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    Dear Rearers 
I extend my heartfelt gratitude to you as you embark on this literary journey with me. As the words unfold, you'll discover that this story has taken on a life of its own.
If you haven't gleaned it by now, I find joy in infusing a touch of whimsy and intrigue into my writing. The creative process is a dynamic and unpredictable companion.
So, here we are, on the cusp of a tale that dances on the edge of the known and the unknown. May the words weave a spell around you, transporting you to realms where imagination reigns supreme.
Last but most importantly, BLAME ALEX and my other EDITORS. That means you, Melissa, ALLIE and D!!!!
 
E.L. Marr!
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Inn River Run

Early Morning
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The sharp rap against the sturdy wooden door rattles the walls of the cozy Norse-style lodge, snapping Chrissy out of deep, exhausted sleep. Her breath hitches as she jolts awake, the remnants of dreams dissolving into dull aches and the heavy awareness of her body. For a moment, she lies still, staring at the ceiling beams while the smells of woodsmoke, old ale, and something far less pleasant remind her exactly where she is—and what kind of night she survived. Delfini’s voice carries clearly through the thick planks, brisk and practical, already moving on.

“Breakfast is ready.”

The sound of boots fades down the hall before Chrissy can answer.

With a groan, she pushes herself upright and swings her legs over the edge of the bed. Every muscle protests as her feet hit the floor, stiffness clinging to her shoulders, ribs, and thighs like a debt that has come due. Her hand drifts automatically to the side of the bed, fingers closing around the familiar hilt resting within easy reach. She tightens her grip for a heartbeat, grounding herself, then releases it with a slow exhale.

“That would’ve been a great way to start the morning,” she mutters.

Pale morning light seeps through the narrow window, cutting through the haze and illuminating the room in uneven bands. Mud streaks the floorboards where she tracked herself in the night before, and the smell hits her again—sharp, sour, unmistakable. She wrinkles her nose and glances down at her gear. Most of it lies where she dropped it in exhaustion, cleaned as best she could in the dark, but still carrying the memory of what she fell into. Her armor rests nearby, stacked and waiting, and just looking at it makes her grimace.

She rubs a hand over her face and pushes herself to stand. Clean clothes go on first, movements slow but practiced, her body still heavy with fatigue. When she reaches for her armor, she hesitates, fingers hovering. It smells. Badly. The thought of strapping it back onto her already-sore body makes her scowl, but hesitation lasts only a second. Better uncomfortable than dead. With a resigned breath, she pulls it on piece by piece, jaw clenched, pretending not to notice the lingering stench. Boots follow, tightened and secured until they feel right again.

Only then does she turn her attention to the door. The chair wedged beneath the handle still stands where she left it, a quiet testament to hard-earned caution. She drags it aside, muscles straining, then slides the bolt free and opens the door, stepping out into the low murmur of the waking inn.

Warmth rolls over her immediately—firelight, voices, the smell of food hitting hot iron. The common room hums with early activity, and behind the bar Delfini moves with easy confidence. Blonde hair threaded with faint gray catches the firelight where it’s pulled back in a practical braid. Her build is solid and strong, the kind that hauls barrels without asking for help, yet she carries herself with an ease that makes it clear she’s still an attractive woman by any standard. She sets a heavy plate on the bar and slides it toward Chrissy with a grin.

“That’ll be five copper,” she says, then leans in just enough to keep her next words close. “The Strangers are in the corner. Keep an eye out—they’ve been stirring up trouble.”

Chrissy takes the fork, pauses, and lifts her gaze briefly before looking back down at the food.
“What’s their deal? Why’s everyone so on edge?”
Delfini’s expression tightens for the barest moment before she straightens and shrugs.  “Things have gone missing. Genny’s store, Lucus’s place. Coincidence? Maybe. Maybe not.”

Chrissy hums while she takes her first bite. The food is hot, filling, and exactly what she needs, and she nods once in approval.
“Damn, this is good. Think I could get a mug of fresh cow’s milk? Also, what’s the latest from Valnor’s?”
Delfini sets the mug down with practiced ease.
“One copper. And the only thing Valnor won’t shut up about is that damn claw.” She gives Chrissy a pointed look. “Heard you got roped into fetching it.”
Chrissy snorts and drinks, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.
“He claimed they kidnapped his sister.” She rolls her eyes. “The guy's a liar, but now I’m stuck dealing with it.”
“So, did you get it? Gonna give it back?” Delfini’s voice stays light, though her gaze sharpens.  “Even if you did, you could claim the law of Bounty after the trick he pulled on you. Sure, he could drag it to the Jarl, but since those two can’t stand each other, I doubt it’ll get far.”

