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        The Opened Cage


        
The Rat Hu­nters were a famed band of mer­ce­na­ries who trav­eled across the land to eli­mi­nate the worst i­nfes­ta­tions of es­caped expe­ri­ments and da­n­ge­rous crea­tures.
—Ral­is­man Dupren, The Rise of the Ko­r­mar Mer­ce­nary Armies

Ka­rin yawned as she hopped off the back of the wag­on. Her breath fogged a­ro­und her as she limped away, ma­king room for oth­ers get­ting off be­hind her. Her hip protest­ed her land­ing, and she rubbed it as she glared a­ro­und her.

There were four wag­ons pulled into a cir­cle. Two of the yo­u­nger Rat Hu­nters were stack­ing wood for a long night of fire. A third was us­ing his mag­ic to light the co­o­king pit. Oth­ers were set­ting up a stall for the pay­mas­ter. The fool­ish hu­nters who tried to line up were quick­ly volu­n­te­ered for duty. The oth­ers knew to stay away from the stall un­til the cash box had been o­pened.

Roal, one of the se­nior of hu­nters, ap­proached Ka­rin with two large ste­a­ming mugs. “I could have sworn there were only dicks in the wag­on with you.”

She stared at him for a mo­ment, then grabbed one of the mugs. “Dicks?”

It took a mo­ment for the scent of tea to pen­e­trate the fog of wa­king up and re­al­ize he was re­fe­renc­ing her sore hip. “You know me, I have no i­n­ter­est in a cock be­tween my legs. No, Mar­il’s damn boots fell out of the net­ting, and I was too cold to move. Spent the en­tire night with those steel toes dig­ging into my hip and my tits crushed a­gainst one of the crates.”

Roal pat­ted her shoul­der and then gri­nned. “Want me to rub any­thing bet­ter?”

She lo­oked at him for a long co­unt be­fore giv­ing him a sweet smile. “Not un­less I can cut your balls off in trade.”

“I meant your hip.” He didn’t seem per­turbed by her threat.

She scratched the dried blood scab­bing over a re­cent burn. “I’d rather find a peach in­stead of an old man like you. Your hands are too big, and I’d rather have some­thing soft­er near my pri­vates.”

He smirked.

Peach, it was a sly phrase for the women who were u­n­touched by the bru­tal life of a mer­ce­nary. They were soft, beau­ti­ful, and love­ly to touch. More im­por­tant­ly, peach­es were lovers of women like Ka­rin.

Roal had a fond­ness for the same type of beau­ty, though they were called ap­ples if they pre­ferred men over women. They both had bo­nded over their shared ap­pre­ci­a­tion of the fe­male form and made a po­int of not com­pet­ing with each oth­er in the days they had be­tween jobs.

“The city co­un­cil is go­ing to open the gates af­ter they ver­i­fy that we a­ren’t go­ing to bring any we­apons in­side. Appa­rent­ly San Graif prides it­self in be­ing a just and no­ble city with a high moral cal­iber.” Roal rolled his eyes.

She gulped down some of the tea in her mug. As it burned down her throat, she smiled back. Be­ing un­armed wasn’t a con­cern for her. “So, you’re say­ing those city walls co­n­ta­in a lot of ripe lovelies de­spe­rate to have a lit­tle fun?”

“By the Di­vine Cou­ple’s bless­ing, I hope so. It also means if we’re go­ing to have fun, we need to stay away from these ass­holes.” He ges­tured to the rest of the Rat Hu­nters. “Most of them haven’t been home in months. The guards are go­ing to be stuck on them like those damn leech­es.”

“Which ones? There have been so many.”

“The big glo­wing ones that went for the eye­balls.” He barked out a laugh. “Re­mem­ber when I had to use both hands to get the one out of your gut?”

She shud­dered. “Oh, I hate those things. I also hate that you ac­cept­ed that job.”

“That’s my tal­ent, Old Lady. I’m al­ways where I need to be.”


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 2
             
            
        


        Passing Surprise


        
Eve­ry­one has a touch of mag­ic in their blood, though most are li­mit­ed to only a sin­gle tal­ent or abil­i­ty.
—Li­mi­ta­tions of the Crys­tal Tech­niques

A night sle­e­ping in a com­fort­able bed had done wo­nders to ease Ka­rin’s aches but she knew the night­mare would re­sume as soon as she passed out a­gain. A month of com­fort wasn’t e­nough to erase her hor­rors. To get through the next night, she de­cid­ed to pre­pare like she was a­bout to e­nter a mon­ster’s nest and went shop­ping.

Two hours of cool air, warm sun, and wi­ndow shop­ping net­ted her three bot­tles of rotgut, a few sets of clean un­der­wear, and a new re­pair kit for her leather ar­mor.

San Graif was a pret­ty lit­tle town, and she rarely had a chance to stroll along the streets. In a town like this, u­su­al­ly she was crawl­ing through sew­ers, ru­n­ning down the street to­ward the fight­ing, or set­ting up bar­ri­cades for the big­ger as­saults.

