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        The Wait


        
Ge­net­ic mag­ic cre­at­ed the slather as a dog-like beast that preys on the vul­ner­a­ble pop­u­la­tions of a city. The nest size rapid­ly in­cre­ases as the slather use their vic­tims as food for their yo­ung.
—Il­le­gal Cre­ations of Ge­net­ic Mag­ic

With a groan, Ka­rin twist­ed her arm to scratch her back. The spot that itched re­ma­ined just out of her right, in the spot above her right hip and far e­nough back she couldn’t use her oth­er hand to reach it ei­ther. She had to lean into the war­rior next to her to get the an­gle to drag her nails along the bloody ban­dage that wrapped a­ro­und her waist. U­nderneath the fab­ric, the three gash­es con­ti­nued to throb de­spite her ef­forts. She pulled her hand back and lo­oked at the tips, only a lit­tle blood had se­eped through her ban­dage.

“You are go­ing to open it up a­gain.”

She lo­oked up at the man she le­aned a­gain. With­out bre­a­king his gaze, she wiped her bloody fi­nger­tips on her sta­ined trousers.

He shook his head slow­ly. The move­ment lift­ed her away from him for a mo­ment. “I told you to roll left.” His voice was low­er than u­sual, a rasp of too many com­bat spells in a crowd­ed space.

Ka­rin slow­ly bli­nked at him. She tried to make it deli­be­rate in­stead of the ex­haus­tion that beck­oned her to pass out.

He chuck­led. “Okay, I’m sure I told you to roll.”

“Yeah, Roal,” she said with a grin, “what you meant to say was that you screamed in­com­pre­hen­si­bly like a lit­tle boy while that Black Slather gnawed on your foot.”

His mouth o­pened to say some­thing, then he gro­aned. He lift­ed his ban­daged leg from the oth­er bench. “Thanks. I had al­most for­got­ten that.”

He le­aned away from her to scratch fu­ri­ous­ly, hiss­ing in pain.

With­out his pre­sence, Ka­rin had to tense her mus­cles to avoid falling. Re­a­ching out with her oth­er hand, she le­aned a­gainst the table and stretched out to try scratch­ing her back a­gain. The slather had clawed her with a lucky blow, a few inch­es de­eper and her or­gans would have been spilled out on the gro­und.

A­ro­und her, the rest of the sur­vivors of the hunt­ing par­ty were sprawled out on bench­es and in padded chairs. The smell of blood, al­co­hol, and ozone hung in the air like smoke.

Of the twen­ty-one hu­nters that went into the slather nest, only ten man­aged to stag­ger back to the inn. Three prob­a­bly wouldn’t sur­vive the night.

A per­verse mor­tal­i­ty kept all of them in the main hall. If she wasn’t wait­ing, there was a bed and a warm bot­tle of whiskey to keep her com­pa­ny. She ne­eded to know if Stac, Bo­oker, or Mar­il sur­vived their inju­ries.

“Who do you think will go first?” asked Roal.

“Not now.” She grabbed her glass of whiskey and drained it. The wa­tery re­mains burned down her throat. With a sigh, she set the glass on the scratched table.

“I hate this wait­ing, damn the Cou­ple. Why did there have to be sev­en of those bas­tard in that nest?”

“What else are you go­ing to do? Send a scout to die? Try to send a me­chan­i­cal in and hope they can’t smell the oil? They wait­ed too long to tell us a­bout them.”

Across the room, one of the archers gro­aned as she stood up. “Fuck all of you, I’m cra­shing. I’m sor­ry, I can’t keep my eyes open.” Her voice was hoarse and most of her right side had been ban­daged; the blood had long since so­aked into the fab­ric, sta­i­ning it dark brown.

The oth­ers made va­ri­ous nois­es for the part­ing war­rior, the ef­fort to form words dif­fi­cult with ex­haus­tion and pain weigh­ing down on all of them. All of them wa­nted to sleep, none of them wa­nted not to be there if there was bad news.

One of the wait­ress­es walked past Ka­rin, then slowed to look at the table. Turn­ing a­ro­und, she le­aned over the edge and tapped the glass. “Want an­oth­er?”

Ka­rin glanced up. The wait­ress was a yo­u­nger woman, maybe in her mid-twen­ties with short brown hair that stuck out at the ends. She had a cute nose, Ka­rin de­cid­ed, along with a dust­ing of freck­les that start­ed on her cheeks and danced down her neck to her col­lar.

If Ka­rin wasn’t ex­haust­ed and in agony, the wait­ress would be the per­fect dis­trac­tion un­til the news came a­ro­und. Even if the girl was straight, the ef­fort would pass the hours.

As such, she was just a wel­co­ming provider of whiskey and numb­ness. “Yes… please. Leave the bot­tle?”

“You know I can’t do that. City ord­nance, but I’ll keep you topped off.”

The warm smile from the wait­ress did more to heat Ka­rin than the burn of whiskey in her bel­ly.

As the wait­ress he­aded to the bar, Roal le­aned over. “You go­ing to lick that peach?”

It took too much ef­fort to look away but Ka­rin man­aged. “Do I look like I could stay awake e­nough? It takes a while to prop­er­ly please a woman.”

He smiled, rub­bing a fi­nger along his mat­ted beard. “Well, in that case, I’m go­ing to take a shot.”

“You have a bad leg and can bare­ly walk.”

“Maybe she’ll rub it for me?”

Ka­rin didn’t want to ar­gue. “Not tonight, Roal. All I want is her to come back and fill my glass un­til we get news. Then I’m go­ing to drink so much I won’t have night­mares of those damn slathers.”

“You’re go­ing to wake up in a pool of vom­it.”

“But I’m go­ing to wake up. So leave the girl alone and just rub one out your­self.”

Roal gru­nted and then le­aned back in his chair. He scratched his ban­daged leg a­gain as his eyes trailed over to the bar and the wait­ress bend­ing over it while fi­shing for a bot­tle.

Ka­rin rolled her eyes. “Just leave her alone.”

A wave of ex­haus­tion slammed into her. Along the edges of the vi­sion, she could al­most see the slather tu­nnels a­gain. The rough edges re­mi­nded her of crawl­ing on her hands and knees, half-afraid that the side would burst out in a flur­ry of claws and teeth.

She knew the edges of a walk­ing dream had clawed their way into her con­sci­ous­ness, but she strug­gled to keep her eyes open to avoid falling into a night­mare of death.

Sha­king, she forced her hand to reach out to grab her emp­ty glass. She brought it to her mouth to tilt it over in hopes of get­ting a drop of some­thing burn­ing wa­ke­ful­ness.

There was noth­ing but dry glass at the bot­tom.
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        Interruption


        
Though fre­qu­ent­ly dis­missed as just nerves, those in con­stant threat of bat­tle share many com­mon traits when forced to deal with the rel­a­tive peace out­side of war: night­mares, heavy dri­n­king, and de­pres­sion.
—The Hid­den Costs of War

Ka­rin woke up with a start. Her heart po­u­nded in her chest as she lo­oked a­ro­und for a mon­ster a­bout to at­tack. Her hand reached down for her sword, but only brushed a­gainst ban­dages and dried blood.

With a whim­per, she grabbed her oth­er side, cla­wing for her back­up we­apon. She must have dropped it. Half-bli­nded with ex­haus­tion, she le­aned over to find it. When her knuck­les brushed a­gainst the wo­oden floor, re­al­i­ty came cra­shing in and she re­mem­bered that she was in a pu­bic hall.

“F-Fuck,” she gasped and sat back up.

In front of her, her glass had a healthy me­asure of caramel-col­ored spir­its. The heady scent of whiskey told her it had been fresh­ly po­ured.

She smiled and grabbed it. Re­flex­ive­ly, she le­aned over to Roal to e­njoy dri­n­king it but when she didn’t feel his body, she lurched for­ward to avoid falling. Her drink splashed a­gainst the table and she swore in an­noy­ance.

Afraid that she had missed an a­n­no­unce­ment, she lo­oked a­ro­und sharply. Eve­ry­one re­ma­ined where she re­mem­bered be­fore she had passed out. No one had got­ten up. No one was cry­ing or che­e­ring. There was no hint of any news a­mong the slumbe­ring and sno­ring hu­nters. A few of them were shud­de­ring with their own nights; she didn’t need to know what they were se­e­ing in their dreams.

With a sigh, she le­aned her head back and took a long, deep breath. Sur­ro­und­ing the main room, there was a sin­gle shelf of bot­tles that ri­nged the walls. They were too high to reach. She wo­n­dered if there was some­thing spe­cial or if it was just dec­o­ra­tion.

She shook her head and pushed her­self away from the table. There as no re­ason to a­n­no­unce it, no one was awake to see her. She hesi­tat­ed with guilt, they were stay­ing up for the a­n­no­unce­ment but there was a doubt that it would take days or even overnight be­fore their fri­ends sta­bi­lized… or didn’t.

Ka­rin sighed and held her half-filled glass tighter. She swayed as she got to her feet and stag­gered back to­ward the stairs lead­ing up to her room. Her night­mare swirled on the edges of her vi­sion, she was only a few min­utes away from plum­met­ing into hor­ror once a­gain.

She heard Roal’s voice be­fore she saw him. He was whispe­ring in his low voice, he thought it was se­duc­tive.

“No one else is go­ing to know, they are all passed out. Even the barte­nder’s al­ready to bed. You are just ha­n­ging a­ro­und for a bunch of sno­ring ass­holes.”

Ka­rin came a­ro­und the cor­ner.

“And what hap­pens if they wake up and no one is there?” It was the wait­ress.

Ka­rin lo­oked down the hall­way.

Roal was lead­ing a­gainst the wall near the stairs. His bad leg le­aned a­gainst the stairs, the ban­dages were sta­ined dark from his ef­fort to hob­ble even this far. His hand shook with the ef­fort to re­main up­right. “I’ll make it worth your while.”

Stand­ing on the bot­tom step was the wait­ress. She le­aned a­gainst the wall with tray rest­ing a­gainst her hip be­tween the two of them. She had an ex­pres­sion of an­noy­ance but also disi­n­ter­est.

Ka­rin wait­ed for a re­spo­nse.

Then the wait­ress lo­oked up. When their gazes met, her face bright­ened.

Roal con­ti­nued spe­a­king.

Ka­rin le­aned a­gainst the wall for a mo­ment and then came down the hall. “Hey, Roal.”

Roal turned with an­noy­ance. “What are you do­ing here?”

Ka­rin glanced be­tween the two of them. From the wait­ress’ face, it was obvi­ous that she wasn’t i­n­ter­est­ed in Roal but she was be­ing po­lite. How­ev­er, her fri­end was prob­a­bly too tired and ex­haust­ed to see it. Pa­int­ing a smile on her face, she he­aded over to them. “Are you sure you are up to this?”

Roal’s eyes nar­rowed.

“With your leg, I mean.” Ka­rin yawned. “I mean, most of your favo­rite po­si­tions all requ­ire lefty.”

“You cla­i­ming her af­ter all?” His voice was low and he was bli­n­king, he was strug­gling to stay awake just like her. Even if he did lure the wait­ress to bed, he’d prob­a­bly be passed out in less than a minute be­fore he even got her dress off.

“Just tak­ing care of my part­ner,” Ka­rin said as she slipped her arm a­ro­und his waist and pi­nned her half-emp­ty glass of whiskey a­gainst his hip. “Come on. You need sleep, old man.”

“You’re old­er than me,” Roal said as he le­aned into her. His voice lo­wered into a whis­per. “Cha­nged your mind on that peach?”

