith's gigantic body.

"Hmmm... Do you like milkmaids?"

"What...? Yes," John said through gritted teeth. He gasped as Kayden turned around and rubbed his smooth ass against John's cock. Kayden had to stand on his toes to line up correctly.

"Hmmm... One milkmaid in particular?" Kayden' magical machine had alerted him to the fact that John's future wife was the milkmaid Audrey.

"Oh yes..." John closed his eyes. He could picture Audrey's milk-white skin and her delightfully curving hips. She could bear a lot of babies with those hips, John thought, the notion making his dick throb between Kayden' asscheeks.

"You should go to her," Kayden said. Then he hurried to add, "not now, I mean. Just... later. Don't let your fears control your life, John the Smith."

He grunted. "I do not fear, and I certainly do not fear any milkmaid." His dick pulsated, precum flowing out over Kayden' smooth asscheeks. John sucked in his breath, shocked at how good this felt. He bristled though, still annoyed at the suggestion he was afraid.

"You're not afraid she'll reject you?"

"Her father will never give me permission to marry her," John said, closing his eyes. "He has already decided she will marry a shepherd, one of those handsome lads who work for His Lordship. She will marry into the manor, and their children will serve the Earl."

"Ah... I see," Kayden said. He could have used his machine to find out the details of how and why John would end up with his future wife, the current-day milkmaid Audrey. But John didn't care enough about the details, which Kayden suspected were complicated—he just wanted to put the notion into John's head. "Still, don't rule anything out, John." He squirmed his ass, rubbing it against Kayden' cock, which teased the rim of his ass.

John held his breath, too aroused to really consider Kayden' words. "Uh-huh."

"She will like you, I suspect, and fathers' plans have a way of falling to the side when girls meet the man of their dreams."

"Bah! We do not marry for love in this village," he said. "I must have a son to carry on my lineage."

Kayden reached behind himself to teasingly massage the throbbing vein on the upper surface of John's dick. Then his fingers roamed up, smearing sweat over the mat of fur that covered John's chest. He paid especial attention to the supple skin—some rough, some taut and smooth like a baby—were his body hair had been scorched off. John was numb in those spots, but the perimeter was astoundingly sensitive, and even ticklish in parts. John's whole body shook beneath John's delicate grasp, and more precum flowed out into Kayden' tight asscrack.

Kayden backed up. He aimed John's erect dick for his ass, and it slid in with just a hint of pain. Kayden sucked on his teeth.

In John's village, dear reader, anal sex was treated as something like a joke—there were definitely women who did it, but few who acknowledged it. Since John was so big and horse-cocked, no one had ever even jokingly or drunkenly considered taking his dick in the ass, and John was unaware that it was a real thing. If asked before this moment, he would have said of course it was impossible, no person could take an entire dick in their asshole.

But when he opened his eyes, he saw his own manhood sliding into Kayden' ass. He would have expressed astonishment, but it felt so good he could do little more than roar and pound on his chest.

"Hmmm... Stick it in me, John!" Kayden cried out when he felt resistance in his own ass. He needed John to force his dick in since Kayden had little leverage in this position, bent over and grabbing his ankles.

John held onto Kayden' ass, his eyes opened wide. He was shocked to be doing this, astounded by the feel of his cock being clenched down on by Kayden' tight bottom. He drilled it in deeper, and Kayden squirmed.

His balls slapped against Kayden' ass, making a satisfyingly meaty thump. John cackled. "Ah, sweet-man, you are strange, but I am glad you have come to my village."

"Hmm, me too," Kayden said with a moan. He dragged John's hand around his body until it wrapped around Kayden' cock. John was too engrossed in his ramming to even consider whether it was normal to give a man a reacharound, so he simply did it without a second thought.

In moments they were both on the ground, Kayden on all fours, John on his knees, leaning over a bit because he was so much taller he needed to angle himself to get into Kayden' ass.

Finally an orgasm erupted within them both at once. Kayden howled, but the sound was drowned out by John's baritone bellow. Half the village heard his voice, which carried like thunder—luckily, he frequently shouted like that when burning himself badly, so everyone just assumed that was what happened now.