She smiled and tried not to think a­bout the night­mares.

Ka­rin came a­ro­und a cor­ner and spot­ted a dense crowd in front of a store. In­stant­ly, she grew wary and tight­ened her grip on her shop­ping bag.

With a sec­ond look, she re­al­ized the group wasn’t u­nruly. Al­most eve­ry­one sat on chairs and bench­es. A few read books. Oth­ers had their faces up­lift­ed and their eyes closed. No one crowd­ed the store en­trance and there was a clear path for her to walk through them.

With her mus­cles tensed, she made her way along the nar­row path. She lo­oked cu­ri­ous­ly at the store as she passed but it was just a bak­ery and a small res­ta­u­rant. Noth­ing lo­oked re­mark­able a­bout it at all ex­cept that it was packed with cus­tomers sit­ting at ta­bles.

Ka­rin slowed with cu­rios­i­ty.

Then she heard the sweet­est song drift­ing through the open door. It was a pop­u­lar bal­lad, a lover wait­ing for her miss­ing knight. But Ka­rin had nev­er heard it sung with such clar­i­ty or pas­sion.

The woman’s voice wrapped a­ro­und her, tug­ging on her heart and dredg­ing up a swarm of me­mo­ries of pre­vi­ous lovers that left her gasp­ing. There were many of them since she had be­come a Rat Hu­nter, and most had e­nded in sweet part­ings. More than a few begged her to stay. The song re­mi­nded her of the lo­n­ging she heard in their voic­es.

A tear ran down her cheek. She glanced a­ro­und but only an old woman sit­ting near her was watch­ing. The oth­ers were lost in their own thoughts with gliste­ning eyes and the oc­casi­onal sniff. With a blush, she turned and pe­ered a­ro­und for a seat to keep liste­ning, but they were all occu­pied.

The old woman po­int­ed to­ward the res­ta­u­rant with a knit­ting nee­dle. “A spot o­pened up in there, Love.”

Ka­rin turned and saw a cou­ple get­ting up from a table. She said thanks to the old woman and he­aded in­side, slip­ping into the a­ba­n­doned bench be­fore any­one else could take it.

Feel­ing guilty, she lo­oked a­ro­und as she stuck her bags un­der­neath the table. Her fi­ngers were just pulling away when she caught sight of the si­nger.

The yo­ung woman si­n­ging was beau­ti­ful with bright eyes and a sle­nder build. She had a few streaks of flour across her cheeks and a dust­ing caught her short, dark hair. Her smile was bril­li­ant as she de­liv­ered a plate of food while still si­n­ging.

“Oh, fuck me, Moth­er of Di­vin­i­ty,” whis­pered Ka­rin to her­self. If there was a ar­che­type for her ide­al peach, it was the woman bend­ing over the edge of the table while si­n­ging.

Ka­rin stared with de­sire and rapt at­ten­tion un­til the song e­nded.

There was si­lence.

Then ap­pla­use. Ka­rin jo­ined in en­thu­si­as­ti­cal­ly, clap­ping her hands a­gainst the table. They were ap­plaud­ing even out­side of the res­ta­u­rant.

The si­nger stood in the ce­nter and smiled, her teeth bril­li­ant in the light. She held the met­al serv­ing tray a­gainst her side as she turned a­ro­und to face the rest of the ta­bles.

When the so­und fad­ed, she turned and he­aded to­ward a kitchen.

An old­er man with sim­i­lar hair col­or and nose shape stuck his head over a co­u­nter that se­parat­ed the di­ning area from the kitchen. “Pay at­ten­tion and do your damn job! New cus­tomer on twen­ty!”

The yo­ung woman turned and lo­oked straight at Ka­rin. She smiled broad­ly and Ka­rin no­ticed a dim­ple on her cheek. Head­ing over, she brushed her hands on her hips.

Ka­rin i­nhaled sharply and then smiled back.

When the yo­ung woman ap­proached, Ka­rin got a bet­ter look. The wait­ress ap­peared to be in her ear­ly twen­ties, a­bout half Ka­rin’s age. How­ev­er, she smelled of flow­ers and fresh baked bread. She held out a menu. “Wel­come to Lilard’s. My name is Lili­an. Is there any­thing I can get for you?”

Ka­rin’s stom­ach rum­bled even as she felt a heat flutte­ring be­tween her legs. “Do you hap­pen to have any peach pie?”

“I’m sor­ry, peach­es are out of se­ason, but we do have ap­ple and pump­kin pies.” Her cheer­ful voice nev­er cha­nged.

Mild­ly dis­ap­po­int­ed, Ka­rin or­dered a sand­wich and a slice of pump­kin pie with heavy cream. She would have pre­ferred if Lili­an had an­swered with a sul­try re­spo­nse. That would have meant that Ka­rin had a chance of com­pa­ny that night; the af­ter­glow of sex al­ways pushed the night­mares away. How­ev­er, the yo­ung woman’s re­spo­nse didn’t mean no; not eve­ry­one used the same codes to make their de­sires known.