Ka­rin glanced at the wait­ress and smiled.

The wait­ress re­turned the smile. Her freck­les ca­used Ka­rin’s body to grow flush but Ka­rin knew she was also too tired to do any­thing.

“Maybe but nei­ther of us are in any shape to do any­thing a­bout it.” Ka­rin used her free hand to dig into her pock­et to fetch out some co­ins. She had a few crowns which she ha­nded out to the wait­ress. “Sor­ry a­bout him,” she mouthed.

The wait­ress took them gra­teful­ly, her fi­nger­tips ca­ress­ing a­gainst Ka­rin’s. She stepped a­ro­und the two and he­aded back down the hall­way to­ward the main hall.

When Ka­rin got Roal to his room, she was sweat­ing from the ef­fort. Every sec­ond felt like an­oth­er weight be­ing thrown on her back. She al­most shoved Roal onto his bed.

“Night,” he said be­fore rolling ful­ly-dressed and face down in his bla­nkets.

She sighed. “In the morn—”

He was al­ready sno­ring.
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        Injured


        
Mag­ic re­acts poor­ly with mag­ic. The more pow­er­ful so­me­one is, the more they re­spond to oth­ers with in­com­pat­i­ble re­so­nance. While it is pos­si­ble to cre­ate a tight-knit team of com­pat­i­ble tal­ents, there will al­ways be pa­i­nful dis­rup­tions.
—The Curse of Pow­er

Ka­rin hissed in pain as she peeled her breast­plate off. The al­chem­i­cal­ly-treat­ed leather had one punc­ture hole along the side. She didn’t need to see the skin be­low to know how deep the wo­und went. The large o­pe­ning pierced clear through her breast and scraped a­gainst the bones of her ster­num. If it wasn’t for the heavy padding, she prob­a­bly would have bled out be­fore the damn mon­ster was killed.

Toss­ing her ar­mor aside, she in­spect­ed the thick padding un­der­neath. The white fab­ric had turned red from her in­jury. She reached for her first aid kit and pulled out one roll of fresh gauze. Af­ter a sec­ond, she grabbed a sec­ond.

“Damn the Cou­ple, that looks nasty,” Roal said as he sat down on the log next to her.

She cri­nged as her seat shook. She grabbed her breast to avoid pulling out the padding be­fore she was ready and glared at him.

“Here, let me.”

Ka­rin sighed and ha­nded him the gauze.

“You take the anti-ven­om?” There was a mo­ment of con­cern be­fore he pulled a face. “I hate how it tastes but that is—”

“Of course I did, I’m not stu­pid. Ex­cept for the punc­ture wo­und, I’ll live.”

His rough fi­ngers peeled back her padding and her un­der­clothes. His fi­ngers were scrubbed clean, re­veal­ing the pale skin that would be un­der­neath all the dried blood and mud that cov­ered the rest of him.

Hot crim­son drib­bled down her side and so­aked her waist. She wa­nted to shove his hand out of the way, but he ne­eded to look at the in­jury to see how bad she got nailed.

“That ass­hole got you good. You might lose the tit­ty.”

“Why do you care? You a­ren’t get­ting it.” Her eyes blurred with the pain.

“None of your peach­es are go­ing to get any­more of this,” he said as he held her naked breast. His warm grip was stead­ier than her as he twist­ed from one way to an­oth­er. He poked along the wo­und cha­nnel, work­ing his way un­til he fo­und where it had scraped her bones.

Sharp a­go­nies of pain crawled across her chest. She wa­nted to lash out at him but she knew that he was in­spect­ing the wo­und.

“Oh, that’s re­al­ly deep. You’re go­ing to need the al­chem­i­cal pack.”

“Shit.”

“I know, old woman, but you’re go­ing to lose the tit­ty if you don’t.”

“Fine. Those things hurt for­ev­er.”

When he lo­oked at her, she shook her head. “Just get it over and stop pa­wing me.”

Roal chuck­led and called over his shoul­der. “I need a pack, who is car­ry­ing?”

On the oth­er side of their camp, Stac raised his hand be­fore dig­ging into his large trav­el packs. He pulled out a cop­per-in­laid cap­sule a­bout a foot long and four inch­es across. It had runes em­bossed into the cop­per but they we­ren’t mag­i­cal.

He threw it over the fire and Roal caught it. He plant­ed it on Ka­rin’s thigh be­fore o­pe­ning it. In­side was a glass syri­nge with a blunt-e­nded nee­dle. A glitte­ring green and yel­low liq­uid swirled in­side the co­n­ta­iner.

As soon as the cap­sule was o­pened, eve­ry­one start­ed to squirm. She could feel the en­er­gies of what­ev­er was in­side scra­ping a­gainst her bones and throb­bing in her joints. Her ears po­u­nded by the pre­sence of the mag­ic that radi­ated.

Roal gro­aned and twist­ed. “I hate this damn stuff.”

“G-Get it in. Now!” she snapped.

From a­ro­und the fire, oth­er hu­nters said much of the same thing. No one liked the way the al­chem­i­cal re­so­nance felt a­gainst their mag­ic.

Shov­ing the nee­dle into the punc­ture wo­und, Roal de­pressed the plu­nger and forced the co­n­tents into the bloody wo­und.

De­spite kno­wing how much it would hurt, Ka­rin still screamed out in pain. The agony burned along her chest as she was forced to expe­ri­ence the same deep punc­ture a­gain, this time with the sen­sa­tions of a tho­u­sand nee­dles te­a­ring her out from the in­side.

She grabbed Roal’s arm and ya­nked it up to­ward her face.

He clamped his hand over her mouth, muf­fling the noise as she dug her fi­nger into his arm, her nails i­n­dent­ing the leather ar­mor. He fin­ished emp­ty­ing the syri­nge and shoved every­thing aside to hold her still.

Af­ter an eter­ni­ty of agony, the pierc­ing pain fad­ed leav­ing only a burn­ing sen­sa­tion across her en­tire chest, the feel­ing of a tho­u­sand knives dig­ging into her breast from the in­side, and a throb deep in­side her joints.

Pant­i­ng, she pushed his hand away. “T-Thanks,” she gasped.

Roal gru­nted and twist­ed. “Sor­ry.”

“My fault.”

“No, it’s that ass­hole mage who let his en­tire me­na­ge­rie of mon­sters loose.”

“Y-Yeah,” she gro­aned. “Damn him for hav­ing a heart at­tack, dy­ing, and then hav­ing no one check on his man­sion for a year. We got the nasty one first, like that slather next last year.” She scratched at her arm, try­ing to get the itch that throbbed from her joints. She knew that feed­back from the al­chem­i­cal mix­ture would ca­use her pain for a month but the knowl­edge didn’t stop the madde­ning itch that sparked along her arms.

Mar­il walked be­hind them. The bot­tom of her long­bow smacked a­gainst the wo­oden log they were sit­ting on.“If you two are done ma­king out, get the hell out of range be­fore I hit you.”

Roal chuck­led. “You know she ain’t got a thing for me, Mar. You should be the one wor­ried.”

Mar­il’s lip curled back. She turned to glare at both of them while walk­ing back­wards to­ward her tent. “She isn’t get­ting in my bedroll with that crap in her ve­ins. You know the rules, you get packed, you’re tru­nked for a month.”

Roal turned back with a sym­pa­thet­ic look. “Sor­ry. She’s right.”

Ka­rin gin­ger­ly cupped her bared breast. It was te­nder and still burn­ing but at least there was no chance of an i­nfec­tion eat­ing it out from the in­side. “I know. We got the bas­tard, so as soon as I get paid, I’ll head over to Marow­moth. They have a cheap place I can hole up.”

“Spe­a­king of which, you re­mem­ber those slathers?”

Ka­rin glanced at him. “Y-Yeah? What a­bout them?”

“The Vil­lage of Barnsveld is only thir­ty miles south of here.”

“Barnsveld? Why would I go there? I’ll just hole up at a cheap inn in Marow­moth. That’s just down the road. Same as last time.”

Roal smiled. “Yeah, but I re­mem­ber a cer­tain cute peach at the Barnsveld I­nn.”

She frowned. A peach? There was a woman she was i­n­ter­est­ed in? Then she re­mem­bered the freck­les. A smile crossed her face. “I thought you made a pass at her.”

He waved his hand dis­mis­sive­ly. “I gave you first shot.”

“Plus you dam­aged your leg pret­ty bad­ly and couldn’t do half the things you pre­tend you do.”

His smile grew a lit­tle forced. “Do you want to head over there or not? You know I’ll show up when you are ready, I al­ways do.”

“I don’t know.”

“You got a month to kill with that damn crap in your body. Even if she’s not re­al­ly a peach, at least she’s pret­ty on the eyes.”

“Ten le­a­gues just to pine af­ter a girl?”

“Two days of mis­ery. Be­sides they had those soft beds on the sec­ond floor and that lo­cal whiskey—”

“Deal.”


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 4
             
            
        


        Checking In


        
Who is the child who walks into death? To risk every­thing in search of those sin­gle po­ints in time when life on the ra­zor’s edge? Who knows, but there is al­ways a need for more to join the ranks.
—Slaves of War and Blood (Act 2, Scene 4)

By the time Ka­rin stopped in front of the Barnsveld I­nn, she was tho­rough­ly tired of rid­ing on horse­back and through the rain. Thir­ty hours didn’t so­und so bad, but af­ter the fact, it felt like thir­ty days.

The pain from her punc­ture wo­und had set­tled across her en­tire chest. Both breasts and her chest ached with te­nder­ness with the left side adding an un­com­fort­able lump of the al­chem­i­cal pack that filled the wo­und. Every time her horse hit a rough patch of road, the jostling of her breasts ca­used re­newed pains to tear through her sens­es. Even her nip­ples rasp­ing a­gainst her un­der­clothes were a tor­ture for the last few hours.

The idea of spend­ing a week with­out clothes kept her go­ing.

She gro­aned as she le­aned to get off the horse. With one arm across her breasts to pre­vent them from bounc­ing, she slid off grace­less­ly and hit the gro­und hard.

A hand rushed up. “Let me get that, madam. Stay­ing for the we­e­kend or lo­nger?”

“A month and don’t call me madam.”

He nod­ded. “I’ll take of her. Your name?”

“Ka­rin Be­do­sen of the Rat Hu­nters.”

The hand’s eyes grew wide. “Rat Hu­nters? You were the ones that took out the slather nest. You lost… you lost one of them. I’m sor­ry.”

It had been a while since she thought of Bo­oker. He was a yo­ung, fool­ish man who had dreams of o­pe­ning a busi­ness of his own. A mo­men­tary pang struck her. The hu­nters lost so­me­one every few months while on the job, it was bru­tal and risky.

On the oth­er hand, they also ga­ined re­cruits lo­o­king for a few months of da­n­ge­rous but high-pay­ing gigs be­fore reti­ring. Six years ago, af­ter Ka­rin re­al­ized she wasn’t i­n­ter­est­ed in her hus­band as much as he wasn’t i­n­ter­est­ed in her ei­ther, she had jo­ined for a sui­ci­dal thrill. She al­most quit af­ter the first time she saw her i­ntestines. Or when she broke her leg. How­ev­er, she kept co­ming back and tak­ing the next job the mo­ment she re­cov­ered. The thrill of sur­vival and the huge stack of crowns dump in front of her af­ter a job well done was e­nough to keep her go­ing.

She sighed. There wasn’t much a thrill when her chest ached and her joints burned from hav­ing an­oth­er mage’s mag­ic stuffed in­side her. With her thoughts dark, she he­aded into the inn.

