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  one

The sun was bright in the high, blue cloudless summer sky. This was fantastic weather for the Beet Beer Festival. Demoras walked as fast as her heavy, ornate gown would allow to her rooms. She couldn’t wait to be free of the suffocating dress. 
Eagerly anticipating the annual Beet Beer Festival for months, Demoras had counted down the days, her excitement building until the time had finally arrived and she was determined to attend. The festival held the promise of exhilaration and adventure, and Demoras refused to let it slip through her fingers. The Beet Beer Festival was the highlight of the year for the entire Valley of Zinvren.
Demoras sighed with satisfaction as she shed the formal ceremonial court gown and then ran her hands through her hair, disassembling the elaborate hairstyle. Her maid gasped in shock as Demoras quickly braided her own hair and wound it into a bun at the back of her head. Ignoring her scandalized maid, Demoras pinned several round ornaments in her hair.
She turned to her bed where she had laid out a change of clothes. She shrugged her pants up over her hips and buttoned them closed. Next, she pulled her favourite shirt on, followed by her jacket. She debated about strapping her sword on but decided to leave it. She was forced to have a bodyguard and with the knives she had hidden under her coat, it should be sufficient for any trouble she was likely to run into. This was the city of Noospela; neat, orderly and tame. Exactly like the pure elves who ruled it; boring. Nothing bad or exciting ever happened in Noospela, the City of the Light Queen. Even Wizard’s Wallows had more excitement, situated as it was on the main road into the city of Lowermost at the bottom of the Valley of Zinvren.
This was her first Beet Beer Festival as official royalty. She’d been forced to spend most of the last two days overseeing various festival activities beside her mother, Princess Amaris and her grandmother, Queen Sorella. Today, her royal duties were finished, and she wasn’t expected to perform any until tomorrow. She was free at last.
The Queen hadn’t approved of Demoras going to the festival as a normal citizen, but Demoras argued that this wasn’t the first time she’d attended the festival. It was just her first since Queen Sorella had officially recognized her as royal offspring and brought her to court a few months ago. 
Royal life chafed Demoras. There were too many rules. She was used to doing what she wanted. Queen Sorella had finally given in and allowed her to go to the festival so long as she agreed to take a guard and be back in time to attend to her duties for the closing ceremony tomorrow morning.
Feeling less confined already with just the simple change of clothes, she left her royal apartment and scandalized maid behind and headed to the stable where her assigned guard was supposed to be waiting with a carriage to take them from the palace into the main part of the city. At least, that part of royal life was good. She didn’t have to walk all the time whenever she wanted to go somewhere.
As she walked through the palace, she considered ditching the guard and scarpering off to the festival on her own. She sighed and kept walking to the stable. She could envision the annoyed and disappointed look her grandmother would give her when she found out. Not to mention her mother’s sad look. Some days, well, every day, she wished her father was still alive, and they were still living in the village of Wizards Wallows, blacksmithing at her father’s forge. But he had died of old age, as pure humans do, and Demoras as half-elven had a much longer span. She’d taken over the forge until, much to her surprise, her grandmother had sent a detachment of Light Wardens for her.
Her father had raised her by himself after her mother had abandoned them both and gone back to royal life when Demoras was still a baby. She had vague memories of Amaris, but it was more a feeling of being comfortable and happy than anything really substantial.
When she’d been on the cusp of becoming a teenager, Amaris had sent her to train with the wizard Lanasta. As a half-elf-half-human, dark elf, as that cross was disparagingly referred to, she had to be taught to use magic. Magic did not come to her naturally as it did to pure elves.
Spotting the carriage waiting in the stable yard, she hoped she didn’t get stuck with some junior guard determined to force her to follow the rules and spoil all the fun.
Excitement bubbled through her as she approached the plain servant’s carriage used for mundane palace errands. Queen Sorella had been adamant that Demoras was to be as inconspicuous as possible if she was to attend as a non-royal.
