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The Emberfall Tavern had always been lively, but tonight, it was on the verge of absolute chaos.

I stood behind the bar, watching as the crowd of refugees and adventurers filled every inch of space. The usual clamour of mugs, the chatter of regulars it was all drowned out by the sheer volume of people, their voices clashing in a mess of desperation, excitement, and frustration. Ever since that damn sorcerer, Malakar, had been killed, the whole region had spiraled into chaos.

His death had left the neighbouring city of Blackstone in ruins, and now, the refugees poured in, trying to escape the fallout. They’d lost everything: homes, livelihoods, any sense of security and my tavern, the Emberfall, had become a place for them to gather. And the adventurers, well, they weren’t helping matters. They seemed drawn to this place like flies to honey, swaggering in with stories of glory, acting like they were saving the world, while leaving destruction in their wake.

I leaned against the counter, wiping down a mug as my eyes scanned the crowd. Adventurers in their battered armour elbowed aside the locals, while a group of refugees sat huddled near the hearth, trying to stay warm. It was hard to believe things had been peaceful not too long ago, back when Malakar had been in control. I never liked him. He was cruel, corrupt, and ruled with an iron fist but the truth was, his presence had kept the peace. Now that he was dead, everything was unravelling, and my tavern had become ground zero for the mess.

I sighed as yet another so-called hero sauntered up to the bar. Golden-haired, eyes gleaming with arrogance, he looked like every other adventurer who walked through those doors self-assured and full of himself. He leaned in closer than necessary, flashing a grin that probably got him whatever he wanted from the barmaids in other taverns.

“How about it, lass?” he said, his voice slick with confidence. “A drink for a real hero?”

I didn’t even look up as I kept wiping the mug. “How about no?”

He seemed undeterred. “Oh, I’ve got more than coin, sweetheart. A woman like you, running a place like this you could use a little excitement in your life. Maybe I could...”

I cut him off, my patience worn thin. I finally met his gaze, my eyes hard. “Listen, unless you’ve got coin, I’m not interested. Take your drink, move along, and don’t make me regret letting you in here.”

The grin wavered slightly, but he shrugged, muttering something under his breath as he slinked back into the crowd. Typical. Heroes all thought the world revolved around them. As if I hadn’t already had my fill of "heroism" when my husband was killed during one of their grand battles with a dragon. They’d come into town looking for glory, left a trail of destruction, and my husband had been one of the casualties.

I shook off the thought and turned to a pair of dwarves arguing over whose turn it was to buy the next round when the sound of a table crashing to the floor drew my attention. My eyes narrowed as I spotted the source of the commotion. Two adventurers were squaring off in the middle of the tavern, fists clenched, faces red. One of them was tall, loud, and had a booming voice that carried across the room. The other was a grizzled brute of a man with a beard thick enough to nest a family of sparrows.

“Perfect,” I muttered.

Before I could shout at them to take it outside, the tall, loudmouthed ass threw the first punch, knocking the bearded man backward into a nearby table. Mugs of ale went flying, chairs clattered to the floor, and within seconds, more people were getting involved, either taking sides or trying to duck out of the way.

I blew the whistle I kept beneath the bar sharp and loud. The city watch had been waiting for this. I’d called them enough times that they knew the routine. But as I watched the brawl escalate, with the loudmouth climbing onto a table, waving a chair over his head and shouting something about "honour" and "the gods," I knew it would be too late by the time they arrived.

"Hey!" I yelled, pushing my way through the crowd, but no one was listening. The tall adventurer swung the chair, smashing it into another man, and the whole tavern erupted into chaos. More fists flew, more chairs shattered, and I could already see the damage piling up.

And then the door slammed open. The city watch burst in, pushing through the mass of people, their clubs raised, shouting for everyone to stop. Most of the brawlers immediately scattered, some slipped out through the back, while others tried to hide behind overturned tables. But not the loudmouth. No, he kept bellowing, even as two watchmen grabbed him, dragging him toward the exit, kicking and shouting all the way.

The watch arrested a handful of adventurers, dragging them outside, while the rest of the tavern emptied out. When the dust finally settled, the only things left were broken furniture, spilled ale, and the distant sound of the watch carting away the troublemakers.