Great jets of cum filled Kayden' ass. John the Smith had those big low-hanging balls brimming with juices now draining into Kayden as he shot his own load onto the dirt floor of the smithy's hut. It just kept on going, making Kayden moan over and over. He had rarely been rammed this good.

John felt the same way. He had very little sexual experience and virtually no sober sexual experience, so he was overwhelmed by how good this felt. The vein on his forehead pulsated, and he gripped Kayden' cheeks with all his might until Kayden squirmed like it hurt and John let go.

"Ah, confound it!" John the Smith slipped back, toppling onto his giant ass. He flopped onto the floor of his hut, wallowing in the cool dirt. He grunted loudly, his muscles all falling limp at once along with his dick.

Kayden curled up next to him, caressing those soft, sore muscles. Like most big men, when he was tired, he just spread his limbs and snored, asleep in seconds. Kayden rubbed his shoulders as he dozed and gave him a long massage.

Eventually, he realized John was fully asleep. Kayden stood and patted dirt off his bare ass. He put his clothes back on and sighed. He wished he could spend more time here with John the Smith, but he was ready to activate his machine and move on to a different world.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Barman

Kayden sat in a shadowy corner of the tavern and ate his pan-fried potatoes. Planthir's Inn was famous for its pan-fried potatoes, and they mostly lived up to the hype—Kayden's only critique was a lack of salt.

That came with the territory. Kayden hadn't realized how rare salt was in fantasy environments before he began visiting them. He supposed it made sense, he knew enough about history to know table-salt had long been rare and valuable in pre-modern societies. But now he missed it. These potatoes would be gold if they had a little salt on them.

"Aye, ye clipper, ye best skedaddle before I bash yer ears in!" Planthir bellowed, his big barrel chest projecting his voice throughout the bar. He had a short young man—with a vaguely greenish tint to his skin and slightly pointed ears, suggesting a trace of goblin blood—by the arm. He dragged the man to the door and tossed him on the street.

Kayden didn't understand what had happened but his machine always provided translation and supplies as needed for each fantasy world he was in. His machine now explained that a "clipper", in this sense, meant someone who had clipped off bits of gold from a gold coin, thereby reducing their value. He must have tried to pass such a coin off to Planthir, who scrupulously checked for such things.

Planthir's Inn was full of men drinking ale. They were mostly warriors and adventurers, dirty men—and a few women—whose bare arms gleamed with sweat. Their swords were the only clean things they owned, because no warrior allowed his sword to become tarnished.

They were pretty masculine. Kayden might have wanted to jerk one of them off, or all of them, in most circumstances.

But today, he didn't want any of those warriors. He'd had enough of the muscle-bound warrior-type.

He wanted Planthir.

Planthir was a warrior too, emphasis on the was. He had been a Knight of the Woolen Cloth, a legendary squadron of do-gooders who had, on many occasions, saved the kingdom from something or another—Kayden stopped paying attention to his machine's history lesson at that point. But Planthir had been long retired from the warrioring game.

"How was the potatoes, boy?" Planthir asked as Kayden approached the bar, ignoring the busty waitress who tried to take his drink order.

"Very good, thanks. What's the most expensive drink you've got?"

"Eh... I have this acorn beer," he said as though he sounded dubious that anyone would want to drink it. "The Rattocatack make it. It has its lovers even among humankind." Kayden's machine explained that the Rattocatack were a race of raccoon-like humanoids with a tribal, American Indian-esque culture. That, Kayden thought, sounded intriguing, and he intended to check it out later.

But first he sipped on the acorn beer, which was fizzy and light, but tasted like raccoon piss. Kayden screwed up his face.

"Yeah, 'tis an acquired taste," Planthir said. "Acquired only by being a freak. You want something else?"

Kayden shook his head. "I'll try to develop a taste for it. It's no worse than Miller High Life."

"I ain't familiar with that one."

[image: ]

"Yeah, it's not from around here," Kayden said. The acorn beer was both strong and bracing, and every sip brought tears to Kayden's eyes. He barely drank a teaspoon of it—he only ordered it to get on Planthir's good side.
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