A groom held the horses. Demoras saw no one else around the carriage and was about to climb up beside the driver when a tall, slender man came bustling into the stable yard. She groaned. Of all the stuffy, no-fun, rigid jerks to get stuck with, she got stuck with her distant cousin, Slef Ean. However, the night might not be a total loss after all. There were things she knew about Slef no one else knew. Information she hadn’t had to use when he’d been assigned to her guard duty before. But tonight it would probably be useful.
“Don’t look at me like that, I didn’t ask for this guard duty. I’m in the Queen’s guard to study healing and medicine, not babysitting.” Slef said as he held the carriage door for Demoras, then climbed in behind her. Once they were both settled, he said, “I think this is a bad idea. I know you haven’t been an official princess long, but your station in life has changed and your behaviour should reflect that.”
Demoras groaned and then knocked on the wall behind her head, signalling for the driver to go. “Don’t make such a big fuss about it. I’ve gone to lots of festivals before. No one is even going to notice me.”
Slef glared at her, but said nothing and they rode to the edge of the town square in silence. Demoras ignored Slef and concentrated on watching the scenery passing by the carriage window. Soon enough they reached a street where it was impossible to continue with the carriage and they both got down. Much to Slef’s annoyance, Demoras dismissed the driver for the night and focused her attention on the crowd and the attractions of the Festival.
As they approached the bustling market square of the city, Slef Ean couldn’t help but feel overwhelmed by the massive crowds. People were packed together like sardines, pushing and shoving to make their way through the narrow streets. The air was heavy with the mingling scents of sweat, spices, the lingering aroma of roasting meat and of course, Beet Beer. The humid summer atmosphere wrapped around them like a wet blanket, heightening the anticipation in the air.
Slef tried to reason with Demoras one last time before diving into the sea of people. “Princess, I strongly advise against mingling with the commoners,” he argued, his slender frame reminding Demoras of a stick. “I really don’t think you should be seen partying with the commoners at the festival,” 
Demoras rolled her eyes, unaffected by Slef Ean’s concerns. “They won’t mind, trust me. Loosen up a bit. Don’t be so stuffy,” she retorted, raising her voice to be heard over the cacophony of conversations and competing musicians surrounding them.
Slef Ean sighed. He realized there was no way he was going to change her mind. He hadn’t seen her for years before she’d been brought to court, but she was still as stubborn as ever.
Reluctantly, he followed her as she wove through the crowd, her presence drawing the attention of those around her. Some smiled, some bowed, and some toasted them both. Most were oblivious to her royal status.
The princess paused at a vendor’s stall displaying intricately crafted jewelry, admiring the pieces with a sparkle in her eyes. Demoras bought a few round pieces intending to make Ward Disks with them later.
Slef Ean stood nearby, vigilant and watchful. He took his duty to watch the princess seriously. His gaze fell upon a mysterious figure lurking in the shadows. The man seemed to be intentionally concealing his presence, his eyes fixed on the princess with an unsettling intensity. Alerted by his instincts, Slef Ean promptly informed other guards that were assigned to work the streets, but by the time they arrived, the figure had vanished into the crowd.
“I’m not being stuffy, Princess Demoras. It is important for you to maintain a certain level of decorum befitting your royal position,” Slef Ean remarked, his voice tinged with annoyance.
Demoras rolled her eyes and turned to face Slef Ean, walking backward as he scurried to keep up. “It’s just plain Demoras, and you should know by now that I prefer you to call me by my name,” she reminded him.
“It is still unbecoming for the Crown Princess of the Elven Nation to be carousing in a common alehouse,” Slef Ean insisted, struggling to be heard above the raucous festival noise.
“But it’s the Beet Beer Festival, the most exciting time of the year! And this isn’t just any alehouse we’re going to; it’s Piper’s Alehouse. Besides, Ransom is going to be there,” she exclaimed, a wide grin spreading across her face, knowing well that Slef Ean disliked Ransom.