I surveyed the wreckage, hands on my hips, and shook my head. “Another night in Emberfall,” I muttered under my breath.

“Katie!”

I looked up to see Alberth stepping over a broken chair to reach me. He ran a shop down the street, a tidy little place that sold all manner of goods. He was tall, handsome, and always neatly dressed, with dark hair and sharp features that made him look almost noble. He’d been courting me for a while now, though I knew his interest wasn’t just in me. The tavern, despite its chaos, was a good business. Owning it would open doors for him in the merchant guild.

“Looks like they really did a number on the place this time,” he said with a half-smile, picking up a fallen chair.

“Nothing new,” I replied with a shrug. “Thanks for the help.”

We started righting the tables and chairs, working in silence for a few minutes. Alberth was always practical, always willing to lend a hand. He’d helped me out a few times before when things got out of hand, and I couldn’t deny that he was steady, a trait that had its appeal. But there was something about him that felt a little too calculated, like he wasn’t just interested in me, but in what marrying me could offer him. The tavern was no small thing, after all.

Once we had most of the tables back in place, Alberth wiped his hands on a cloth and looked over at me. “Katie, you don’t have to keep doing this alone, you know. The tavern’s a lot of work, and with the way things are going, it’s only going to get harder. You deserve better than this.”

I paused, glancing at him. He wasn’t wrong. Running the tavern was exhausting, and people barely took me seriously as the owner. The merchant guild didn’t respect me, and the city officials acted like I couldn’t manage the place because I was a woman. They blamed every fight, every bit of damage, on my supposed "lack of control." It was enough to make me want to burn the place down some nights.

I leaned against the bar, studying him for a moment. He was offering me stability, and part of me was tempted. It would solve a lot of my problems. But was it what I really wanted?

“I’ve been thinking about that,” I said, giving him a playful smile. “Maybe you’re right.”

Alberth’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “You have?”

“Sure,” I said with a shrug. “I mean, any good merchant knows you don’t buy something without testing it first. Maybe I should... sample the goods before I make any decisions.”

He blinked, clearly surprised, but then his lips curved into a slow smile. “Katie, are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?”

I grinned, leaning in just enough to keep the teasing tone light. “Why don’t you stay the night? Help me lock up, and we’ll see if you’re worth the investment.”

Alberth chuckled, his expression a mix of amusement and disbelief. “Well, I didn’t expect that.”

I winked at him, my voice soft but firm. “Then you’d better be ready to impress.”

As Alberth and I finished cleaning up, the tavern began to settle into a kind of stillness. The echo of shattered mugs and the distant rumble of laughter from those who had fled slowly died away, leaving only the soft creak of floorboards beneath our feet. The city watch was long gone, dragging the last of the brawlers with them, and the night outside was thick with the quiet that only came after a storm of chaos.

I locked the front door, turning the heavy key in the lock with a solid click. The anticipation between us had been simmering beneath the surface all night, and now, as we stood alone in the empty tavern, it was impossible to ignore. I glanced at Alberth, and the way his eyes lingered on me told me he felt it too. There was an edge of tension in the air, the kind that made your skin prickle with heat.

"Ready to head upstairs?" I asked, breaking the silence, my voice low.

Alberth gave me a slow smile, a glint of something in his eyes that was both amused and hungry. "Lead the way."

I didn’t need to be told twice. I walked toward the stairs behind the bar, feeling his gaze on me as I moved. The tavern was old, its floors uneven and creaky, but it was mine or at least, it would be for as long as I could hold it together.

The guest rooms were on the other side of the tavern, up a different set of stairs, but I led him to the back, where the private rooms were. Up here, things were quieter. It was where my staff had their quarters, and beyond that was my space. My own small world: a lounge, an office cluttered with ledgers and bills, and beyond that, my bedroom.

The moment we stepped into the lounge, the air thickened with the weight of what was coming. I poured us both a drink, the liquid sloshing into the cups with a sound that felt almost too loud in the stillness. We sat down across from each other, the firelight flickering in the hearth, casting long shadows over the worn furniture. For a while, we sipped our drinks, talking easily enough about the town, the refugees, and the mess Malakar’s death had left behind.

