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​Chapter 1
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“Ah, now you’re awake.”

Baromir woke up to the gravelly voice slowly and looked around, an old woman was looming over him as he lay in a scratchy, straw bed. Eyes bleary, he wondered how he got there. “Where am I?” he asked the old woman, the taste of ale still bitter in his mouth as he craned his neck. 

“You're at the Shroud! You oaf. You got drunk and passed out!” the old woman snapped, obviously put out by the question. She tapped her foot in annoyance while impatiently waiting for him to get up.

“I see,” the headache from the hangover bloomed as he slowly rose from the low bed. “I must leave.”

“You must, as you have overstayed your welcome! And that will cost you, my dear traveler. A stay at the Secluded Shroud does not come for free.” The old woman held out her withered, expectant hand and eyed the coins weighing down his leather pouch.

“How much?” Baromir fumbled for his money pouch, wary of her greedy stare. “I couldn’t have stayed too long....”

“One gold!” the old woman barked, ignoring his question. “You must take your leave by noon, and it is more than half past two. I have cleaning to do and I don't need to waste my time on lazy drunkards!” 

“Ah, I see.” Thumbing a gold piece from the pouch he handed it to her. “There you go.”

“On your way then!” She pocketed the money and shooed him out.

Still struggling with the hangover, head pounding, he carefully made his way down the narrow stairs and out of the inn. Haggard and groggy, with no agenda other than food, he treaded deliberately down the path about a quarter kilometer east to the market. He meandered around until he found the small Molten Ox Tavern for some food. He briefly considered renting another room in which to recuperate, but head pounding, he had no energy outside of filling his gut with juicy meat and crusty bread. Fortunately he had plenty of money to cover the bill for a small feast. 

He had always wanted to visit Dormir City about ten kilometers south of his home. Armed with only a short sword and the ability to use it, along with a half a dozen magic runes his father, Lance Higgenson, had given him, he felt certain he could protect himself if the need arose. Though he didn’t know how effective the runes were as his father gave them to him without knowledge either. He was certain Baromir would determine their worth as there was no one in their small village to do so. He didn’t hold magic in very high regard but wanted to arm his son with as much protection as he possibly could. Reluctantly Baromir realized he still had to find someone with magical abilities to assess their worth, if any. Baromir, like his father, had little love for magic and thought its practitioners performed a thinly veiled ruse for those gullible enough to believe it and, of course, pay. They were rare here in the Lagosian province, making the task even more annoying.

Originally from Helva province, by the age of fifteen Baromir yearned to travel. Now twenty, he’d spent his youth helping his father with the farm and finally scrounged up enough money for a journey, he needed to find himself, get out of his village for a couple weeks and see what’s out there. Despite his advanced age,  his father did not object to his wishes but he gave him a limit of fourteen days. He knew that Baromir needed to roam, for he felt that same pull in his younger days and could not deny his son that same opportunity. Baromir vowed a week or two only and would soon return with tales of adventure. 

Unfortunately, like many young and inexperienced men, Baromir had drunk himself into a stupor in the first few days of his trip and blindly crashed at The Secluded Shroud Alehouse & Inn where the old woman so rudely roused him. But now he was eager to explore this little town - once he rid himself of the sluggishness of this foolishly obtained hangover.

After procuring some hot grub at The Molten Ox Tavern, he stopped under a tree to escape some of the oppressive heat. He plopped down and ate while he watched the city move around him. The meat was tender and delicious, and he thanked the gods that supposedly watched over him that he found such a meal. The bread was dense and hearty, complimenting the meat and sopping up the juices. He slowly savored each morsel as he was unsure if he would find fare as delicious in the next town. Despite the rich juices from the savory meat drippings he could feel the effects of dehydration from the past night’s over indulgences and sought out the next closest inn for some libation. 

Composing himself he let his slightly dizzy spell go away and walked to the next inn, relishing some ale or other drink to quench his thirst. The bar was already bustling - at this time in the early afternoon he expected everyone to be out doing their duties - he supposed they were weary travelers just like him. He monitored the barkeep until he came over, hastily spitting out, “One glass of water if you can manage it?” 