“Who? Speak up, I can barely hear you in this clamour,” Slef Ean shouted, pushing through a knot of people to catch up to her. While Demoras effortlessly moved through the crowd, Slef Ean struggled to keep up.
“You remember Ransom. We attended wizard school together at Lanasta’s,” she called back, her voice barely audible over the noise of the crowd.
Slef let out an exasperated sigh. “That guy is nothing but trouble. He always gets himself into dangerous situations. I don’t trust him,” Slef Ean said, his voice filled with distrust.
Demoras laughed, her eyes gleaming with excitement. “Oh, come on, Slef. True, Ransom has a knack for finding adventure, but he’s not a troublemaker. Besides, what’s life without a little bit of excitement?”
Slef Ean shook his head, his silver hair shimmering in the sunlight. “Princess Demoras, as your bodyguard, it is my duty to ensure your safety. I can’t help but worry when you’re around someone like Ransom. I’ll say it again, that guy is nothing but trouble. All he does is cause mayhem wherever he goes.”
“That guy is fun. Unlike some other people I could mention.” She jabbed him in the ribs as he finally caught up with her.
Slef pushed her hand away and gave her a stern look. “Fine. We will go in. Two drinks. That’s it. You have royal duties in the morning.”
“Whatever, come on,” she grabbed him by the arm and dragged him through the throng, intent on making her way to Piper’s Alehouse. “Ransom’s a good friend, and he would never intentionally put me in harm’s way.”
Slef Ean sighed. “Fine, Prin- Demoras. If you insist on spending time with Ransom, I will do my best to keep an eye on both of you. And remember, two drinks only.”
“Sure,” a bright smile lit up Demoras’ face, and she reached out to punch Slef’s arm. “Come on. Let’s have some fun.”
With their argument settled, Demoras and Slef Ean resumed their journey through the festival, navigating the bustling crowds and vibrant stalls. The aroma of freshly brewed beet beer filled the air, enticing them with its unique fragrance.
Demoras stopped to watch a juggler and tossed the man a few coins. She went to the game booths and forced Slef to play several of the silly games along with her. It shocked him when he won a prize for throwing a hoop over a coloured spike. Slef hated games. He gave the toy to a little girl and stuck close to Demoras as they left the carnival behind and headed for Piper’s Alehouse as the sun went down.
The alehouse was adorned with colourful banners and strings of flickering lanterns, creating an inviting ambiance. Demoras could already hear the cheerful chatter of patrons and the lively tunes played by a band inside.
Demoras and Slef stepped into the bustling alehouse, the warmth and merriment of the crowd washing over them. The interior was crowded with long wooden tables filled with patrons clinking their tankards together in celebration. The bar was lined with barrels of various beet beer brews, each labelled with unique flavours and strengths with a locked box to hold the ballots at one end. Everyone was expected to vote for their favourite and Piper would enter the winner in the final tasting competition the next day.
Spotting Ransom at a table near the corner, Demoras tugged at Slef Ean’s sleeve excitedly. “There he is!”
Reluctantly, Slef Ean followed Demoras through the crowded alehouse, keeping a watchful eye on their surroundings. As they reached Ransom’s table, he looked up, his eyes widening in surprise.
“Demoras! Slef Ean! What a pleasant surprise!” Ransom exclaimed, his voice carrying a hint of mischief.
“Surprise indeed,” Slef Ean muttered under his breath, taking a seat next to Demoras. “Can’t say it’s pleasant though.”
Piper’s Alehouse was crowded tonight, thanks to the Beet Beer Festival. Tables and chairs were packed together as if someone had squeezed them as close as possible. The wood was polished and gleaming cheerfully. There was an open hearth on one side of the room with an enormous fire burning, the smoke was being funnelled out by a metal chimney. The air was hazy from people smoking pipes and filled with the smell of roasting meat. 