“It’s only going to get worse, you know,” Alberth said after a moment, his voice steady but grim. “With the sorcerer gone, there’s nothing holding the region together. Heroes and warlords will keep showing up. It won’t be long before they start fighting over the ruins, or worse, turn on the towns.”

I nodded, swirling the drink in my cup, feeling the heat of his gaze on me. “I know. It’s already bad enough with the refugees and the adventurers coming through every night. Some days, I wonder if this tavern will even stand by the end of the year.”

Alberth leaned forward, his eyes softening a little. “You shouldn’t have to deal with this alone, Katie. You’re strong, but you’re only one person.”

I glanced at him over the rim of my cup, feeling that familiar pull between us, the unspoken suggestion hanging in the air. The conversation felt like a thin veil, barely covering the tension that had been growing between us since the first time he’d made it clear he was interested. And now, here we were, sitting alone in my private lounge, the firelight casting long shadows over us, the anticipation building with every beat of silence.

I set my cup down and stood, offering him a small, knowing smile. “I think it’s time we head to the bedroom, don’t you?”

Alberth’s gaze darkened with intent as he stood, following me without hesitation.

We walked through the small corridor that led to my bedroom, and with each step, the tension between us coiled tighter, like a string pulled to its limit. My room wasn’t extravagant, it was practical, much like everything else in my life. But it was mine. The bed, soft and inviting, sat against the far wall, and as I led him inside, the air seemed to thicken even more, charged with the weight of what was about to happen.

Alberth wasted no time. As soon as the door closed behind us, he pulled me to him, his lips crashing into mine with a passion that caught me off guard. His kiss was full of heat and hunger, the kind of kiss that stirred something deep inside. I could feel the rough calluses of his hands as they moved to my waist, pulling me closer, and I responded in kind, my hands finding their way into his hair as I returned the kiss with equal fervour.

There was no hesitation between us as we stripped away our clothes, hands eager and impatient. When his lips moved to my neck, his fingers trailing down my spine, I felt a shiver of pleasure shoot through me. Alberth was competent, more than competent in fact. He kissed me with an intensity that made my heart race, his hands exploring with a skill that had me aching for more. His fingers teased and caressed, drawing out moans I hadn’t felt in years.

The heat built between us, and when we finally fell onto the bed, I straddled him, grinding down with unashamed lust. My body moved on instinct, and I could feel the pleasure building with every roll of my hips, every stroke of his hands along my thighs.

And yet... something was missing.

I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. Alberth was everything I’d thought he’d be passionate, skilled, and well-endowed, his touch sending waves of pleasure through me. But even as I rode him, my breath catching, my body trembling with enjoyment, I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that something was... off.

It wasn’t that he wasn’t good, he was, more than I’d expected. My body responded to him in ways that had me gasping, his hands guiding me with confidence, his mouth finding places that made my skin burn. But deep down, there was a spark missing. A connection. Something that had been there once, long ago, when I was with my husband. Even in the heat of passion, even as I ground onto Alberth with pure, undisguised need, that elusive something stayed out of reach.

I let myself enjoy it, the feel of his hands on me, the way he filled me completely, the way my body surged with pleasure as I moved against him. It had been so long since I’d felt this kind of lust, this kind of passion. And yet, no matter how much my body responded, no matter how good it felt, that tiny part of me kept whispering that this wasn’t enough.

I couldn’t explain it. I wasn’t looking for love, not tonight. I just wanted to feel something more, something deeper than physical pleasure. But it wasn’t there. And I didn’t know why.

Still, I let the pleasure wash over me, riding the waves of it as Alberth groaned beneath me, his hands gripping my hips as I moved harder, faster. His breath was hot against my skin, and I felt the tension in him building, the edge of release close for both of us.

And as I came, shuddering and gasping, I couldn’t help but wonder if I would ever find that missing spark again.
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The light of dawn filtered through the tavern’s windows, casting a warm glow over the worn wooden floors. I stretched and rolled out of bed, listening to the soft sounds of the town coming to life outside. Alberth had already risen, dressed, and was standing near the door as I pulled on a loose shirt and tied it at the waist.