The bartender laughed, “I thought you would want something heartier! We don’t usually serve water, what with it usually making people sick, but since you look a little haggard I might have just the thing.”

Ignoring the laughs of the nearest patron, Baromir waited as the barkeep went into the back room. Looking around he saw all the women were occupied by other men and as the meal helped him slowly regain strength, he felt a tinge of desire. He had flirted with the girls back home, but these women were of a different breed. They were all uniquely beautiful, each a rare beauty compared to the women back home. Baromir was unfortunately inexperienced in the ways of love, he had not yet had a woman in his life and he definitely wanted to lie with one before he returned so his father would stop pestering him about becoming a man. But his current interests lay in travel, however that wouldn’t stop him from trying his luck with a woman who would bat her eyes his way. Turning to look back at the bartender he was presented with a cool, sparkling mug of water.

“From my personal reserves, just a silver piece for the trouble, mate.”

Grateful for what he assumed was clean water, Baromir found a silver piece and flipped it to the bartender. “There you go and thank you very kindly sir.” Taking the water, he found a table with no occupants and sat down. Despite a twinge of iron, the water was cool and his body felt replenished as he gulped it down. Idly wondering what to do next, allowing the minutes to pass, the iron aftertaste settled in his mouth but he still felt refreshed. He stood up, thankful that the dizzy spell didn’t come back, left the cup where it was, and strolled out into the blistering heat once more. Checking his money bag hadn’t been snatched by some unsavory pincher, he thought more on what he could do that would be worthy of telling his father, not just get drunk his first few nights, get kicked out of a room and and gulp water at the inn he hadn’t bothered to read the name of. This was a place to remember as it saved him from dehydration: The Sunsplash Inn.  He wandered back to the Molten Ox and found the same tree in order to rest a bit more in the shade and wait out some of this heat. As he looked around his eyes fell upon The Hollow Dragon Tavern. This could be a sign! he thought. He’d heard plenty of stories about dragons, though he didn’t have the faintest idea of where to find one, let alone hunt and kill one to fortify a tale. He immediately dismissed that idea as he felt the swordsmanship his father taught him may not be up to par for such a lofty undertaking. Sighing, he leaned back and digested his meal, thoughts wandering on the possibilities that could lay before him. 

​⚔ ⚔ ⚔

Lorna made her way to the other side of the bar as she picked up the discarded mugs from the tables and placed them on her tray. Only nineteen, she had been living on her own for a while now and, unlike Baromir, had no intention of returning home. 

She had managed to gain employment at the local Sunsplash Inn inn as a waitress, a job she partly loathed every day. The pay was decent but the patrons were not. The men constantly pawed at her, eying her as some conquest instead of a human being. She moved confidently through the bar, deftly keeping her slender frame out of reach of handsy customers. She’d definitely learned to be assertive in a short time, much to their chagrin. The other women understood and empathized and in one instance saved her from a man who’d had too much ale and sloppily tried to propose to her. Her refusal maddened him to outrage, thankfully some other patrons managed to subdue him. What they didn’t know was that she was an aspiring mage and had a fireball spell ready to subdue him, but she was grateful for the reinforcements so as not to give away her secrets. 

It was a typical day at the inn, and she was preparing for the end of her long shift. She spent hours working the tables and never got an order wrong - of course, most of the patrons ordered ale which was easy enough to remember. It paid the bills, and she figured in about a year  she would have enough saved to finally enroll at the Lagosia Magical University. She wanted to further her education in being a magician and in her off hours she studied spells to her heart’s content. Thus far she’d only mastered the fireball spell and defensive shield - two spells that had come in handy in this town. 

“About time for your shift to end, sweetie,” Rickard said as he motioned to her.

Rickard, the barkeep, was the only one allowed to call her ‘sweetie’, as he had a kindly, fatherly way about him and had never made untoward advances. She headed to the cleverly hidden back room set aside for the inn workers as some of them milled around, preparing to start the evening shift. She sighed in relief as she took a seat, feet throbbing after toiling all day but she was glad there was some daylight left. She much preferred the day shift as it gave her time to work on her spells. 