Piper’s Alehouse, named after the owner, Piper Radin, smelled of sweat, pipe smoke, and beer. Beer sloshed and frothed in pitchers and steins and the servers had to squeeze through the crowd to make their deliveries.
The roar of the crowd, the clanking of glasses, the tromping of many feet, the chairs and tables creaking under their weight, and the loud buzz of conversations filled the room. 
Shouts of, “It’s the Princess,” reverberated around the room as several people noticed her by Ransom’s table.
Demoras waved to everyone.
“It’s the Princess and her stuffy bodyguard.” Somebody said, shoving a tankard of ale into her hand so she could toast the beer festival properly.
“I am not stuffy, I’m on duty.” Slef Ean said as someone shoved a chicken leg in his hand.
His squad mate who was lucky enough to get the night off, smiled and clapped him on the shoulder. “Eat up. You look like you need fortification.”
“Thanks,” Slef said as he bit into the roasted chicken.
“He’s so new he squeaks like fresh curd,”
“I do not squeak like curd!” he shouted, his voice climbing alarmingly into the squeak range. He coughed to recover his composure.
Someone, another squad mate, poked him in the ribs as they passed the princess another tankard of ale. “Tough duty, being in charge of the princess.”
“Stop poking me. I’ll have to break your arm. All I did was pull the short straw,”
“Relax. The Princess is perfectly safe in here with us.” His commanding officer said.
Slef Ean had to agree. Piper’s Alehouse was the closest pub to the palace and was usually full of palace guards. Tonight was no exception. In fact, with it being Festival Night, it was fuller than usual. There was barely room for anyone to squeeze through the crowd. Slef was tempted to give Piper a citation for being over capacity but thought he better not push his luck. It would probably cause a riot and he had more than enough work already trying the keep Demoras out of trouble.
“Are you going to unwind and have a drink with us, Stuffy?” someone asked.
“You know I can’t. I’m on duty.” Slef said as he sat down beside Demoras at Ransom’s table.
“Here you go, darling,” someone said as they shoved a large tray of drinks in front of the Princess and Ransom. 
Demoras slapped Slef on the shoulder, replacing her empty tankard with a full one. “I’ll drink yours for you and I’ll let you know how well you enjoyed them.”
Slef gave her a twisted smile. “Thanks, you’re all heart. Beet Beer isn’t my favourite anyway,”
There was a gasp from the crowd. 
“Such blasphemy on Festival Night!” Demoras said and chugged back another beer.
“You had your two already. We should go, and you! You need to address the Princess with respect!” Slef said, admonishing the bartender who rolled his eyes and ignored him as he went off to serve other guests. Demoras was his most regular customer.
Demoras slammed the empty tankard back on the table. “But we haven’t had a chance to visit with Ransom yet. That was the whole point of coming. And leave Piper alone.”
“Fine,” Slef said glaring at her. “We’ll stay one hour, and then we need to get back to the palace. You’re supposed to appear with the Queen and your mother tomorrow morning for the Festival Closing duties and it’s getting late.”
Demoras slid a tankard to Ransom, “Here, have a beer.”
“Thanks. It is good to see you again,” Ransom said with a lazy grin.
Slef jumped to his feet, knocking the chair over, looking behind himself and trying unsuccessfully to draw his sword in the crowded room. “What was that? Felt like something bit me.”
Demoras and Ransom both laughed and clinked their tankards together. 
“Still up to your old pranks, I see, Ransom.”
Slef Ean glowered. “Absolutely no magic around the Princess.” Slef set the chair upright, resisting the urge to slam it on the floor as he did.
“You’re no fun,” Ransom complained as he leaned back in his chair and put his boots on the table, nearly kicking a tankard of ale over. Slef grabbed it before it could tip over and flood the table with purple beer. “Some things never change.”
“Yes, well, drunken wizards get into trouble,” Slef said, pushing Ransom’s feet back to the floor and fastidiously brushing the mud from the wizard’s boots off the table in front of him.