"Heading out already?" I asked, smoothing my hair back into a quick braid.

Alberth turned to me with a practised smile. "Business waits for no one, unfortunately. I’ll be back later, though. We can discuss the arrangements for the carpenter then, or anything else you need."

"Thanks," I said, and I meant it. Last night had been... good, satisfying even. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that something had been missing, no matter how capable Alberth was. Still, I returned his smile, even as something deep inside me tugged toward indifference.

He stepped forward, placing a chaste kiss on my forehead before pulling the door open. "I’ll see you later, Katie."

"Sure," I replied, watching him go, my mind already drifting toward the list of tasks awaiting me today.

With a sigh, I headed downstairs, rolling my shoulders as I mentally prepared myself for another long day. The tavern was still in shambles from the fight last night. Chairs and tables were overturned, and some of them had been completely smashed. The floor was littered with shards of broken mugs and bits of food. As much as I wanted to curse at the sight of it all, this was the norm now. Ever since Malakar’s death, adventurers and heroes thought they could storm into town and do as they pleased, and my tavern had become their favourite playground.

I shook my head, grabbing a broom and starting to sweep up the wreckage. There was no use complaining it wasn’t going to clean itself. I had orders to place, staff to manage, and repairs to make. After tidying up as best I could, I tossed on my coat and stepped outside. The cool morning air was a welcome change from the stuffy interior of the tavern.

The carpenter’s shop was just across the square, so I made my way over, nodding at a few familiar faces on the way. The streets were busier than usual, the town bustling with refugees from Blackstone, all looking for work or shelter. The weight of the destruction in the surrounding areas was starting to bear down on us all. Every day seemed a little more difficult, a little more uncertain.

The bell above the carpenter’s door jingled as I stepped inside. After a brief chat about the damage in the tavern and what I needed repaired, I placed my order for several new tables and chairs. The carpenter promised to deliver by the week’s end, which would leave me short for a few day, but I’d just have to cope with that.

"Fine, I’ll take what I can get," I said with a tired smile before stepping back out into the square.

As I made my way back toward the tavern, I felt it. The slightest tug, like a feather brushing against my side. Instinctively, my hand darted to my bag, and I whipped around, eyes narrowing. There, standing a few feet away, was a man dressed all in black, his hand sliding out of my bag. My coin purse was dangling from his fingers.

"You’ve got to be kidding me," I muttered under my breath.

The thief’s eyes widened as he saw me turn, and he bolted, ready to sprint down the street.

But he didn’t get far.

A hand shot out, strong and sure, grabbing the thief by the collar and yanking him back with such force that the man’s feet left the ground. The purse slipped from his fingers, and I watched in shock as the thief was slammed against the stone wall of a nearby building. He collapsed into a heap, unconscious, blood already pooling around his head.

Standing over him, looking like something out of a bard’s ridiculous tale, was the tall, loudmouthed adventurer from last night’s brawl. I blinked in surprise. He wasn’t shouting this time, though. He was watching me, a small smirk tugging at his lips as he held out my coin purse.

“You have the distinct honour of meeting Travemor," he said in a voice dripping with self-importance. "Noble elf of high esteem, slayer of the dragon Skallvangar, vanquisher of the Lich Queen of Verenthis, hero of the twelve battles of..."

I stared at him, barely hearing the endless titles and accolades he rattled off. My eyes were still fixed on the thief, blood seeping into the cobblestones beneath him.

Travemor was still holding the purse, and I had no choice but to stand there and listen to his litany of ‘achievements’.

"And, of course, last night’s victory in the tavern was..."

“ A victory in smashing up my tavern,” I interrupted, reaching out and snatching the purse from his hand. I clenched it tight, my patience wearing thin. “Thanks for that, by the way. Oh, and speaking of your latest ‘victory,’ you might want to go take a look at that thief you just threw against a wall. Judging by the blood pooling around him, I’d say he’s pretty hurt.”

Travemor glanced down at the thief with mild disinterest, then back at me as though I was overreacting.

