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CHAPTER ONE

 Sharing a Bed

 


 Tolla drank water. He
didn't like mead or wine, so water was his only option. He had a
bowl of potatoes and a few bits of grisly chicken mixed into it,
but that was it. The Lusty Lady was not the kind of tavern that
served food fit for a prince, or even a prince's favored slave.
Tolla would have rather cooked for himself, but the meal came with
his room and he would have felt cheated if he didn't take the
food.

Flames crackled in the fireplace. Tolla had
never seen the place so quiet though. Virtually no one was here.
Unfortunately, a group of traveling women had occupied a large
portion of the rooms -- they weren't down here drinking because
they were Sisters of the Holy Chambers. They were upstairs,
presumably performing their ablutions or whatever they did, Tolla
didn't know.

Tolla stretched his legs to head up to his
own room. He had thought he might be able to meet a man tonight,
but that didn't seem likely to happen. Not only were the women
clogging up the tavern -- Tolla preferred men -- but Harvey was
behind the bar. Harvey disliked men like Tolla, so even if there
had been someone Tolla wanted to spend the night with, Harvey would
have tried to prevent it.

He was a jerk -- Tolla had long disliked
Harvey. But he owned the only tavern in town, so Tolla had to stay
here. Harvey glared at him. Every once in awhile, he'd urge Tolla
to marry a woman, and Tolla would remind him to mind his own
business.

There was a man.

Tolla noticed him just as he was heading up
to his own room. He was a warrior, probably a barbarian from one of
the northern tribes. He wore thick animal skins over his head, and
he carried a sword that was the size of Tolla's entire body.

Tolla was a druid, so he respected barbarians
like this man -- they were usually attuned to nature like he was,
though without the magical powers. This one in particular had a
handsome, rugged face that Tolla couldn't tear his eyes away from.
A surge of desire flooded Tolla, who had to remind himself that he
was here to survey the town's agricultural output -- Tolla worked
for a high-class market looking for a new source of excellent
(expensive) fruits and vegetables.

"Eh, Tolla!" Harvey the bartender and
proprietor called out. Tolla turned to face him. Harvey smiled
broadly. "This here is Marachos, mihamigo. He's going to your room, can you show
him?"

"Uh, yeah. Okay," Tolla said. His heart
fluttered. Marachos, who seemed to have no belongings whatsoever
aside from what he carried on him, headed after Tolla up the stairs
in the back of the tavern. Tolla was nervous because he didn't want
to share a room with Marachos.

There were a couple reasons for that. Most
important, Tolla simply enjoyed his privacy. It was normal in this
part of Daramir for travelers to share their beds -- the
tavernkeepers never turned someone down, so if there were not
enough beds, they would simply force folks to share. With the
Sisters of the Holy Chambers taking up almost all of the rooms --
they certainly couldn't be expected to share because they were
chaste and pure and unsullied by law and custom -- there was no
place for Marachos to go except with Tolla.

Another reason Tolla didn't want to share his
room with Marachos was that Marachos was attractive, but he looked
dirty and stinky. He would keep Tolla both aroused and disgusted
all night.

Marachos was nearly seven feet tall -- a lot
of those northern tribes had traces of giant in their blood -- and
brimming with muscle. He had so many muscles it looked painful,
Tolla thought, like his body just didn't have anywhere to put them
all. He had muscles pulled tight, crammed in under taut skin that
was marked with scars, which covered his neck and the visible parts
of his chest. Dried blood and mud were caked onto him.

"I hope your travels have been sweet,
and your voyages tasty," Tolla said. It was a translation of
something one of the northern tribes said. He forced a smile on his
face. This wouldn't be too bad, he thought, at least Marachos was
sexy. He'd just have to clean up a bit (Tolla was
not sharing a bed with him like
that).

"Uh-huh." He looked up as they made
their way up the stairs -- which were so narrow and rickety that
Marachos had to squeeze his broad shoulders through. He smiled.
"You are familiar with my people?Toivottavasti matkustaa ovat olleet makeita, ja että matkoilla
ovat maukkaita." He repeated the idiom in his own
language, which was guttural but flowing, mellifluous in its own
way, though it wasn't one of those poetic languages like
Fransaise.

"I am," Tolla said. He showed off his holy
symbol. "I'm a druid. I studied with one of the shamans of your
people." He stopped at the door to the room. "Here it is."

He had been staying here for almost a week so
far, so the room was well lived-in. Tolla blushed a little. He had
draped his fabrics and clothes over the room, and his spare green
robe was laid out on the chair. It smelled like perfume and flowers
-- Tolla used his magic to keep a bouquet of sweet-smelling
gardenias alive at all times. It was possibly the least manly
tavern room in the history of the world, Tolla thought. He blushed
a little, at the shocked look on Marachos' face. He probably hadn't
thought a tavern like this would have such a beautiful room (he was
right; they didn't; Tolla had cleaned and decorated it because he
was going to stay here for a full week, maybe more).
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