It was late morn­ing and all of the night­ly guests had left. The pub­lic hall only had a pair of folks cle­a­ning the ta­bles. The i­n­n­ke­eper that she re­mem­bered from the last time sat at one of the ta­bles, work­ing through piles of pa­per and acco­unt­ing.

Ka­rin he­aded over. “You have a room open for a month?”

The i­n­n­ke­eper didn’t look up. He was bald with a short trimmed hair over his ears. He was prob­a­bly in his six­ties. “You a heavy dri­nker?”

“Give me a dou­ble bed on the sec­ond floor, prob­a­bly some la­undry ser­vice, and a bot­tle of whiskey a week and I’m not go­ing to ca­use prob­lems.”

“Can’t give you the bot­tle. Town law.”

“I re­mem­ber. Just keep my glass full and I’ll keep my head down.” Ka­rin knew what he was try­ing to find out. “I couldn’t brawl even if I wa­nted to. I got hurt bad­ly in the last hunt and I’m not up to any trou­ble.”

“Hunt?” The i­n­n­ke­eper turned to her. “You are one of the Rats?” His face bright­ened. “You were. I re­mem­ber you.”

She nod­ded.

“A month you said?”

“Yes.”

“Nor­mal­ly, it’s thir­ty a night. Fifty days in Pu­n­mahik, so fif­teen hun­dred.”

“I can pay that.” She could eas­i­ly af­ford a year of the inn be­fore hav­ing to cash in scrips. Her job had paid well and she didn’t have any­thing else to spend it, so she kept it squir­reled away for when she did re­tire.

“You helped this town so I’ll throw in a bot­tle’s worth of the lo­cal whiskey in. And la­undry, as long as it isn’t blood or vom­it. Deal?”

“Deal. Cash okay?”


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 5
             
            
        


        Discomfort


        
No greater ple­a­sure, no greater vice, than a warm bed on a cold night.
—Ti­ndel de Prur, Of Stars Above the Trav­el­ers

Ka­rin hissed in pain as she le­aned back on her head­board. She had both of her pil­lows propped up be­hind her but her shoul­ders still rest­ed a­gainst the cool wood. As the sur­face warmed up, she slumped and closed her eyes.

It was al­most heav­en not hav­ing a horse jostling her or even mov­ing.

“I’m nev­er go­ing to walk a­gain.”

Her body still throbbed. There was no esca­ping the ache in her joints or the pres­sure in her chest. Her left breast felt swollen and hard, it would be an­oth­er thir­ty days be­fore the al­chem­i­cal mix­ture broke down. Un­til then, every­thing would con­ti­nue to hurt re­lent­less­ly.

She re­ma­ined still for as long as she could, then rolled to her side. Prop­ping one leg up, she dug her hip into the soft mat­tress and bu­ried her face a­gainst the warm head­board.

Af­ter a few min­utes, she had to ad­just her po­si­tion a­gain. “I need a damn drink.”

Ka­rin wo­n­dered if she had the strength to head down­stairs to ask for the bot­tle. No, a glass. She wasn’t al­lowed to have a bot­tle no mat­ter what she had done for the vil­lage. She snort­ed to her­self and rolled back over to find a new com­fort­able po­si­tion.

Af­ter what felt like hours, she fi­nal­ly de­cid­ed to get the will to get dressed and find her bot­tle of whiskey. No, for her glass. She prob­a­bly had to stay down in the pub­lic room if she wa­nted to fin­ish the bot­tle.

Scratch­ing her armpit, she caught some knot­ted hairs with her fi­ngers. Ya­n­king them free, she winced at the dis­com­fort but it was noth­ing com­pared to the pain that radi­ated from her inju­ries. She wo­n­dered if the hot bath was also in­clud­ed in the room price; her wo­und couldn’t han­dle be­ing im­mersed but at least a rag would get her feel­ing clean.

She sighed and lev­ered her­self up. Every move­ment was dif­fi­cult but she man­aged to get her legs off the mat­tress and on the gro­und. Sweat prick­led along her brow just from the ef­fort of sit­ting up.

It was go­ing to be a long night.

So­me­one knocked on her door.

Ka­rin’s heart raced as she lo­oked a­ro­und sharply for her we­apon. Spot­ting the hilt of her sword wedged be­tween the mat­tress and the frame, she grabbed it and ya­nked it clear. The blade shone as her mag­ic danced along the met­al. In the back of her head, she felt the sharp­ness of the edge ex­cept for a sin­gle nick. Re­flex­ive­ly, she smoothed it with a lit­tle surge of pow­er.

The door cracked open. “Hel­lo?”

It was a woman’s voice, one that Ka­rin vague­ly re­mem­bered from her last vis­it.

A throb of pain re­mi­nded Ka­rin that she was naked. She reached back and grabbed the thin bla­nket, pulling it across to drape it over her naked­ness even as she moved her sword to keep it clear in case of da­nger.

An­oth­er knock “Are you in here?”

Ka­rin fi­nal­ly spoke. “Yes?” She cle­ared her throat. “Yes.”

“I brought di­nner and your first glass, if you want. Are you i­n­ter­est­ed? If not, I can leave it out­side your door.”

Her stom­ach rum­bled with need. The tip of her sword lo­wered for a mo­ment. “Y-Yeah, come on in.”

The door cre­aked o­pened and then she stepped in car­ry­ing a large plat­ter on her shoul­der. The first things Ka­rin no­ticed was the ste­a­ming bowls of food, a glass bot­tle of the lo­cal whiskey, and an emp­ty glass. Then her eyes trailed down to the rich blues of the woman’s dress. The white top un­der­neath the loose bodice framed the en­tic­ing mo­unds of her breasts and her sle­nder waist.

The oth­er woman lo­oked into the room. Her eyes wi­dened. “Oh, I’m sor­ry, I thought you were…” Her eyes, a pale brown, sca­nned across Ka­rin.

Ka­rin lo­oked down. Most of her body was ex­posed to the air, the criss­cross of co­unt­less scars cove­ring every inch. Some of them were thick bands of larg­er crea­tures but there was also patch­es of leech bites, rough skin, and even a ra­i­nbow of dis­col­ored flesh from need­ing al­chem­i­cal heal­ing too many times.

It had been a rough six years.

Ka­rin felt naked un­der the oth­er woman’s look. Nor­mal­ly that wasn’t a prob­lem, but she wa­nted to look more ap­peal­ing than she was. Tighte­ning the bla­nket over her breast, she spread it out. "Sor­ry, I for­got… I wasn’t… dressed.

A smile bright­ened the room. “Old Roost­er told me that you were heal­ing from an in­jury and will be with us for a while.”

With a blush, Ka­rin ca­re­ful­ly sheathed her sword be­fore she dragged the rest of the bla­nket over her legs. “Sor­ry.”

She felt clum­sy and flushed. She clutched the bla­nket tighter as she inched back on the bed. At least un­til the back of her knee hit the edge of the bed and she re­al­ized she couldn’t eas­i­ly lever her­self up with­out ex­pos­ing her­self more.

“Was it an­oth­er crea­ture like you save us from? A… slith­er?”

“N-No,” Ka­rin stam­mered. “We were here for a slather nest. This time, it was one bug, a­bout the size of a cow with a sti­nger a­bout this long.” She held up her hands a­bout eigh­teen inch­es apart.

The oth­er woman frowned. “That so­unds pa­i­nful.”

Ka­rin’s in­jury throbbed and she tight­ened her grip on the bla­nket cove­ring her breasts. “It was.”

“Well, I’m glad you de­cid­ed to stay with us. I’ll take good care of you.”

Ka­rin’s heart beat a lit­tle faster. “I-I’m Ka­rin.”

“Suras. In fact, if you need any­thing, just yell for Sur and I’ll come ru­n­ning.” She smiled broad­ly while she used her foot to drag a small stool out from the cor­ner and used it to prop her plat­ter on it. She lo­oked a­ro­und and then held up a fi­nger. “Why don’t you get back on the bed and I’ll get a bed tray from the new­ly­wed room.”

“I can eat at the table.”

“Not on my watch. I want you com­fort­able and the bed is the best place, right?”

Ka­rin nod­ded with agre­e­ment.

“Then move your rear back into place and I’ll be right back.”

Ka­rin smiled as Suras hur­ried out the room. She start­ed to push her­self back on the bed but then re­al­ized she was naked. Gro­a­ning, she crawled out of bed and limped over to her pack. O­pe­ning it, she was blast­ed by the smell of musty fab­ric, swamp wa­ter, and rot­ting food. Frown­ing, she dug in for a cle­aner shirt.

It took her a mo­ment to find the cle­an­est shirt. It had a few stains on the sleeves, but it was fair­ly well pro­tect­ed a­gainst the ele­ments by mul­ti­ple lay­ers of wrap­ping. She shook it out then winced as her in­jury throbbed.

Glanc­ing at the door, she slipped it on and start­ed to but­ton it up.

Her fi­ngers were on the sec­ond but­ton when Suras spoke up from the door. “Have you re­al­ly been in the field so long you don’t re­mem­ber how to e­njoy a bed?”

Ka­rin turned with a blush. “S-Sor­ry.”

Then she re­al­ized her breasts were still stick­ing out of her shirt. She tugged the fab­ric to­geth­er and fum­bled with her but­tons. “I didn’t… I wasn’t we­a­ring any­thing.”

Suras set down a bed tray and walked over. “Here, let me.”

Ka­rin’s heart po­u­nded in her chest.’

With sure fi­ngers, Suras brushed along Ka­rin’s fi­ngers to cap­ture the sec­ond but­ton. She worked it through the hole and then slid her fi­nger­tips up to the third to fas­ten it.

Ka­rin stared at her clos­ing her but­tons. The dis­com­fort of hav­ing her breasts jos­tled had so­mehow fad­ed un­der­neath the rush of hav­ing Suras so close.

Suras froze on the third but­ton. “Oh, the Cou­ple,” she gasped.

Trem­bling, Ka­rin glanced down. Her breasts were framed by the shirt, held up by the edge of fab­ric. The wo­und on her side was an an­gry green col­or with the scabbed edges al­most black. In a straight line that ran un­der­neath her nip­ple, there was a thick dark line that e­nded in a black and yel­low bru­ise across her cleav­age.

A hun­dred things rushed through Ka­rin’s head. Her mouth o­pened and closed.

Suras tugged the next but­ton slight­ly. “Does this hurt?”

Ka­rin nod­ded.

Sha­king her head, Suras re­leased the but­ton and worked her way down, fre­e­ing each one un­til the two tails of fab­ric dan­gled from Ka­rin’s curves.

“W-What are you do­ing?” Ka­rin’s body burned with an­tic­i­pa­tion as sweat prick­led her brow. No one had ever un­dressed her like that, at least no one who wasn’t a lover.

“I’m tak­ing off your shirt.”

A heat blos­somed in­side Ka­rin. She breathed deeply as her nip­ples grew hard­er and she felt an ache in her chest.

Suras slipped the fab­ric off Ka­rin’s shoul­der. “Back to bed.”

“W-What a­bout… I’m naked.”

Suras smiled, the same bril­li­ant ex­pres­sion that Ka­rin re­mem­bered from a year ago. “It won’t be the first time I’ve seen a love­ly… a war­rior naked. You need to re­cov­er and I can’t have you in pain just to eat. If you are more com­fort­able with­out clothes, then I’ll just have to serve you that way.”

Ka­rin wasn’t sure how to re­spond.

Suras lead her to the bed. “Please? Just re­lax and I’ll take care of you.”