They ignored him and drank more ale. Slef Ean tried to drag Demoras out of the alehouse several times. All the other guards made fun of him, telling him he was a spoilsport.
“I’m trying to do my job here,” he told one who slapped him roughly on the back as he wished him luck with Princess guard duty. “You’ll be up for a citation tomorrow.”
“Yeah, yeah, whatever. I have to go home.” He said as his wife came to the door and caught his eye, waving for him to leave.
It was getting late and there were only a few other patrons left in the alehouse besides Demoras and Ransom who were now playing darts.
“Watch this,” Ransom said, rubbing his arm before he threw a dart. It trailed a shower of sparks behind it and flew true to the bullseye.
The other patrons gasped as they watched Ransom perform the trick without any magic wand or incantations, no small task for a wizard.
Slef Ean was not impressed. “That is quite enough showmanship for one night, wizard,” he said sternly. “It is time for the Princess to be getting home.” 
Ransom felt more relaxed than he had in a while as if all his worries were put to rest with that single throw of the dart. After the disaster at Plainsgate, he hadn’t been sure he could ever use magic again. Slef’s insult rolled off his back as he threw the rest of his darts, repeating the same effect.
“Very pretty,” Demoras said. “Watch this one.”
She pulled a button off her blouse and rubbed it between her thumb and forefinger. Demoras had infused the button with magic, transforming it into a Ward Disk. Rubbing it activated the magic stored inside it so she could use it.
She picked up a dart and stuck the button on the shaft. Aiming carefully, she threw it lazily at the dartboard. The dart did some fancy loops through the air and hit the dartboard in the bull’s eye, where it burst into fireworks.
“Well, you’ve improved,” Ransom said, applauding. “That’s impressive.”
She shrugged. “I have been practicing.”
“Princess, you shouldn’t be pulling the buttons off your shirt,” Slef said, appalled at her behaviour.
“Whatever,” she waved him off, unconcerned. The button was from high on her neck and nothing unprincessly was showing.
“Time to go, princess.” He grabbed her by the arm, in a futile attempt to drag her from the alehouse.
“You are only supposed to touch me in extenuating circumstances,” she said, planting her feet and bracing herself. Slef couldn’t budge her, and she smiled at him. Ransom snorted a laugh and refilled their tankards.
“I would say this qualifies,” Slef Ean said glaring at her and letting go of her arm. He was glaring at her so much he was sure he was getting frown lines already.
The bartender nodded. “Sorry, princess. I have to agree there, it’s closing time.”
“On a festival night? You people are no fun.” Ignoring Slef, she grabbed Ransom by the arm, to lead him from Piper’s and into the street. “I know another place we can go where the party never stops.”
“Princess, no,” Slef Ean said with horror, guessing where she meant.
“I’m game,” Ransom said. “Lead on,”
Arm in arm, ignoring Slef Ean, they went outside.
Slef Ean followed the pair as they left the alehouse. Getting drunk at Piper’s was one thing. Everyone there was a palace guard or a relative of one. Piper himself had been an elite guard and trainer until he retired and opened the beer house. Numerous untrue stories circulated about Piper and Princess Amaris, but they had been disproven years ago.
Slef wished he hadn’t been assigned to Demoras and that he didn’t have to be related to her. Even though they were distant cousins nine hundred and seventy-two times removed, and had been forced to spend summer holidays together, they weren’t exactly friends. And Ransom was on a whole other level of trouble that he preferred to avoid.
They got along alright, but Demoras was too wild for him. She seemed to prefer people like Ransom the Handsome, who caused nothing but trouble.
This was a bad idea, going to the wrong side of town and continuing the party. The rest of Noospela was shutting down anyway since it was nearly dawn and preparing for the last day of the festival, where the awards would be handed out for the winning beer.
Maybe he should request backup. No, he decided. That would make him look incompetent. He could handle this on his own. The Queen had been adamant, though. He needed to control the Princess and make sure she attended her festival duties later this morning, on time and behaving with decorum for a change. So far, it was not going that well.