Chrissy’s lips curl slowly, mischief lighting her eyes.
“Oh, this just keeps getting better.”
Delfini chuckles and shakes her head.  “By the look on your face, I almost feel bad for him.”

Chrissy smirks and shifts her weight.  “By chance, you brew any Jaffa beans?”

“Nope. Why?” Delfini asks, already scrubbing the counter.

“You should. Great way to wake up.” Chrissy leans against the bar.

Delfini pauses, considering.  “Might have to try that. Thanks for the tip.”

Chrissy eats another bite before angling the conversation.  “So, you’re friendly with me and my group, but not them.” She tilts her head subtly toward the Strangers. “I know you think they might be thieves, but this feels like more than that.”

Delfini stills, cloth tightening briefly in her hands.
“It’s strange. I get an uneasy feeling around them, like a bad storm on the horizon.” She exhales quietly. “But you and yours? You put off a steady kind of energy. I’ve learned to trust my gut on these things—it hasn’t failed me yet. Or...” She narrows her eyes playfully. “Is there something I should be worried about?”
Chrissy grins.  “I just figured it was because you wanted to get into Borazon’s pants.”

Delfini barks out a laugh.  “That helps, sure. But I don’t always trust a good-looking man.”

Chrissy lifts her mug.  “Smart.”

They lapse into quiet observation, both keeping half an eye on the Strangers. The group keeps to themselves, but their movements are wrong—too alert, too measuring.

Chrissy pushes her empty plate aside.
“Thanks for the meal. Hit the spot.” She wipes her hands, then leans in. “Hey, could I leave a letter with you?”
Clearing the dish Delfini nods.  “For that good-looking friend of yours?”

“Yeah.” Chrissy sighs.  “Told them I wouldn’t be far behind, but, well, got sidetracked. Now I have to head to Wyvern’s Keep. If things don’t work out where they’re going, they’ll circle back here—if I don’t send a courier first.”

Delfini listens, then nods. “And since no courier’s been through for weeks, you want to leave it with me.”

“Exactly. I can pay for the trouble.”

She’s already reaching under the bar, pulling out parchment, quill, and inkwell.  “You got one written, or need time?”

Chrissy shakes her head.  “Didn’t have anything to write on or with.”

Delfini slides the supplies across with a smirk.
“You’re in luck. Two copper for me to hold onto it, and if your friend shows up, I’m sure he and I can... work something out.” She winks.
Chrissy snorts, takes the quill, and settles in.
“You two are consenting adults, and I don’t need or want details.” She laughs, already writing to Borazon and Samuel.

Dear Borazon and Samuel,

I hope this letter finds you well. I wanted to update you on my situation since we parted ways a couple of days ago. Despite some strange occurrences, I am safe and in good health. Though I could use a bath. The events that transpired are beyond belief, and I look forward to sharing them with you in person.

I have embarked on a journey to Wyvern Keep due to a significant development here. The locals have urged me to seek an audience with the Jarl to request assistance. My plan is to meet up with both of you once I've completed this task. In case things don't go as expected, I'll continue leaving messages at each inn I visit.

I miss our adventures together and look forward to reuniting soon.

Warm regards,

Chrissy

Chrissy scratches out the final lines of her letter, the quill gliding fast and sure across the parchment. The scrape of chairs against the floor cuts through the low murmur of the inn, pulling her attention up in time to see the Strangers rise as one. Their movements are abrupt, purposeful—no glances back, no parting words. Boots thud against the floor as they cross the room and slip out into the street, swallowed by the morning light beyond the door.

She watches them go for a beat, eyes narrowing, then returns to the task at hand. The parchment folds neatly beneath her fingers, creased with practiced precision. She dips the quill once more and writes Borazon and Samuel’s names across the front, the ink dark and deliberate, then presses the seal closed with firm finality. Sliding the letter across the counter along with two coins, she looks up at Delfini. “Here you go. Thanks.”

Delfini gathers the letter and coins, tucking them away with an easy, familiar motion. “No problem. Heading to Wyvern Keep now?”

Chrissy slips the quill back into the inkwell and shakes her head. “Not just yet. Got a few stops first—Genny’s, Lucus’s, Valnor’s.” Her fingers drum lightly on the counter as her thoughts line themselves up. “Camrea know about Valnor’s actions?”

A faint frown creases Delfini’s brow as she shakes her head. “Not that I’ve heard, but I bet you’ll take care of that.”

“Absolutely.” Chrissy flashes a quick, sharp grin, then turns on her heel. A moment later, she’s pushing through the door and into the street, boots carrying her straight toward Genny’s shop.
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