Be­fore Ka­rin re­al­ized it, she was nes­tled back in her bed with pil­lows propped up be­hind her back, a cloth cove­ring her thighs, and the tray set up over her legs.

Suras held up a sec­ond large cloth above her chest. “Will this hurt if I put it here to catch food?”

Ka­rin felt fool­ish but shook her head.

Gen­tly ly­ing it down over Ka­rin’s breasts, Suras brought the plates of food and set them up. There was a rich stew, a thick cut of steak, and fresh­ly baked bread. In the lit­tle holes along the side of the tray, she put bowls of oil, but­ter, and spices. “I don’t know how you like your meat or how how to spice it.”

“Rare, drip­ping blood. And I like things tangy.”

Suras smiled. “I have no trou­ble with drip­ping and tangy.”

So­mehow, the way she said it brought an even hot­ter flush to Ka­rin’s cheeks.

Suras pulled out a short, wide glass and set it on the top of the tray. She fol­lowed with a bot­tle with a blue la­bel that matched her dress. “Here is your me­asure of whiskey. This is a twelve year Barnsveld. My grand­fa­ther set it in an oak cask when he was yo­u­nger so it’s not qu­ite as rich as a fresh cask but it still has a nice mel­low taste with a sat­is­fy­ing fin­ish.” She spoke as she po­ured three fi­ngers into the glass.

Ka­rin breathed in the smells. It brought a smile to her lips.

“You know I can’t give you the bot­tle, but I’ll be up fre­qu­ent­ly to check on you and take your dish­es. Are you go­ing to want dessert? We have a few ap­ple pies and some rice pud­ding.”

Over­whelmed, Ka­rin just nod­ded.

Suras picked up her tray and pushed the stool to the side. “I’ll be up on the next bell. If you need me ear­li­er, just yell for me. I’ll get you a bell or some­thing for emer­gen­cies. Any­thing else?”

“Um… no, thank you.”

“Then I’ll be up soon.”
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        Payment


        
The rav­ages of war don’t stop on the bat­tle­field. War­riors keep fight­ing them day af­ter day, but the de­struc­tion comes at the bot­tom of a bot­tle, a turned shoul­der, and the night­mares that refuse to stop with day­light.
—A War­rior’s End (Act 3, Scene 3)

A few bells lat­er, Ka­rin e­njoyed a bliss­ful buzz that took the edge off her pain and made the sec­onds race past in a blur. She smiled to her­self and lo­oked down to her glass; she kept it on the joint of her leg and hip. The caramel-col­ored liq­uid was al­most the same shade as the patch of hair next to her knuck­les, though there was less than an inch left in the bot­tom of the glass.

She lift­ed the glass and took a deep breath of the heady scent be­fore sip­ping it. The warmth and sting of it slid­ing down her throat felt good. She smiled and set it back down.

Suras knocked qu­iet­ly on the door. “Still awake?”

“Yes.”

The wait­ress came in and held up the bot­tle. “An­oth­er?”

“No, I think I’m done for the night. Oh, that’s for you.” Ka­rin ges­tured to a small stack of crowns on the cor­ner of the desk. It was a healthy a­mo­unt but more than a tip.

“What’s that?”

“Just some co­ins for your trou­ble.”

“Oh, thank you.” Suras im­me­di­ate­ly ges­tured to Ka­rin’s packs. “You want me to clean those? It looks… and smells like you went through a swamp.”

Ka­rin laughed bit­ter­ly. “A swamp? Yeah, two of them, one at each end of this last tour.”

“How long?”

“Just shy of three months, a­bout a hun­dred fifty days or so. It’s pret­ty rank in there, I’ll deal with the larg­er bag when I’m on my feet. The small­er has my tools, the larg­er is just foul-smelling clothes.”

Suras wrin­kled her nose and then walked over to the bed. She rest­ed her hand on Ka­rin’s out­stretched knee. “Any­thing else tonight?”

There was an in­stant flush of heat cours­ing through Ka­rin’s body. The warmth of Suras’s hand on her skin felt good, though in her im­me­di­ate fa­nta­sy, the hand would slide down Ka­rin’s scarred thigh to the warmth be­tween her legs.

Ka­rin’s hand tight­ened on her glass. “N-No. I think I’m good.”

“If you’re sure.” Suras’s hand tight­ened briefly be­fore she pulled it away. “Do you like baths?”

Ka­rin mo­aned soft­ly. “I haven’t had one of those in months. I would love one.”

“In the morn­ing, af­ter the night guests leave, I’ll have a bath drawn for you. That way, you’ll have a cou­ple hours to soak with­out i­nter­rup­tions.”

“Thank you.”

The yo­u­nger woman turned and he­aded out, her hips sway­ing back and forth. Her blue skirt flared out as she spun on her heels and reached over to grab Ka­rin’s larg­er bag. Lo­o­king over her shoul­der, she heft­ed it. “Just clothes, right?”

Stu­nned, Ka­rin nod­ded.

“I’ll get these cle­aned.”

With­out an­oth­er word, she he­aded out of the room with a flut­ter of her dress.

Ka­rin held up her al­most emp­ty glass but the words wouldn’t come out.

The door shut be­hind Suras, latch­ing firm­ly.

Alone in the room, Ka­rin couldn’t help but stare at the door and i­mag­ine Suras was still in with her. Her hand reached up to stroke her knee where the yo­u­nger woman touched her; it was still hot from the ca­ress. Slow­ly, she drew her fi­nger­tips down her i­nner thigh, pre­tend­ing it was Suras that was slid­ing down to the junc­tion of her legs.

Cup­ping her­self, she gro­und her palm a­gainst the heat that had gath­ered. She smiled and le­aned back as she let her fa­ntasies take her along into the night.
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        Peaches


        
Over the years, the term “peach” be­came syn­ony­mous with the gro­wing com­mu­ni­ty of les­bi­ans that stretched from Tarsan and Ko­r­mar and clear down to the god­less deserts.
—Wo­men in Love With Wo­men

Ka­rin test­ed the wa­ter with her fi­nger. It would have been hot for most peo­ple but for her, it was bare­ly warm. How­ev­er, it was bet­ter than noth­ing. There were a few things that be­ing in the fields had taught her: nev­er turn down a meal, keep her un­der­wear as dry as pos­si­ble, al­ways seal her boots, and nev­er pass up a bath that wasn’t filled with mud and leech­es.

Slip­ping off a robe that Suras had fo­und for her, Ka­rin lev­ered her­self over the edge of the wo­oden tub with a hiss of pain. Every move­ment ca­used her chest to ache. As the warmth en­veloped her, she let out a soft moan and sank into it. She slid along the wo­oden seat un­til her shoul­ders rest­ed along the tub’s edge and only her nip­ples pe­eked out of the wa­ter. Al­most im­me­di­ate­ly, her inju­ries throbbed more pa­i­nful­ly but she didn’t care any­more. She was just hap­py she was im­mersed in clean wa­ter.

“Oh, sweet moth­er of mer­cy,” she whis­pered to her­self. She didn’t re­al­ly be­lieve in the Di­vine Cou­ple, not af­ter killing hun­dreds of beasts twist­ed by mag­ic and alche­my. There were no gods in the world, only the i­n­san­i­ty of mages and the cor­rupt­ing ef­fects of mag­ic.

She reached up and rest­ed her wrist on the edge of the tub. Spread­ing her legs, she e­njoyed the warm cur­rents as they ran along her body and nethers.

“You look com­fort­able,” Suras said as she came into the bathing area.

“For the most part.” Ka­rin smiled. “Thank you. I haven’t had a bath in months. Even a warm one like this.”

Suras set down a small tray.

When Ka­rin spot­ted a bot­tle of whiskey and a glass, she smiled. “You know me al­ready.”

Suras po­ured a healthy me­asure into the glass be­fore giv­ing it to Ka­rin. She ges­tured down to the wa­ter and the naked body un­der­neath the sur­face.

Ka­rin dipped her chest low­er, im­merse her nip­ples un­der the sur­face. A blush rose in her cheeks.

“How much hot­ter do you want it?”

Ka­rin gri­nned. “I doubt you could make it hot e­nough for me.”

Suras le­aned over the edge, her bodice al­most skim­ming across the wa­ter. “You’d be sur­prised.”

Ka­rin fo­und her­self only inch­es away from Suras’s freck­led face. The urge to reach up and touch her was over­whelm­ing for a mo­ment. Her eyes slow­ly rose to fo­cus on the freck­les that dust­ed across Suras’s nose and cheeks. The lit­tle dark motes drew her in, she fought not to lift her body out of the wa­ter to kiss them. She wasn’t sure how Suras would re­spond, most women didn’t care for sur­prise af­fec­tions.

But that didn’t stop the fa­ntasies from rac­ing through her thoughts.

Suras reached out, trail­ing her fi­nger­tips along the sur­face. She drew a wide cir­cle along the sur­face, her hand sail­ing over Ka­rin’s sub­merged breasts, across her side, and then down across her thighs.

The se­a­ring heat blos­somed in the wake of her move­ment. She could feel it wash­ing over her flanks and thighs. More of it flowed be­tween her legs, prick­ling her nethers with a wel­co­ming ca­ress. Her re­cent inju­ries burned but she didn’t care while im­mersed in what would be the most per­fect bath of her life. “Oh, yes…” she mo­aned.

She le­aned her head back to rest it on the edge. “That is what I need.”

Suras lift­ed her fi­nger­tip and flicked a droplet away. “Judg­ing from that a­dorable so­und, I got it hot e­nough?” She raised an eye­brow and smirked.

Ka­rin pa­nted as she stared at the yo­u­nger woman. The heat swirling a­ro­und her made it dif­fi­cult not to think a­bout how at­trac­tive Suras was. The urge to reach out re­dou­bled. She clutched the edge of the tub un­til her knuck­les cre­aked.

Suras, who still le­aned over the edge of the tub, turned to Ka­rin. Her lips pursed for a mo­ment be­fore she smiled.

They were only inch­es away from each oth­er.

“Any­thing else you want?” she whis­pered.

Ka­rin whim­pered. “I…” The words died in her throat. She fought the urges of re­a­ching for­ward to kiss her and the de­sire to look away to hide her de­sires.

Suras re­ma­ined still for a mo­ment. Then she stood up. “Well, if there is any­thing you need, just call. I don’t have much to do un­til su­ndown, so I can take all the time I want.” There was a pause, al­most teas­ing, be­fore the yo­u­nger woman straight­ened. “All you have to do is ask.”

Ka­rin froze, a quizzi­cal thought slithe­ring through her head. Was Suras i­n­ter­est­ed in her? Or was it her just be­ing fri­end­ly? If the for­mer, then a stolen kiss would bring them clos­er. But if the lat­ter, then it wouldn’t be any chances lat­er down the line.

She closed her eyes for a mo­ment. The old­er she got, the more she strug­gled with the fenc­ing of de­sires a­mong peo­ple. She un­der­stood the blade. She knew mon­sters and how to kill them. But beau­ti­ful woman—allu­ring ones—they requ­ired a fi­ness­es that she didn’t think she had any­more.

Ka­rin let out her breath and sank de­eper into the wa­ter. She glanced up at her glass. She could use a drink but she had to wait un­til af­ter Suras left, she didn’t the yo­u­nger woman to see her hand sha­king.

The door to the bathing area cre­aked open. “I’ll come up in a­bout an hour with more whiskey. Any­thing else you’d like me to bring?”

Ka­rin waved her oth­er hand. “Just bring your­self.”

“Do you want me to bring back some fruit? I have a peach or two that I think you’d love to taste.”