“If he dies,” I continued, my voice growing sharper, “I’d be more than happy to send the authorities in the direction of Travemor, ‘noble elf of high esteem, breaker of tavern furniture, destroyer of half my night’s earnings, and general loudmouthed prat.’”

Travemor’s smirk faltered slightly, though he quickly masked it with a look of amusement. “He tried to steal from you. I merely did what any hero would.”

“Well, congratulations,” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “You’ve certainly lived up to your reputation. And I’ll be sure to mention it to the city watch when they come asking about the body.”

His eyes darkened slightly, but I could tell he wasn’t taking me as seriously as he should. Typical. Just another hero who thought his title made him untouchable. He took a step toward me, and I held his gaze, refusing to back down.

"Now, if you’ll excuse me," I snapped, "I have a tavern to run, which, in case you’ve forgotten, you helped destroy last night. So, unless you’re planning to pay for the damage, I suggest you go back to ‘heroing’ somewhere else."

For a moment, Travemor just stood there, his expression unreadable. Then, with a small nod that felt more like a dismissal than anything else, he turned and sauntered off, leaving the thief crumpled on the ground.

I shook my head in disbelief, tucking the coin purse back into my bag as I bent down to check on the thief. The man was breathing, albeit shallowly, and I had a feeling he’d survive, but I wasn’t about to take any chances. I flagged down a passing city watchman, explaining the situation and washing my hands of the matter.

By the time I returned to the tavern, the morning’s strange encounter still rattled in my mind. Travemor was undeniably attractive; his elven features were fine and sharp, but there was something different about him. More muscular than the usual slim elegance of elves, with an air of danger that didn’t quite fit with the stereotypical hero I’d been used to.

But no amount of muscles or smirks would make me forget that he’d been part of the group that trashed my place last night.

Heroes, I thought bitterly, stepping inside the tavern. Always thinking they’re above the rest of us.
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The tavern was loud again tonight. The hum of voices, the clatter of mugs, the constant movement of bodies packed shoulder to shoulder. It was another busy night in Emberfall, though by now, that was nothing new. With the chaos outside in the region growing worse by the day, the tavern was one of the few places people could still come to blow off steam, whether they were locals, refugees, or adventurers.

I was leaning against the bar, wiping down a few mugs and trying to ignore the bard’s overly dramatic tale about his party’s "epic" battle against the Bandit King of the Northwood. He stood in the corner, strumming his lute and belting out the tale as if he had single-handedly saved the realm from utter destruction.

"With a slash and a sweep, the Bandit King fell,
No more to harm those on the trail!"
His voice grated on my ears. I knew the truth of those bandits. A ragtag group of half-starved refugees who had turned to waylaying travellers out of sheer desperation. Hardly a real threat, but bards had a way of turning any story into a grand adventure. Sure, I was glad they’d been dealt with no one wanted to travel the roads fearing an ambush but they weren’t the villains he was making them out to be. They were just more casualties of this damn mess Malakar had left behind.

I set the last mug down and glanced around the room, the faces of weary townsfolk and refugees blending together with the armoured figures of adventurers. The tension was there again, hanging in the air like a heavy fog. People were on edge, and with all the adventurers passing through, trouble seemed to lurk around every corner.

Then the door swung open, and a familiar figure strode inside.

Travemor. That damn elf from the night before.

This time, he wasn’t alone. Following in his wake were three others. A lanky man in wizard’s robes, tall and thin with a thoughtful expression on his face. Next to him, a squat dwarf in white robes and armour, clutching a religious staff, his eyes glinting with some kind of divine righteousness. And then, the last one an elven woman, dangerous looking, dressed in black leather armour with two wickedly curved knives strapped to her hips. She moved with the kind of grace that only came from years of being able to kill without hesitation.

Travemor, with his usual swagger, strode straight up to the bar and dumped a heavy bag of gold onto the counter in front of me. The coins clinked together as the bag hit the wood, and I could feel its weight just by looking at it.

"This is for the damage from last night," he said, his voice thick with that same overbearing arrogance he’d shown me earlier. "And for drinks and dinner tonight. For me and my friends."

For a split second, I almost told him
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