Sometimes she daydreamed of meeting an exciting patron with whom she could connect with mentally as well as magically. Some established mage with piercing eyes and a practiced wand. A clever conjuror with whom she could hone her skills and develop her raw talent while traveling the globe and partaking in indescribable adventures. Her father opposed her independence, he believed women should be married by 14 and bear children for some thoughtless oaf, never leaving the homestead. They surely did not see eye-to-eye on that issue. 

She chose to satisfy her thirst with some cool spring water, letting it run down her throat then sopped the sweat from her forehead. Most of her coworkers chose to drink ale because it was safer, but they were fortunate to have a secret spring nearby and she personally brought in two buckets every morning to squirrel away in the cellar so she could have some cool water during heat spells like this. Today was payday, so she waited for Rickard instead of leaving after the pain in her feet subsided enough for her to make the short journey home. Rent was due at the boarding house and she prized the small private room she had. 

“So, what’s the plan for tomorrow?” she asked as Rickard entered the room. She was curious since tomorrow was her day off. 

“Working the bar, sweetie, what else is there?” Rickard said with a slight smile as he pulled out his coin bag and gave Lorna her wages.

“Oh, you...” Lorna smirked as she scooped the money into her coin bag. “Tomorrow I’m going to learn a new spell!”

“Really? You like that magic stuff, don’t you?” He couldn’t believe that one of his best waitresses practiced magic. To him, magic and all it entailed was some advanced form of tRickardery.  But she was his best worker so he humored her. 

“Yes, sir I do,” Lorna said as she stood up, drank the last of the water, and put the cup to be washed. “I’ll see you Friday, bright and early.”

“You have fun with all... that...” Rickard waved dismissively as he sat and counted the money from today’s sales.

“I surely will!” she called over her shoulder as she left the room. Without looking back she left the inn, finally free to do what she wanted with what little energy she had left. As she strolled down the lane, her stomach grumbling and beckoning the just earned coins from her purse, she saw, nay, felt something odd as she passed by a young man resting near the side of the path. He looked tired but she had a feeling about him - she also liked the way he leaned back casually against the tree, his strong, tanned forearms crossed loosely in front of him as he watched the townsfolk in their daily rounds. He had thick, dark hair that lay in waves framing a quite appealing face. There was something magnetic about him. 

Steeling herself she decided to approach. “Excuse me... do you by chance have a rune in your pouch?” she asked, still feeling that strange pull. 

Squinting past the shade of the tree, Baromir looked up and said warily, “How did you know that?” Eyeing the young woman in front of him, she was quite attractive and he felt a pull of his own. 

“May I see your bag?” she asked, only then realizing how she must sound. “I’m not a thief!” she laughed sheepishly and held out her hand to introduce herself. “I’m Lorna and I know a little something about runes, you see, and there is one calling out to me from your bag. I know this must sound silly but I must see it.”

Baromir appraised her again, she looked trustworthy, but then his pouch contained all the coin he had. He held firm to his bag and fished out a few runes, offering those to her instead. At least if she stole the runes he wouldn’t be out food and lodgings the remainder of his trip. 

She smiled and took the runes he offered, carefully assessing and sorting them. “That one doesn’t do anything... ” Examining the next one she shook her head. “No, this one is inert too, I don’t imagine you have any more?”

She was bold, he gave her that. But that boldness excited him, as did her mere presence. Her eyes sparkled with interest, her soft rosebud lips parted in anticipation. Her shiny, slightly golden brunette hair was half pinned up and allowed the remaining soft tendrils to spill over her shoulders. The soft curls angled, as his eyes did, for her bosom. He noticed she wore the clothes of a waitress, her corset was intent on displaying her assets and he was glad he caught her still in uniform. 

“Just the last one.” Pulling the last rune, he saw the light in Lorna’s eyes as he handed it over, accidentally brushing her hand and feeling a slight bolt of electricity. “I’m Baromir, by the way...”

She unintentionally ignored his introduction, once in her palm and feeling the rune’s power acutely, her eyes widened but she quickly contained her reaction. The stone contained a very powerful defensive spell and she wondered if he knew how potent it was. She looked back at him and asked, “Do you know what this rune does?”

“No, I don’t know what any of them do. My father gave them to me before I left home in case they could help me on my journey but he had no knowledge of their powers either,” he explained. “Can you help me?”