Mus­cles in Ka­rin’s check tight­ened pa­i­nful­ly. A flare of heat bub­bled be­tween her legs, spread­ing out through the rest of her body as she let out her breath in a shud­de­ring sigh.

“I could bring two, one for you and one for me?”

Ka­rin lift­ed her­self and lo­oked over her shoul­der to the front door. Suras le­aned a­gainst the door frame, the o­pe­ning held open with one hand. She had a smile on her lips.

As Ka­rin watched, Suras arched her back and her breasts rose up, hard nip­ples tent­ing the fab­ric. “You know, I like peach­es too.”

“Y-You do?”

“One might even say, I like them juicy and tangy. Though, not every beau­ti­ful war­rior co­ming through the inn is into them, so I have to step ca­re­ful­ly.” Suras stepped away from the door. “So I’m ho­ping that you like peach­es too.”

Ka­rin lift­ed her­self up to turn a­ro­und, kneel­ing on the seat. She start­ed to lean a­gainst the edge, but pres­sure on her breast ca­used a burst of agony that stopped her.

Suras took an­oth­er step. “So, was I right?”

Gulp­ing for air, Ka­rin nod­ded. “I-I do, I love peach­es.”

Ka­rin watched as the yo­u­nger woman ap­proached the bath. She tilt­ed her head up as Suras cupped her chin. The touch was elec­tric and over­whelm­ing. It se­emed to set her skin on fire.

Le­a­ning over, Suras brought her lips to Ka­rin’s but not qu­ite to­u­ching. “I would like to kiss you,” she whis­pered.

“Please,” came the moan.

Suras le­aned for­ward and their lips brushed. Hers were soft and sweet, with just a hint of fruit and whiskey. She slow­ly took an­oth­er kiss and then a third, each time pu­shing slight­ly hard­er to Ka­rin.

Ka­rin’s heart po­u­nded in her chest as she kissed back. Her breasts ached from the ef­fort but the heady em­brace pushed it back. The as­sault of sweet­ness and dis­com­fort tore through her but she didn’t dare stop kiss­ing the beau­ti­ful woman who wa­nted her.

Suras shift­ed to the side.

Ka­rin hesi­tat­ed, u­nsure of what she was do­ing.

When Suras lift­ed one leg and stepped into the tub, Ka­rin gasped. She still wore her dress which im­me­di­ate­ly bil­lowed in the wa­ters. The fab­ric tugged along Ka­rin’s bare thighs, ca­ress­ing and to­u­ching.

Suras sank down into the wa­ter un­til she was sit­ting next to Ka­rin, their lips al­most even with each oth­er. Her hand slid down from Ka­rin’s chin to her shoul­ders. Her fi­nger­tips ran along the sweat-slicked skin.

Ka­rin i­nhaled and pulled back. “Not my breasts,” she whis­pered.

“Of course. May I go low­er?”

Shive­ring with an­tic­i­pa­tion, Ka­rin spread her legs and nod­ded.

Suras le­aned for­ward slight­ly. The top of her bodice, the white fab­ric, had turned transpa­rent and clung to her firm breasts. Her nip­ples stuck out, beg­ging to be sucked.

Ka­rin held out her hands. “May I?”

Suras reached down with one hand, slid­ing her palms along Ka­rin’s i­nner thighs as she drew her hand up to the junc­tion of the war­rior’s legs. She be­amed hap­pi­ly and pushed her breasts for­ward, fill­ing Ka­rin’s hand with the warmth. “I would very much like that.”

And then her fi­ngers ran along Ka­rin’s slit and it be­came im­pos­si­ble to say any­thing.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 8
             
            
        


        Revelations


        Ka­rin bucked her hips, dri­ving Suras’s fi­ngers de­eper into her body. Soft grunts es­caped her throat as she twist­ed the sheets, e­njoy­ing the rapid­ly in­creas­ing ple­a­sure from the thrust­ing dig­its in­side her depths and the soft lips clamped on her cli­toris.

She arched her back un­til her inju­ries throbbed. “J-Just a bit more, a bit more! Please?”

Suras lapped hard­er, swirling her to­ngue and thrust­ing de­eper un­til her knuck­les smacked a­gainst so­aked skin. With every with­draw­al, Ka­rin could feel her hairs cli­n­ging to her lover’s fi­ngers.

Ka­rin’s or­gasm climbed the cliff, the sen­sa­tion of ple­a­sure a­bout to burst in­side her rose with every grunt and thrust. She screwed her eyes shut and ro­tat­ed her hips. She cried out word­less as the ple­a­sure con­ti­nued to build un­til it fi­nal­ly reached a peak.

With a liq­uid surge, it ex­plod­ed in­side her. Every mus­cle in her body be­gan to shake as her leg col­lapsed un­der­neath her. Her oth­er drew clos­er to Suras’s head and she reached down to grab her lover’s hair to pull her close as she lost her­self in the waves of ec­sta­sy.

As the ple­a­sure ebbed, so did Ka­rin’s grip on Suras’s hair. She pa­nted and slumped back, a smile pa­i­nted on her lips. Her en­tire body hummed with her af­ter­glow ex­cept for the ache across her chest.

Suras gave one last li­n­ge­ring lick be­fore le­a­ning for­ward to rest her cheek on the side of Ka­rin’s i­nner thigh. She smiled broad­ly. “I told you I liked peach­es.”

Pant­i­ng, Ka­rin chuck­led. “Fine, come up here and let me—”

“No.”

“What?” Ka­rin start­ed down past her breasts. “What?” she re­pe­ated.

“Not un­til your inju­ries are healed. I just saw you gri­mac­ing.”

“I was co­ming.”

“Yes, but you were also in pain. Now, I like the cute nois­es you make when you come plus…” She brought her fi­ngers to her mouth and licked them. “… you taste pret­ty good. But un­til you can han­dle the pres­sure, you have to suf­fer with get­ting fi­n­gered and licked.”

Ka­rin start­ed for a mo­ment, then a wry smile crossed her face. “Suf­fer? But you need to come too.”

Suras rocked her head back and forth. With a chuck­le, she reached down at lapped at Ka­rin’s sen­si­tive clit. “Suf­fer.”

Ka­rin shiv­ered with ple­a­sure and dis­com­fort. She held up her hands. “Okay.”

“Good.” Suras le­aned back on Ka­rin’s thigh and ran her fi­ngers along the scarred leg.

Ka­rin e­njoyed the touch, float­ing in the ebbing waves of ple­a­sure.

“So many scars,” whis­pered Suras.

Ka­rin tensed slight­ly. “It’s been a rough six years.”

“Six years? All this in that short time?” Suras ran her fi­nger along the co­unt­less scratch­es and wo­unds that criss­crossed her body. The touch was elec­tric, even though she could feel the ridges of her inju­ries un­der­neath her lover’s fi­nger­tips.

“Hunt­ing is rough,” Ka­rin said with a sigh. “Every few weeks, we’re go­ing into a nest or bre­a­king into an a­ba­n­doned mage’s man­sion. On the good days, it’s just an­i­mals twist­ed by mag­ic and re­so­nance. On a bad day, it’s so­me­one prac­tic­ing ge­net­ic mag­ic or try­ing to raise the dead.”

Ka­rin reached down to cup her naked breast, her palm cup­ping over the heal­ing in­jury. It hurt, but it also felt com­fort­ing. “The lit­tle scratch­es a­ren’t so bad… un­less they get i­nfect­ed. And I’ve seen my in­sides too many times to look for­ward to it.”

“So­unds hor­ri­ble.”

More than once, Ka­rin said the same thing. U­su­al­ly when she was ly­ing in a bed wait­ing for an al­chem­i­cal pack to stop throb­bing in her bones or cry­ing out as Roal sewed her stom­ach to­geth­er. Her body ached al­ways now, each in­jury leav­ing its mark on her bones like her his­to­ry be­ing writ­ten on her screen.

Suras shift­ed slight­ly, her small breasts lift­ing off the bed as she moved her head to Ka­rin’s oth­er thigh. She reached up to cup Ka­rin’s pussy.

Ka­rin tensed. “No more, at least right now.” She squirmed. “I’m a lit­tle sen­si­tive still.”

Suras didn’t move it but she didn’t do any­thing else. Her eyes lo­oked down Ka­rin’s oth­er thigh.

Ka­rin felt naked un­der the look. “I just can’t stop hunt­ing, not yet.”

Lift­ing her head, Suras gave her a quizzi­cal look.

Ka­rin felt guilty by what she said. She could stop, she wa­nted to, but there was nev­er the right sit­u­a­tion. No vil­lage felt like home, no city ei­ther. She lo­nged for the qu­i­eter days of her life, but at the same time, it was hard to i­mag­ine liv­ing with­out the rush that came form hunt­ing.

She sighed. “I guess I could… if I re­al­ly wa­nted to.”

“If you don’t want to, then don’t.”

“I’ve thought a­bout it, just… nev­er hap­pened. I don’t have a home any­more and I nev­er fo­und a place to set down roots.”

“What hap­pened?”

“Me and my hus­band re­al­ized we didn’t like each oth­er any­more. Af­ter our son got mar­ried, we went our se­parate ways. Well, he stayed in Bri­ar Patch and I took the first car­ri­age out.” Ka­rin chuck­led. “Four hours af­ter ar­riv­ing in Sto­ne­nu­mer City, I was on my first hunt.”

Suras shift­ed slight­ly. Then she pushed her­self up to her hands and knees. Her sle­nder body lo­oked beau­ti­ful, as much as her gliste­ning face from lap­ping too hard. She gin­ger­ly crawled over Ka­rin’s legs and then shift­ed up to her side.

When she kissed Ka­rin, Ka­rin could taste her own juices on her lover’s lips.

Ka­rin smiled and kissed her back.

Af­ter a few mo­ments, she broke the em­brace. “I can’t wait to get health­i­er be­fore I can have some peach­es of my own.”

Suras be­amed. “Don’t wor­ry. I’ll be rid­ing your face soon e­nough. You just have to wait.”

She held up her hand and pressed her two lo­nger fi­ngers to­geth­er. “Un­less you want to go an­oth­er ro­und?”

Ka­rin thought a­bout it but then shook her head. Le­a­ning her head back, she no­ticed the o­range glow through the wi­ndow. “No, I just want to cud­dle. Be­sides, you have to work soon, right?”

Suras glanced up and sighed. “Yes, but I don’t want to.”

Ka­rin slipped her arm un­der­neath Suras and pulled her close. “Then just come here un­til you have to leave.”


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 9
             
            
        


        Sharpened


        Be­fore eve­ry­one ar­rived, Ka­rin had cla­imed one of the cor­ners booths so she didn’t have to wor­ry a­bout any­one co­ming up be­hind her. She had her glass of whiskey in her hand, the first for the eve­ning, and she pla­nned on ma­king her drink last un­til Suras stopped work­ing at mid­night.

She le­aned back and scratched her side. It had been over a week since she ar­rived at the inn but her breast and chest still ached. The scab had al­most fall­en off, a few more days of scratch­ing at the edges, and it would be gone.

Move­ment to her side brought a smile. She turned to e­njoy Suras walk­ing a­ro­und the ta­bles with a plat­ter. She had di­nner, a ste­a­ming meal of steak and po­ta­toes, and the ever-pre­sent bot­tle of lo­cal whiskey. This week’s was an old­er bot­tle with a much de­eper and rich­er fla­vor to it.

“Hel­lo there.” Tonight, Suras wore her blue dress a­gain. It lo­oked much diffe­rent than when it was swirling in the bath­tub like the first day they fo­und each oth­er.

Ka­rin smiled. “Hel­lo, Be­au­ti­ful.”

