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Morgana reclined at her corner table in The Exalted Boar and casually puffed at a long-stemmed pipe. Clouds of smoke rolled from the witch’s nostrils as she exhaled slowly, letting the calm wash over her body. She took another drag, deeper this time, watching the ashes in the bowl glow. She held her breath, keeping the smoke in her lungs for as long as possible, before letting it spill out of her mouth with a shudder and a cough. Her eyes watered and felt heavy, and she smiled.  

An assortment of duck bones lay scattered on a plate in front of her, stripped clean of every bit of flesh. The roasted meal had hit the exact right spot, and Morgana struggled to do anything but sit, smoke, and digest. Her stomach gurgled contentedly, and hadn’t felt this full in weeks. Her belly bulged out a bit from overindulgence, and she patted it like a proud mother. 

Her mind wandered, and took her back to the boiler works. Lyra’s flesh-portal had been unsightly, and a bit crudely designed if she was being completely honest, but Morgana had to admit that it worked perfectly. Well, almost perfectly. It did dump her in the Wanderwine River just outside of Lorelheim, but she’d take an impromptu dunk in icy water over the sweltering heat of Sumesha City any day. The embarrassing plunge had only damaged her pride, and aside from having a few curious merfolk see her big, wet witch titties, there had been no harmful side effects from using the infernal device. Besides, she needed a good bath with how sweaty and sticky her encounter with the sultry devil had left her. 

Morgana considered herself lucky, all things considered, and took a long, thoughtful pull from her pipe. She took in her surroundings (now that she wasn’t busy stuffing her mouth full of duck meat) and even more tension dripped from her shoulders. The place was busy; busy enough to keep her hidden amongst the eclectic crowd, and she knew she could sit and settle down here for a while. 

At its foundation, Lorelheim had been a melting pot of a city, bringing many cultures, religions, and ideas together to exist in harmony. It was a place of salvation, and people fled there to escape oppression and tyranny, and to build better futures for their families. But now, with Emperor Karne beating his war drums and marching on former allies, the streets had a new feel to them that made Morgana deeply uncomfortable. She traveled with a newfound anxiety, and wondered if she should avoid the city altogether for the foreseeable future.

Despite being one of the biggest, if not the biggest, cities in all of the Empire, Karne’s forces in Lorelheim behaved as if they occupied a hostile foreign state. Groups of stinking, unwashed imperial soldiers roamed the streets, intent on disturbing the general public as much as possible. Human males made up the entirety of Karne’s grungy army, despite the overwhelming diversity amongst the citizens of the empire, and those in command were rabidly proud of that fact. Anyone who didn’t look exactly like them was treated with suspicion and hostility, and the soldiers acted more like bullies than an organized fighting force. 

The Exalted Boar, however, proved to be an oasis in the middle of a hostile desert, and the cheerful din of conversation filled Morgana with some comfort. At one table, a group of tan-skinned Dwarves loudly argued with each other over a game of cards. They all had beards, braided in an array of intricate patterns, and one of them thoughtfully stroked their lengthy mane. At another, an Elf, two Humans, and a Halfling sat huddled together over a worn, frayed map of some kind spread out across the table. They took turns pointing at and discussing various parts of it, and based on their gear, Morgana assumed them to be adventurers. Past the planning adventurers stood a handful of toothy Half-Orcs, who snarled cheerfully as they worked on a large platter of turkey legs. They clustered around a standing table, tankards in one hand, clubs of meat in the other as they hungrily feasted and laughed at indecipherable jokes. 

In every direction, the tables were full of people in all shapes and sizes, all lost in their own plans and conversations. Far too busy to notice a witch keeping to herself in the shadows. Morgana felt comfortably invisible in her corner seat, and puffed a thick ring of smoke above her head. It drifted up slowly, before dissolving into the persistent communal haze that hung in the air.    

Above it all and growing in volume, Morgana could make out the sounds of instruments being tuned, and her ears perked up. She had noticed the slightly raised stage before, but paid it no mind until she heard the band preparing for their concert. Three figures had settled in, and a flutter tickled Morgana’s gut when she recognized one of the band members. The stout Halfling woman with a messy ponytail who sat front and center, clutching a harp between her thighs, had been a barmaid earlier in the evening. She had waited on Morgana, and introduced herself as Braeda Halfstack. 
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