Handing the rune back she shrugged. “I suppose helping you out wouldn’t hurt. Seeing as there are some people around here on whom those would be useful... it’s quite necessary for you to know their powers, I would say. Have you eaten?”

“I am famished,” Baromir fibbed.

​⚔ ⚔ ⚔

With Baromir following she walked right into The Molten Ox tavern. The innkeeper eyed him inquisitively as he ordered another portion of the delectable meat and thick bread, only an hour after consuming the previous feast.  She led him to a secluded table near the back, away from prying eyes, and started eating immediately. He hesitated, his stomach already so full, and hoped she wouldn’t notice how slowly he ate. 

After about ten minutes of silence as she dined, her appetite finally sated, she said, “Now that we ascertained which rune is magical, how about we figure out how to activate it? It could help in your travels. May I see it again?”

Handing Lorna the magical rune he watched her look it over and after a few moments asked what she thought of it. 

She studied the rune intently, trying to glean the magic it contained but not fully translating it. “It’s a bit complicated and will require some time for me to figure out how best to use it. I don’t suppose you have anywhere you need to go?”

Shaking his head, he shrugged. “I have plenty of time to spare.” He did not mention he was on a soujourn for only a few weeks - but why put a cap on spending time with such an intriguing young woman? His father would surely understand. 

Concentrating on it she sighed in frustration at not being able to immediately discern its wavelength. “It shouldn’t take very long, it will tell me its secrets in due time.” 

“How long do you suppose it will take?”

“I’m not entirely sure, a day or so? If that?” She did not mention that she was an aspiring mage and had to study quite a bit to figure out this puzzling rune. She hoped it would only take that long. 

“I see, I don’t suppose you could show me around? Or will it require your full concentration?”

“It will require my full concentration,” she stated, eyes not leaving the rune. She would not be able to stop obsessing over this rune until she solved its mystery. By the stroke of luck she had the whole next day to concentrate. The pattern of the rune was amazing to her, not that complicated, but it was definitely a work of art. Murmuring to herself about how amazing it was, she ignored Baromir and studied it. “I’ll let you know when I solve it, where are you staying?”

“I’m not staying anywhere now, can you recommend a good inn? The innkeeper at the last one... was a bit too abrupt.” Omitting his overstay of welcome, he didn’t mention that he foolishly spent his past couple of days too drunk to not pay attention to the rules of the house. 

Still looking over the rune she shrugged. “I can recommend the Sunsplash Inn, it’s the best bar in town and has decent rooms for the weary traveler.”

“Sunsplash? I’ll look for it.”

“It’s just east of here, can’t miss it.” She didn’t want to mention that it was where she worked, but she wouldn’t be around tomorrow to run into him. Hopefully she could quickly figure out this rune and he would be off on his way.

“Umm, which way is north?”

Taking herself away from the rune, she stood up and pointed in the direction of the inn. “That way.” She quickly returned to studying the rune, unfortunately losing her place in the pattern and had to start over again. It was starting to work itself out, albeit slowly, and she was barely able to translate the message.

“I’ll take my leave now and go check in, then.” Standing up Baromir turned to seek out the Sunsplash Inn, which he hoped had better management. Before he left the table he looked back at her, realizing that he didn’t know when to come by the next day. “When and where should I visit tomorrow?”

“I’d say meet me here again in the late afternoon,” Lorna said as she continued to work out the pattern, not looking at him.

With that he turned around and left for the inn. He found it easily, as she had predicted, and secured a room for a couple of nights. He decided to nap for a few hours until suppertime as he still wasn’t fully recovered from the hangover... or from meeting Lorna for that matter.

​⚔ ⚔ ⚔

Famir was your average-looking dwarf as dwarves go, his long flaxen hair and pale beard groomed and silky. He dressed in the finest threads he could afford from the most talented tailors. He refused to look frumpy just because of his stature. He was from the sleepy Gulch of Asder in the south of Lagosia province and took to the bustling energy of Dormir City quite nicely. He was a randy sort, but hadn’t had any luck enticing anyone so far in his stay. He was living a lush life thanks to the sizable inheritance from his father’s recent passing so he had no need of, nor a desire for, a job. He spent most of his time looking for a party and like minded people of all sorts to keep him “busy”. Being a dwarf had its disadvantages, but he managed to charm many people - male and female alike. While he normally wasn’t always horny, he sure was bored, and he thought a dalliance here and there was a splendid way to pass the time.