“Here is your di­nner, just like you e­njoy it: drip­ping wet with a bit of tang.”

Ka­rin gri­nned and took the plate. “I do love that.”

Suras ges­tured to the glass with still a fi­nger’s worth of whiskey on the bot­tom. “Don’t need a re­fill?”

“Not yet, I want this one to last.”

Suras’s eyes sparkled. She le­aned over, her breasts pu­shing up a­gainst the thin fab­ric of her bodice. “Don’t wor­ry, I’ll get some­thing wet lat­er.”

Ka­rin reached out and stroked her fi­ngers along the back of Suras’s hand. It was warm and to­u­ching. “I’m ho­ping for desert.”

Suras glanced a­ro­und and then reached up. She stretched over un­til her breast rest­ed in Ka­rin’s hand. The warmth was over­whelm­ing as much as the hard nip­ples that teased her palm. Re­a­ching up, Suras brought her hand to hov­er over Ka­rin’s breast.

Ka­rin cri­nged.

Suras gro­und her breast into Ka­rin’s hand. “Not yet.”

“So­on?”

“I hope so. I’m lo­o­king for­ward to feel­ing your lips on my pussy.”

Ka­rin mo­aned with need.

The door o­pened and a trio of farm­ers came in. Ka­rin had seen them be­fore, they were u­su­al­ly rough and cranky un­til they got a few lagers into them. They he­aded straight for the table they u­su­al­ly used and sat down heav­i­ly. “Sur, Di­nner!”

Suras pulled her breast out of Ka­rin’s hand. “I need to work.”

Ka­rin nod­ded with un­der­stand­ing. She watched Suras get their or­ders be­fore she start­ed on her meal. The steak was deli­ci­ous, as u­sual. How­ev­er, the knife was a bit dull and dragged through the meat.

She con­cen­trat­ed on the edge for a mo­ment, feel­ing the mag­ic bub­ble up from her core and sink into the met­al. The near­ly in­vis­i­ble nicks dis­ap­peared. The edge it­self nar­rowed un­til the edge was sharp e­nough to score steel. Glanc­ing at the plate, she blu­nted the met­al not to acci­de­ntal­ly slice through the u­ten­sils.

When she tried a­gain, the blade eas­i­ly cut through the meat. With a smile, she dug into her meal.

Ka­rin amused her­self by watch­ing Suras serve the oth­ers. She could eas­i­ly spend the rest of the month right where she was, with a lover in the morn­ing and good food du­ring the night. Of course, she’d prob­a­bly get bored and lash out at so­me­one so­oner or lat­er. She was a hu­nter af­ter all.

“Hey, Sur! Why’d you give me the crap­py knife? You know I hate this one!” It was Mal, one of the farm­ers. He held up an of­fend­ing knife in his hand.

His fri­ends laughed.

Suras came out. She rolled her eyes and took the knife. “Sor­ry, Mal, let me get you an­oth­er one.”

Ka­rin held up her fi­nger.

Suras cocked her head and frowned in co­nfu­sion. She he­aded over, hold­ing the knife by the blade. When she got clos­er, she stopped. “Yes?”

“Let me see that.” Ka­rin held out her hand for the knife.

Still lo­o­king co­n­fused, Suras ha­nded it over.

Ka­rin could feel the dull edge as she picked up the blade. She turned it over in her palm while sharpe­ning it. When she ha­nded it back, it was sharp­er than it had ever been be­fore. “Here, take this back. It’s fine.”

“No, he’s right. There is a cou­ple bad blades. U­su­al­ly I avoid them but I was dis­tract­ed by so­me­one beau­ti­ful.”

Ka­rin gen­tly took it back. She held it by the blade and ce­n­tered it on the re­mains of her steak. She re­leased it and the blade sank through the meat, cut­ting it in half.

She lo­oked up and smiled. “I think it’s sharp e­nough.”

Suras’s mouth o­pened in sur­prise.

Ka­rin smirked and ha­nded her the knife a­gain.

With a be­mused look on her face, Suras re­turned it to Mal. The bel­li­ge­rent man re­sist­ed for a mo­ment, but when he went to prove it was dull, it eas­i­ly cut through his food. With a stam­mered apol­o­gy, he ducked his head and re­turned to eat­ing.

A few min­utes lat­er, Suras re­turned. “What did you do?”

Ka­rin shrugged. “That’s my tal­ent, I made it sharp­er.”

“Re­al­ly?”

“I sharp­en blades by to­u­ching them.” She gave a she­epish grin. “That’s why I’m such a good hu­nter.”

It also made her a good as­sis­tant to a chef. Her thoughts briefly dark­en when she thought a­bout her hus­band. They had fall­en in love in the kitchen. It was also where they broke apart.

Suras made a sur­prise so­und and drew Ka­rin out of her thoughts. Lo­o­king up, she saw the yo­u­nger girl smile beau­ti­ful­ly and re­al­ized she was hap­pi­er since she ceased to be a cook.

Her lover turned quick­ly, flutte­ring her dress out. Her right ass cheek bumped a­gainst Ka­rin’s hand be­fore she he­aded for the kitchen.

For the first time in many years, Ka­rin con­si­dered fol­lo­wing.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 10
             
            
        


        Turnaround


        Ka­rin sat on her bed, naked as u­sual. She had one hand on her breast, toy­ing with her nip­ple with her i­ndex fi­nger and the fad­ing scars of her in­jury with her thumb. It still ached un­der­neath her grip but she had to maul her­self to re­al­ly feel the dis­com­fort.

That meant that she was al­most ready for the field a­gain. Her thoughts drift­ed through fond me­mo­ries of the field: se­e­ing the bright stars far away from the cities, the rush of tri­umph as she helped clear out a nest of mon­sters, and even the long hours rant­i­ng to Roal a­bout their re­spec­tive ex-spo­uses.

But for all the fond me­mo­ries, there were also the parts she al­ready dre­aded. How many days would it be be­fore she woke up in wa­ter? Or scratch­ing at some i­nfect­ed wo­und? She could re­mem­ber the long nights of be­ing too cold and the days of be­ing too hot. The screams of her fel­low hu­nters as they were slaugh­tered ha­u­nted her dreams, night­mares that were only pushed aside when she was in the com­fort of Suras’s arms.

Suras. Ka­rin smiled to her­self and fo­cused her move­ment to stro­king her harde­ning nip­ple. The last month had been the best of Ka­rin’s life. She loved the at­ten­tion, both sex­u­al and af­fec­ti­o­nate. Hav­ing a com­fort­able bed didn’t hurt, more so when Suras had spent al­most every night in it.

Her body grew warm un­der­neath her touch. She rest­ed her oth­er hand along her pu­bis, stro­king along her slit as she thought a­bout the way Suras brought her to an or­gasm.

It was Ka­rin’s turn now. The only re­ason she wasn’t be­tween Suras’s legs every night was beca­use of her in­jury. She dug her fi­ngers into her breast to prove that the pain had moved into a deep dis­com­fort in­stead of a sur­face agony. Even the throb of the al­chem­i­cal pack had fad­ed into a faint itch be­tween her joints.

Le­a­ning back, she idly played with her­self as she wait­ed for Suras to ar­rive. It was the we­e­kend, when Suras spent her days at the fam­i­ly dis­tillery for her con­tri­bu­tion to the town’s ex­cel­lent whiskey. When she came back, she al­ways smelled of smoke and spir­its, two scents that paired per­fect­ly with the smell of an a­roused lover.

A knock at the door. “Ka­rin?” It was Suras.

A surge of heat danced un­der­neath Ka­rin’s fi­ngers. She grew wet­ter with an­tic­i­pa­tion. “Yes.”

Suras o­pened the door just e­nough to slip in. Her dress was short­er to re­veal her long, sle­nder legs. The bright blue fab­ric flut­tered up to re­veal white un­der­wear. She closed the door be­hind her, latch­ing it shut.

The smell of ash and wood smoke filled the air. Ka­rin breathed it in, e­njoy­ing the heady fla­vors.

“Sor­ry, it was burn­ing day. I had to fire a cou­ple dozen bar­rels.” She lift­ed up her hair and then chuck­led. “I smell like smoke and need… a…” Her voice trailed off as she make a dou­ble take at Ka­rin. She smiled bright­ly. “Now, that is some­thing I’d like to come home to.”

“Good, beca­use I’m in the moody for some­thing with a lit­tle tang.” Ka­rin beck­oned with her damp fi­nger.

Suras swayed her hips as she ap­proached. “Are you sure? Your inju­ries are—”

“I want you,” Ka­rin said. She sat up and grabbed Suras by the but­tocks, draw­ing her clos­er. Her mouth caught the firm nip­ple in her lips. The smell of smoke was caught in her lover’s clothes, it sur­ro­u­nded her with the rich scents that would lat­er be i­nfused into the whiskey.

Suras mo­aned. Her hand rest­ed light­ly on Ka­rin’s shoul­der. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

Ka­rin gro­und her breasts to Suras’s legs un­til her in­jury ached. She sucked on the hard nip­ple, draw­ing it to hard­ness through the lay­ers of fab­ric be­tween them. Gasp­ing, she moved from one breast to the oth­er, teas­ing each one.

“Oh, Cou­ple,” whis­pered Suras. She arched her back into Ka­rin’s quest­ing mouth.

Ka­rin worked the bot­tom of Suras’s dress up un­til her palm gro­und a­gainst her lover’s but­tocks. That only stopped her briefly be­fore she delved her fi­ngers un­der­neath the slight­ly sweaty fab­ric to the hairy slit un­der­neath. Swirling her fi­ngers from both sides, she fi­n­gered her lover.

“I… oh… love, I don’t have much time.”

Ka­rin lev­ered Suras to the side.

When her lover fell onto the bed, she rolled on her back. Her cheeks were flushed and her knees spread open. Her lips part­ed.

Ka­rin knelt next the bed. With trem­bling hands, she pushed her lover’s dress up to catch the un­der­wear un­der­neath. “I’ve been thi­n­king a­bout this for a while.”

“So have I,” whis­pered Suras. “How­ev­er, I need to take a bath be­fore I work.”

Ka­rin gri­nned and pulled away the fab­ric from her lover’s tre­a­sure. “You’ll have time. Just let me have a lit­tle taste.”
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        Sharpening


        Ka­rin sat in her cus­tom­ary spot in the great hall, e­njoy­ing the last week of her trip. It was the first day, which meant a new bot­tle of whiskey. She rocked her emp­ty glass with one hand with an­tic­i­pa­tion.

Mal and a bunch of farm­ers came in, we­a­ring their best clothes from go­ing to the small church down the street. A few of them nod­ded to Ka­rin be­fore sit­ting down at their ta­bles near the ce­nter.

Suras came swe­e­ping in. She had picked out her green dress for the day, one that Ka­rin e­njoyed watch­ing her pull on be­fore they had to their se­parate ways. She had a whiskey bot­tle in her hand but it lo­oked diffe­rent than the oth­ers she had served Ka­rin be­fore. “I’ll be with you in a minute, Mal.”

“Take your time, Sur.” He was in a good mood, but then church ser­vice al­ways brought out the sweet­er side of the vil­lage.

Suras walked over to Ka­rin and held out the bot­tle. Her eyes were shimme­ring as she set it down. “For your last week.”

Ka­rin frowned and lo­oked at the bot­tle. It had the fa­mil­iar Barnsveld Dis­tillery logo on it along with the date it was de­cant­ed but un­der­neath it was a sin­gle name and a num­ber: Suras, Num­ber 2.