  
  two

Demoras and Ransom stumbled out of Piper’s alehouse, their arms intertwined, while Slef Ean trailed close behind them. The night air enveloped them with a cool breeze, carrying the scents of damp earth and distant laughter. The Elven city of Noospela shimmered under the moonlight, casting ethereal shadows on the cobblestone streets. 
“Princess, we should return to the palace. You have court duties in the morning—later today. The Queen—“ Slef Ean pleaded, his voice filled with irritation.
Ignoring him, Demoras turned to Ransom and whispered, “Don’t mind him, Ransom. He’s always a killjoy when it comes to having fun.”
Ransom chuckled. “I remember that well. Wasn’t he the little brat who ratted us out at Lanasta’s when we hid the old billy goat in the Countess’s coach?”
Demoras laughed, her eyes sparkling mischievously. “What a mess that was. We had a good laugh, though.”
Slef Ean sighed, his frustration clear. “Princess, we really should not be venturing further. This part of town is not safe.”
Demoras shot him a defiant look. “Safe for whom? Me or you?”
Confusion crossed Ransom’s face as he asked, “What do you mean?”
Demoras raised her chin, her voice filled with anger. “Elves don’t come to this part of town, do they, Slef?”
Surprised, Slef Ean paused for a moment, carefully choosing his words. “No, typically not. These are not our usual crowd or usual haunts or-.”
Demoras finished his sentence, her voice echoing through the silent streets. “Your kind of people. Not the pure elves of the royal court who would be so pleased if I made a mistake and met my demise tonight, allowing a ‘pure’ elf to inherit the crown from my grandmother. I’ve heard the rumours and walked into more than one awkward conversation I wasn’t meant to hear.”
Her words hung in the air, and the weight of her defiance settled upon them. Ransom broke the tense silence, pointing across the road. “Is that the place?”
Demoras blinked, momentarily disoriented. Across the street stood a sketchy-looking inn, its dimly lit windows filled with celebrating figures. “Yes, that’s it.”
“Well, come on, then. Let’s go in,” Ransom said, his voice tinged with a hint of forced cheeriness. “This is no time for arguments. It’s the Beet Beer Festival. Tonight, all we need is fun.”
Demoras straightened her shoulders and rubbed her hands over her face to clear her thoughts. “You’re right, Ransom. Slef, forget that ever happened. We never had that discussion,”
“Yes, Princess,” Slef said obediently, looking around to see if anyone else had noticed the argument. There was no one on the street.
The mood lightened and Ransom, arm in arm with Demoras, went across the street to the pub with the gaudy sign.
“Welcome to the Handy Brew, Ransom. I’m sure you’re going to love this place.” Demoras said as she opened the door.
Slef Ean scanned the street and followed them inside after a moment. Pausing in the open door, he looked down the street. He thought he saw a flash of someone skulking in the shadows. He used magic to improve his sight in the dark by rubbing his eyes, but there was nothing there. Deciding he was only seeing shadows, he went inside, shutting the door behind himself.
As they entered the pub, a wave of cheers erupted from the patrons, drawing everyone’s attention to the trio. Slef Ean’s eyes narrowed and his instincts were on high alert. The bar was filled with rough-looking individuals—humans, trolls, and even a couple of orcs—mingling with the crowd. It was a stark contrast to the refined elegance of the Elven court Slef preferred.
A chant erupted, voices rising in unison. “It’s the princess!”
“The princess has graced us with her presence once again!” The large orc behind the bar shouted.
Ransom looked at Demoras with a curious expression. “You come here often?”
“I get asked that a lot,” Demoras flashed Ransom a mischievous smile. “I have a knack for finding the most interesting places in the city. And this, my friend, is one of them.”