He enjoyed a comfortably rich life and intended to keep it that way. Employment made him scoff as he much preferred taking his leisure at whim, enjoying limitless traveling and seeking all forms of decadence and adventure. He’d, of course, obtained the finest equipment and trained with top tutors in many different fighting styles and with his trusty axe, Chopper, he’d bested many opponents in the wilds of Lagosia while seeking said adventures. Most of the other dwarves thought he was crazy, always venturing out, but he was a naturally skilled fighter and talent like his couldn’t be contained. He valiantly defended his travel companions and he’d made many a trustworthy friend during his excursions. He knew people from all over the world, traveled to places his friends back home could only dream of, bedded some of the most tantalizing men and women, yet it wasn’t enough. He realized he needed a cause, something to fight for. While King Reiner had his enemies, he didn’t despise him enough to directly attack him. The king’s soldiers were constantly on guard and the royal grounds were impenetrable, leaving little resources to patrol the areas around Lagosia proper. This left weary travelers vulnerable to thieves and even wild beasts such as dragons, maybe he could defend the people? Alas, that did seem a considerable effort right now so he found himself heading to his favorite bar at the Sunsplash Inn. 

He entered the Sunsplash Inn and looked around for a possible mark. He noticed another dwarf in the bar but she was already busy casting her own spell on some older gentlemen so he turned his eyes to the farm boy sitting at the bar. The young man was pretty, and looked a bit naive, just his type. He took the stool next to him and motioned to the bartender for some ale, turning and asking in a silky tone, “So, who are you?”

“I’m Baromir.” Taking a sip of the ale he kindly regarded the dwarf that just walked up to him. He wasn’t your typical dwarf, he was impeccably dressed, had a fine, shiny axe slung on his back and hair he could only think to describe as beautiful, though he would normally only attribute that observation to a woman. 

“Nice name, Baromir. I’m Famir.” Famir appraised Baromir more closely and noticed the short sword hanging from his hip. “Nice blade. I think we have something in common: the love of fine weaponry.”

Baromir glanced around Famir at the glinting axe on his back, smiled and nodded in agreement. It was nice to find someone who took pride in their arms as much as he did. 

Famir continued, “I’m hoping we have more in common if you’re possibly... looking for a companion tonight...” he took a sip and, eyes hooded, and looked languidly at Baromir hoping he’d give him the answer he wanted. 

Baromir nearly spit out his drink and chuckled heartily, “No thank you, I think you misread me, friend, I don’t sleep with men, much less dwarves.”

Recoiling and a bit offended as he was quite aware his charms were appealing to both the feminine and masculine, Famir scoffed, “I would think you’d find me attractive in some way.”

Baromir, still laughing, shook his head. “I mean I don’t hate dwarves, my apologies if I’ve offended your people. I just don’t sleep with them. Too small. I like something a little more... elevated.” 

“So, you would sleep with a man?” Raising an eyebrow, he hoped he still had a chance as Baromir was even more attractive now that he’d seen his smile. 

“No, let me clarify: I prefer the fairer sex of a more statuesque sort.” 

“Why not?” Brows furrowing, Famir was once again perplexed his usual advances were ineffective. Though the man had a right to have his preferences.

“I’m simply not into men. Now there’s a man I know from my village who likes men a lot. He supposedly sleeps with everyone! Honestly, he’d probably love to be your ‘companion’ tonight as he gleefully beds all manner of people. But I don’t share in those desires, my humble apologies.” 

Famir took a sip of his ale and shrugged. “Fair enough. I often partake in the fairer sex, don’t think me just interested in you, my friend.”  Thinking on this man in Baromir’s village, he thought it wise to at least find out where he was in case he was near there in his future journeys. “And where do you come from, if I may ask? Are you a warrior of some sort to have such a nice short sword?” At least he could entertain himself with talk of his next favorite subject. 
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