Suras start­ed to say some­thing, but then her voice cracked. She wiped her face and then tried a­gain.

Ka­rin lo­oked up with co­nfu­sion. “Suras?”

“I… I… damn it.” Suras pulled out a chair and sat down. “I thought this would be ap­pro­pri­ate.”

“Why is your name on it?”

A tear ran down Suras’s cheek. “It’s the fam­i­ly tra­di­tion. On our first birth­day, we set aside a cask aside. Through­out our lives, we serve those bot­tles to cel­e­brate spe­cial events: when we come of age, when we get mar­ried, wed­ding a­nniver­sa­ries. It’s only for spe­cial mo­ments in my life, those times when every­thing cha­nges or to cel­e­brate be­ing to­geth­er.”

Ka­rin re­al­ized she was cry­ing her­self.

Suras lift­ed the bot­tle and lo­oked at the la­bel. “The first one when I turned six­teen.” She sighed. “I got re­al­ly sick and al­most died a few times. When I lost most my sum­mer and fall that year, my legs not work­ing and I couldn’t leave my bed. It wasn’t un­til this icy wi­nter night that I man­aged to take my first step a­gain.”

She smiled and the room se­emed to bright­en. No one was talk­ing and Ka­rin no­ticed that eve­ry­one was lo­o­king down at the table as they lis­tened to Suras’s qu­ite words.

“The next day, my pa­rents and grand­fa­ther came up that night with the first bot­tle from the cask. Num­ber one. We drank it that week, just a glass at a time as I got stro­nger.”

Suras lo­oked up and smiled. “I lost my fa­ther a few weeks lat­er when the roof col­lapsed on him. He still had bot­tles left from his, so we cel­e­brat­ed by dri­n­king those. Eve­ry­one in the town came to the inn beca­use I still couldn’t walk far. We drank and cel­e­brat­ed un­til the last bot­tle re­ma­ined.”

She turned and po­int­ed to­ward the top of the walls. There was a long shelf of bot­tles, each one diffe­rent, that cir­cled the room. “The last one of his is up there along with grand­moth­er’s.”

In the silent room, eve­ry­one held up a glass for a mo­ment. The soft clink of them set­ting it down was a cho­rus that had the weight of tra­di­tion.

Ka­rin shiv­ered.

Suras set the glass down. “Please? I know you are leav­ing soon, but you are the most wo­nder­ful thing that has hap­pened in my life. I would like this to be your last bot­tle.”

Ka­rin sniffed, she was cry­ing too hard to say any­thing.

“Please?”

Un­able to speak, Ka­rin just nod­ded.

With a be­a­ming smile, Suras went and got a sec­ond glass. She brought it over and po­ured a healthy me­asure into both. Set­ting the bot­tle down in the ce­nter of the table, she sniffed. “I feel sil­ly.”

Ka­rin reached out with one hand to hold Suras. “You a­ren’t be­ing sil­ly. I love it. I… thank you for every­thing.”

They toast­ed each oth­er silent­ly be­fore dri­n­king. It was the smoothest whiskey Ka­rin had ever had. She felt al­most sad as she e­njoyed it.

Af­ter only a few sips, Suras had to ex­cuse her­self to serve the oth­ers.

Ka­rin watched her lover wipe the tears from her eyes as she got the farmer’s or­ders. She gave Ka­rin a smile be­fore head­ing into the kitchen area.

She lo­oked down at the glass and felt the tears ris­ing up a­gain. She would have nev­er ex­pect­ed Suras giv­ing any­thing like that, it felt like she had her lover’s heart in her hand. Slow­ly, she rolled the glass from one side to the oth­er be­fore she took a sip.

Ka­rin had con­si­dered stay­ing be­yond. The last month had made her hap­pi­er than in a long time but she wasn’t sure it would last. There was a big diffe­rence be­tween e­njoy­ing the blush of lust of two new lovers. It was heady as the whiskey in her hand and left a warmth deep in­side her body.

It didn’t last though. When she mar­ried her hus­band, they were head-over-heels in love and kiss­ing every time they passed in the kitchen. Nights were pas­si­o­nate af­fairs that slow­ly be­came a chore, drudge work, and fi­nal­ly pe­tered off into argu­ments.

Her smile fad­ed. The last two years of her mar­ri­age were the worse years of her life. She still re­mem­bered the scre­a­ming and fight­ing. It drove her to beco­ming a hu­nter and so­mehow risk­ing her life every few weeks for cha­nge be­came pre­fer­able than to find­ing love a­gain.

So­me­one tap­ping on the table next to her broke her thoughts. She lo­oked up to see Mal stand­ing. He toyed with the front of his good jack­et. “I’d like to talk.”

Star­tled, Ka­rin nod­ded and po­int­ed to the chair that Suras had sat.

Mal took the op­po­site one. He po­int­ed­ly move the bot­tle of whiskey away from him. “You know me?”

“You’re Mal.”

“Maldir for­mal­ly, but you can call me Mal.”

“Ka­rin.”

“Ru­mor has it that you can sharp­en blades.”

A pang of sad­ness dark­ened Ka­rin’s thoughts. “I used to.”

“We could use those tal­ents here in Barnsveld, you know. Al­ways a need for sharpe­ning.”

Ka­rin shook her head. “I can’t go back into co­o­king, I’m sor­ry.”

He smiled broad­ly and shook his head. “No, this vil­lage isn’t big e­nough for fan­cy meals. How­ev­er, there are a lot of farm­ers here that have good tools that al­ways need a blade: axes, hatch­ets, and saws. Even the plows, if you can do that.”

Ka­rin thought a­bout the one time she had to put a blade on a met­al door to kill a to­ma­go­ran. A ghost of a smile crossed her lips. She al­most said that but then held her to­ngue.

“I know you are leav­ing soon but, if you con­sid­er stay­ing, we’d have a place for you.” He lo­oked con­cerned and se­ri­ous.

“Stay?”

Maldir nod­ded twice.

“Why?”

“We all like to see our Sur hap­py. She has been noth­ing but smiles since you ar­rived.” He sighed and drew his fi­nger through some mois­ture on the table. “We’re a small vil­lage. We know what’s go­ing on.”

“And it doesn’t both­er you?” Ka­rin tensed slight­ly.

“Not my thing but Sur likes what Sur likes. She’s tak­en a li­king to you and we’ve tak­en to li­king when she smiles.”

Ka­rin con­si­dered her thoughts ear­li­er. “What if it doesn’t work out?”

Maldir shrugged slow­ly. “It didn’t work for my first two wives ei­ther. One runs the gen­er­al store and the oth­er works on Ted’s farm.” He po­int­ed to one of the oth­er farm­ers who waved back.

Ka­rin glanced a­ro­und the room. Eve­ry­one was try­ing not to look at her. It sud­den­ly felt co­n­fi­ning, as if eve­ry­one in the room was try­ing to match her to Suras. She squirmed for a mo­ment.

He held up his hands. “If you leave, that’s okay too. But if you do, I’m go­ing to ask you not to re­turn.”

All the mus­cles in Ka­rin’s back tight­ened.

“We all love Suras and I don’t want to see you tear out her heart every time you walk out that door.” His voice had grown more tense as he spoke.

The glass in her hand se­emed to draw her at­ten­tion. She swirled the whiskey as she let her thoughts drift.

“You live a vi­o­lent life. I lost my hus­band to an acci­dent, but you run to­ward the da­nger. What kind of life is that for a yo­ung girl like her?”

Ka­rin closed her eyes. Her son had said the same thing, that was one re­ason she rarely re­turned to vis­it his fam­i­ly. They nev­er knew if it was go­ing to be the last time.

Years ago, that was a risk she wa­nted to take. With Suras, the idea of leav­ing felt like a knife dig­ging into her side. She un­der­stood Maldir’s re­quest, stay or go. She nod­ded, not trust­ing her voice.

He stood up. He tapped the table twice be­fore he said, “I’d hate to see you go. It is nice to see the smiles and you mean a lot to our girl.” His hand ges­tured to­ward the bot­tle left on the table. “Please, con­sid­er stay­ing.”
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        Coins


        Ka­rin had to leave but it tore her heart open to do so. She packed her belo­n­ging quick­ly into her two bags, one of them still had the musty smell of the last swamp she had crawled through and the oth­er was fresh­ly re­pa­ired.

The clothes wouldn’t re­main neat­ly fold­ed for long, but that was the price of be­ing a hu­nter. On top of the pack, she put her set of back­up knives a­mong the fab­ric.

When she fin­ished, she lo­oked a­ro­und the room un­til the me­mo­ries rose up. Cho­king back a sob, she dug into her pack and pulled out a hand­ful of co­ins to put on the table.

There was al­ready a stack there, cov­ered in dust.

Ka­rin froze, try­ing to re­mem­ber when she put them there.

It was the first day, she had giv­en a stack of crowns to give to Suras for her trou­bles. The yo­ung woman had ig­nored them and took her bags to clean her clothes in­stead.

An­oth­er sob rose in her throat. She closed her eyes tight­ly and added a sec­ond stack of co­ins. It was piti­ful, but she wa­nted to leave some­thing.

She turned to leave.

Suras stood in the door of the room, tears rolling down her cheeks and her bot­tle of whiskey in her hand.

Ka­rin froze as her heart po­u­nded in her chest.

“Y-You’re leav­ing?”

Ka­rin fo­und her own emo­tions. “I have to.”

“Was it beca­use of Mal? He told me he talked to you.” Suras’s voice was qu­iet and bro­ken.

“Yes… no, not re­al­ly.”

“I thought we had the week.”

They did, or would have. Roal wouldn’t pick up Ka­rin un­til fifth day and it was only third.

Ka­rin shook her head. “We… I have to.”

“Why?” The bot­tle in Suras’s grip shook, slo­shing the liq­uid in­side.

“I… I’m just go­ing to hurt you.”

“No, you a­ren’t.”

Ka­rin wiped at the tears in her eyes. “Yes, I am. I don’t think I can stop be­ing a hu­nter and I can’t… I can’t hurt you every time you leave.”

“I don’t mind.”

“You should.”

“I don’t, I’d rather have a night with you than lose you.” Suras gulped be­fore she came into the room. “Please, don’t leave.”

Ka­rin sobbed and shook her head. “That’s the first time you asked me to stay. Would you have said that ear­li­er?”

“I was wait­ing for you to de­cide.”

“I… I…” It was get­ting hard­er to speak. “I have to.”

A storm of emo­tions flashed through Suras’s eyes. Ka­rin felt sick­er with every pass­ing mo­ment. She couldn’t help but stare at the tears rolling down her cheeks or the way her hand clutched the bot­tle.

Ka­rin tensed, wait­ing for the scre­a­ming or beg­ging.

Suras held out the bot­tle. “Take this with you.”

Stu­nned, Ka­rin stared in shock. “W-What?”

Hur­ry­ing for­ward, Suras pressed the bot­tle into Ka­rin’s hand. When Ka­rin couldn’t get her fi­ngers to grip it, she reached down and ca­re­ful­ly stuck it in Ka­rin’s bag. Then she stepped back, her eyes shimme­ring and her low­er lip trem­bling.

“Sur—”

Suras shook her head and held up her hand. “This way, you’ll al­ways have part of me with you.”

Be­fore Ka­rin could say any­thing else, she turned and raced away. Her foot­steps rang out in the hall­way.

Ka­rin felt like a mon­ster. She lo­oked down at the bot­tle of whiskey nes­tled in her back. “Suras, Num­ber Two.” Prob­a­bly one the most pre­ci­ous things Ka­rin had ever had in her life. She felt like a mon­ster but she had to do it, oth­er­wise she would feel like this every time she went out on a hunt.