Ransom smiled back, taking in the crowd. This was indeed his kind of place. Ransom chuckled as he scanned the rowdy crowd. “Looks like we won’t have a dull moment tonight.”
The trio made their way to an empty table in a corner, surrounded by the boisterous atmosphere. The air was thick with the scent of ale, and laughter filled every corner of the room. Demoras leaned back in her chair, balancing on its back legs, taking in the scene with a mix of excitement and curiosity.
Slef Ean’s concern remained palpable as he glanced around warily. “Princess, we should exercise caution. We’re far from the safety of the palace.”
Demoras rolled her eyes. “Slef, you worry too much. We’re here to enjoy ourselves. What could possibly go wrong?”
As if on cue, a loud crash echoed through the pub, followed by an eruption of angry shouts and laughter. Demoras turned her head towards the commotion, her eyes widening with amusement.
In the center of the room, two burly trolls were engaged in an arm-wrestling match. The crowd gathered around, cheering and placing bets on the outcome. Ransom leaned closer to Demoras, his eyes filled with excitement.
“Should we join in on the fun?” he asked.
Demoras grinned, a playful glint in her eye. “Absolutely! Let’s show them what we’re made of.”
Ransom and Demoras approached the arm-wrestling table, drawing the attention of the crowd. The trolls paused their match, eyeing the newcomers with a mix of curiosity and amusement.
Ransom addressed the trolls, his voice filled with confidence. “Mind if we join you?”
The larger troll smirked, his voice gruff. “Little humans think they can challenge us? Fine then, let’s see what you’ve got.”
“No cheating with magic, and the loser buys a round for the winner.”
“Done,” Demoras said, setting her elbow on the table and grasping the hand of the troll.
The crowd erupted into cheers, creating an electric atmosphere as Demoras positioned herself at the table, ready to take on the trolls. Slef Ean watched from the sidelines, torn between concern and fascination.
As the arm-wrestling match began, Demoras strained against the troll's formidable strength. The crowd watched with bated breath as the struggle unfolded. Demoras gritted her teeth, while her muscles bulged with the effort. 
The troll took a drink of his beer. “Is that all you’ve got, girl?”
Demoras smiled at him and shifted her weight.
The room fell silent for a moment, the tension thick enough to cut. And then, with a sudden burst of energy, Demoras slammed the troll's arm down, emerging victorious. The crowd erupted into applause and cheers.
The troll stared at her, and at his hand clearly pinned to the table. “That is impossible for a woman of your size. You must have used magic!”
A tense hush silenced the crowd.
Ransom patted the large troll on the shoulder. “No. Demoras has been a blacksmith for a long time. She does not need magic to win at arm wrestling. But if you insist on a rematch, I will monitor her for the use of magic. I am a wizard of some renown. Is there another wizard here?”
Ransom polled the crowd, but no one else claimed to be a wizard.
“I vouch for the princess,” an orc cried out. “She does not need magic to win at arm wrestling. Buy the lady a beer, and see if you can best me next.”
The troll grumbled but didn’t argue further. He bought Demoras a beer as promised and challenged the orc. The orc promptly beat the troll.
“You must be getting too tired, or too drunk, Zirion. Perhaps it would be best to call it a night.” The orc said as he accepted the beer Zirion bought for him. 
Demoras laughed as she left the arm wrestling table behind and made her way to a now-empty table, her eyes shining with triumph. “I told you I could handle myself, Slef,” she said as she took a seat and set her tankard on the table.
Slef sat beside her, relief washing over him. “Indeed, Princess. You never cease to amaze me.”
After a few drinks, Slef Ean gave up any pretense of trying to keep the Princess under control and instead focused on watching for danger. He had visited The Handy Brew with Demoras before, but never as her sole guard. He had always had other guards with him and the princess on previous visits. The patrons knew them, even if they didn’t like him. The feeling was mutual. He didn’t particularly care for them, either. The princess should not be mixing with people of such low class. Not now that the Queen had recognized her as her future heir
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