When Ka­rin e­n­tered the com­mon hall, there was no one there. No farm­ers dri­n­king away the hours, no one be­hind the co­u­nter. She could hear sob­bing in the kitchen and so­me­one spe­a­king sooth­ing­ly. The feel­ing that she was one of the mon­sters rose and she he­aded to­ward the door.

It o­pened be­fore she reached it. Roal came in, his beard sparkling with mois­ture. “Oh, there you are.”

Ka­rin stopped. “You’re ear­ly.”

“No, I’m nev­er ear­ly. I only show up when I’m ne­eded. That’s my tal­ent.”

“Yes, in two days.” Ka­rin re­al­ized she was hes­i­tat­ing her­self, but it was too late. She had al­ready said good­bye.

He pat­ted his ax and lo­oked her from head to toe. “Then why are you dressed to leave? Your peach e­nded up be­ing an ap­ple?” He gri­nned. “That mean I have a chance or did you spoil this town for the both of us?”

Fight­ing the tears, Ka­rin shook her head. “No, I’m was go­ing to the next town over to wait for you. Please tell me there is a job.” Her breast ached with the idea of a fight.

Roal start­ed to smile but then frowned. “No, there isn’t. I mean, I was pulled here so I as­sumed it was to pick you up. The rest of the Rat Hu­nters are in Go­ril, we riled up a mas­sive blood nest and we are prob­a­bly a few gal­lons low of blood.”

He turned and lo­oked a­ro­und. “Though, the pull to pick you up was pret­ty strong. I fig­ured it meant we’re a­bout to get a re­al­ly big one.”

Ka­rin sighed. It was go­ing to be a long few months be­fore she e­njoyed an­oth­er soft bed. She shook her head. “We bet­ter get go­ing.”
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        Blood


        Ka­rin was thank­ful that her horse had been tak­en care of, but a month with­out rid­ing meant her rear got sore al­most im­me­di­ate­ly. She sighed and ad­just­ed her po­si­tion.

“You seem sad. Did you have fun?”

Ka­rin nod­ded. “Prob­a­bly the best in my life, Old Man.”

“Then why were you in a hur­ry to leave. Lover’s spat?”

“No… I didn’t want to.”

Roal only gru­nted. He po­int­ed to an i­nter­sec­tion of two roads that met in the ce­nter of the vil­lage then slid his fi­nger to the east. “We’re head­ing that way.”

“Got it.”

They rose in si­lence through town. The vil­lages that saw her lo­oked sad and she had to look away to avoid cut­ting her heart. Why was she leav­ing? Why couldn’t she just ac­cept that Suras would love her?

But the doubt re­ma­ined, would it last? Was it just go­ing to be a flash in the pan, a love that burned al­most in­stant­ly? She hat­ed her­self for fle­e­ing.

Roal stopped his horse.

Ka­rin lo­oked in sur­prise. When she man­aged to rear her mo­unt, she had to back up to meet him. “What wrong?”

He frowned and then grabbed his ax. “I’m be­ing pulled.” It was his term for his tal­ent, the abil­i­ty to show up where he was ne­eded. It u­su­al­ly meant a hunt.

“I swear, if this is just an ex­cuse to bring me back to the inn.”

Roal held up his hand. Then his eyes wi­dened. “Shit on the gods!” He re­ared his horse and kicked it into mo­tion. Co­ming a­ro­und, he spurred the stal­lion into a gal­lop.

Swe­a­ring, Ka­rin charged af­ter him.

They raced through the ce­nter of town and he­aded straight west. She didn’t know the path but they were co­ming clos­er to the dis­tillery and the farms that sur­ro­u­nded it.

With every po­und of hooves a­gainst the gro­und, the feel­ing of da­nger rushed faster through her ve­ins. Ka­rin pat­ted the knife on her sad­dle, ma­king sure it was ready if she ne­eded it.

When they gal­loped past the sign lead­ing to the Barnsveld Dis­tillery, she breathed a sigh of re­lief. She didn’t want da­nger to take the city.

She re­laxed too soon. Only a few le­a­gues past the dis­tillery, Roal cut across the cor­ner of a field and raced down to­ward one of the out­ly­ing farms.

Then she heard the scre­a­ming.

“Ready we­apons!” bel­lowed Roal. He slowed minute­ly and Ka­rin came up next to him.

Re­a­ching over, Ka­rin pressed her hand a­gainst the side of his blade. The edge shone with light as she fixed the burrs and im­per­fec­tions, bri­n­ging into a killing sharp­ness that could slice through any­thing.

She pulled her hand back and un­sheathed her own sword, do­ing the same.

They hit the ce­nter of the farm where the build­ings gath­ered a­ro­und an emp­ty area. There was blood and bod­ies every­where. She saw a man kneel­ing over Maldir’s body scre­a­ming out in hor­ror. She al­most stopped for him but a flur­ry of move­ment caught her at­ten­tion. Two te­enage girls were try­ing to beat away a beast with only a pair of rakes.

The crea­ture was a­bout the side of a dog but with its long, blade-like legs, it lo­oked larg­er than a cow. A mas­sive mouth, eas­i­ly twice as wide as its chest, o­pened up and thick ropes of drool splat­tered every­where in flecks of red foam.

A slather.

“Barn on right, two in­side!” bel­low Roal. He threw him­self from the horse and charge into the open door where a sev­ered arm hung from a hook where a cross­beam would be used to bar it shut.

“I’m ce­nter then af­ter you,” yelled Ka­rin back. She la­unched her­self from her horse. The im­pact with the gro­und shook her bones but she tucked into a roll that brought her­self up be­tween the two girls try­ing to save them­selves. Shoulde­ring one aside, she brought her sword up and cut the slather in half.

With his head sliced in half, all of its limbs be­gan to thrash out vi­o­lent­ly with­out any sense of con­trol or pur­pose. A cut caught her hip but she knew she couldn’t stop. Drop­ping her sword, she grabbed both of the girls and threw them back with all her might.

The slather’s legs lashed out a­gain. Its death throes were dead­ly, the limbs be­came a whirl­wind of death as it bounced and jerked in all di­rec­tions. That was one re­ason they had to be dealt with quick­ly, they also bred quick­ly.

Pant­i­ng, Ka­rin grabbed one of the rakes. Her mag­ic flowed through the met­al to sharp­en the po­ints. Swi­n­ging it a­ro­und, she slammed the po­ints into the side of the beast. The po­ints punc­tured into flesh and snapped bone. The im­pact shook both of them as Ka­rin used it to throw the slather to the side to clear her sword.

She snatched up her we­apon and spun a­ro­und lo­o­king for the next tar­get. There was a main house that had blood on the door, three barns, some chick­en coups so­aked in crim­son, and a small­er shed.

One of the field hands po­int­ed to­ward the main house. “I-In there! It at­tacked Mal—”

“Stay away then!” she bel­lowed. She rushed over to the shed and ya­nked it open. It was a tiny space but she didn’t spot any killing beast. She grabbed a few of the tools and tossed them out. Turn­ing on her heels, she ges­tured. “In there! Hur­ry! Bring Mal!”

As the farm­ers crowd­ed in­side, Ka­rin helped drag Mal. “It will be cramped but you should be safe,” she pa­nted. She knew that Roal was in da­nger, but sav­ing non-hu­nters was one of their pri­ori­ties.

“T-Thank you,” gasped Mal. He coughed up blood. There was more from where the slather had cut open his bel­ly and down one leg. He wouldn’t be hav­ing chil­dren ever a­gain, if he sur­vived.

The oth­er farmer grabbed Ka­rin. “He needs a heal­er.”

Her face hard­ened. “These things hunt in packs. If they catch you in the field, you will both die. Trust me, you need to be safe un­til we can clear the nest.”

As soon as she was sure they were safe in the shed, she dragged a wag­on in front of it to block the door. There were too many places for da­nger and slathers were smart e­nough to flank but she ne­eded to help Roal first. One of them couldn’t take on a nest by them­selves.

“Roal, inco­ming, main door!” she yelled as she dove into da­nger.
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        Yes


        Ka­rin gro­aned as she slid off the sad­dle of her horse. A sharp pain told her that her stitch­es had been ripped open. Hot blood drib­bled down her thigh. She swayed for a mo­ment, le­a­ning a­gainst her mo­unt, be­fore she straight­ened.

“Are you sure a­bout this?” Roal gasped as he le­aned over the pom­mel of his horse. He was cov­ered with blood and ma­keshift ban­dages cre­at­ed from Maldir’s sheets. The smell of smoke clung to his body as he pa­nted. “We can make it to the next town, they have a heal­er.”

Ka­rin lo­oked to­ward the inn door. She didn’t know what was on the oth­er side but she hoped Suras would for­give her for leav­ing. Slow­ly, she nod­ded her head. “Yes, I think this is right.”

“No more hunt­ing?”

Ka­rin winced as she held her hip. The cuts cove­ring her body were im­pos­si­ble to disti­n­guish from each oth­er ex­cept for the one on her hip. It had chipped the bone and every step was agony. “I think… I want to be done, Roal.”

He smiled and reached down to press his hand a­gainst her cheek. “Good.”

Gro­a­ning, he sat up straighter. “Just in case, I’ll wait at the end of the fence. If you a­ren’t out in an hour, I’ll give you an­oth­er be­fore I head home.”

“Don’t you want to come in? They have more than one room.”

He lo­oked at the lights in the wi­ndow. It was prob­a­bly a bell be­fore dawn. “No, this is your peach.”

“She might not be af­ter she sees what I did to her bot­tle.”

Roal chuck­led and pulled his horse a­ro­und. “E­njoy the great­est hunt of your life, Old Wo­man. I hope to nev­er see you in the field a­gain.”

Ka­rin smiled as he rode away. She roped the reins of her horse to a hook and then limped to the door. At the en­trance, she had to catch her breath. A tho­u­sand sce­na­rios ran through her head, few of them were pos­i­tive. Would Suras re­ject her? Tears? Slaps?

With a trem­bling hand, she o­pened it.

Suras sat at a table in the ce­nter of the room with an emp­ty glass in front of her. She lo­oked up with red rimmed eyes. Se­e­ing Ka­rin, she gasped and tears shim­mered in her eyes.

Ka­rin thought a­bout every­thing she could say. “I… want…” No, that wasn’t it. She sniffed as she reached down for her bag. It was al­most com­plete­ly emp­ty but there was a few things left. Her ban­daged fi­ngers strug­gled to grab the now emp­ty bot­tle of whiskey. Sha­king, she pulled it out. “I’m sor­ry,” she said.

“Ka­rin!” Suras knocked back the chair as she rushed a­ro­und the table. She held out her arms and pulled Ka­rin into a hug.

De­spite the agony of a tho­u­sand cuts, Ka­rin held her lover tight­ly. “I-I had to use your bot­tle to start a fire. I-It was the only way to burn out the nest.”

Suras’s shoul­der shook and a sob rose up.

Ka­rin bli­nked past the pain and her own tears. “I’m so sor­ry, I had too. I had too.” She let out a sob of her own. “I-I don’t want to this any more. I’m tired of swamps and sle­e­ping out­side. I don’t want to hurt any­more. I… I’m done hunt­ing.”

Her lover pulled her head back, sta­ring at Ka­rin with tears stre­a­ming down her eyes. “Stay? Please stay. I’ll give you all my bot­tles, any­thing you—”

Ka­rin si­lenced her with a bloody kiss.

When they broke, both of them sob­bing with the ef­fort, she man­aged to get one more word out. “Yes.”
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