No mat­ter what, Ka­rin could still e­njoy the view and the fa­nta­sy that the yo­ung woman had said there were peach­es on the menu. She smiled to her­self and le­aned back.

Lili­an went a­ro­und the room, gathe­ring or­ders, then he­aded over to a large bowl with lit­tle strips of pa­per. Pulling one out with her left hand, she pe­ered at it. With a smile, she rest­ed her hand on an old­er man’s shoul­der. “It’s your favo­rite, Bil. ‘The Bal­lad of Lost Wa­ters.’”

The old­er man sighed and pat­ted her hand.

“Oi!” snapped the old­er man over the co­u­nter. “Off my daugh­ter!”

She fa­vored Bil with a wink and pulled her hand away.

Ka­rin had heard of the bal­lad. It was one a­bout a lost wife and a man who couldn’t ac­cept her death. It was a sad piece to say the least. It was one of the songs a min­strel would sing near the end of the night, when only those los­ing them­selves in bot­tles were still a­ro­und to hear it.

She had heard the song too many times on fruit­less nights and didn’t care for the dif­fi­cult tune. In her o­pi­ni­on, no one knew how to sing it prop­er­ly.

Then Lili­an start­ed to sing.

Every sour o­pi­ni­on of the bal­lad fad­ed away with the i­n­tense emo­tions ris­ing up in­side Ka­rin. Like the pre­vi­ous song, it man­aged to dredge up me­mo­ries that Ka­rin had long for­got­ten. With a gasp, she closed her eyes and lost her­self re­mem­be­ring the days when her grand­moth­er had died and the night she left her hus­band.

There was no doubt, Ka­rin had to come back to this place.
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        Return Customer


        
The rich are the truest evil in the world but cul­ture acts as their ar­mor a­gainst acco­u­n­tabil­i­ty.
—The Riv­er Qu­e­en Sac­ri­fice (Act 3, Scene 9)

Ka­rin sat down in her now cus­tom­ary seat at Lilard’s. Af­ter three days, no one questi­oned her pre­sence. It was ear­ly morn­ing, but the bak­ery had been open for hours while they set out breads, sweets, and break­fast pies. The rich storm of smells sur­ro­u­nded her and she smiled. It re­mi­nded her of a pre­vi­ous life, back when she co­oked her­self.

“Good morn­ing, Kar,” Lili­an said as she brought over a cup of tea and a slice of ap­ple pie. The u­sual cheer­ful tone was gone, leav­ing be­hind a sub­dued so­und that Ka­rin had nev­er heard.

“What’s wrong?”

Lili­an’s eyes were red. She part­ed her per­fect lips to say some­thing but then shook her head. “Sor­ry. Would you like your u­sual?”

“Yes?” Ka­rin said war­i­ly.

Lili­an smiled but it was obvi­ous­ly forced.

As Ka­rin watched Lili­an walk away, she frowned. It was obvi­ous that the yo­ung woman had ei­ther a bad night or a worse morn­ing. Her gaze drift­ed to the o­pe­ning be­tween the rooms. Steam and smells po­ured across the co­u­nter, adding to the at­mos­phere of the near­ly emp­ty di­ning room. On the oth­er side, she heard Lili­an’s fa­ther spe­a­king in an ex­cit­ed voice.

Lili­an wrote up Ka­rin’s or­der and stuck it on a wo­oden spike for the back. “Or­der up,” she said qu­iet­ly.

Turn­ing a­ro­und, the dark-ha­ired beau­ty sighed be­fore sca­n­ning the room. Her gaze stopped on the bowl that co­n­ta­ined the song re­quests. Glanc­ing up at the rest of the room, she reached over and pulled it off the co­u­nter be­fore sto­wing it out of sight.

A prick­le of con­cern raced through Ka­rin. Af­ter liste­ning to the sweet tones of Lili­an’s si­n­ging, the rel­a­tive si­lence felt like a knife a­gainst her ear.

Laugh­ter rose up from the back room. She rec­og­nized Lili­an’s fa­ther, but it was the sec­ond voice that ca­used the mus­cles across her chest to tight pa­i­nful­ly. She had heard that laugh­ter more than once since she had be­come a Rat Hu­nter: Tris­toh da Lamas­ter, a mer­chant lord with a tal­ent for fund­ing the wrong thing.

Sur­prised, she lift­ed her­self from her seat and pe­ered into the back room.

Tris­toh was sha­king hands with Lili­an’s fa­ther, the dis­tinc­tive sharp po­int of his beard was u­nmis­tak­able from a dis­tance. He lo­oked pleased with him­self.

She sat down heav­i­ly. “Shit.”

Ka­rin sus­pect­ed a co­nnec­tion be­tween Lili­an’s sullen mood and Tris­toh’s pre­sence. She strained to lis­ten to the con­ver­sa­tions in the oth­er room but it was too far away. She had to stew in her own thoughts un­til Lili­an ar­rived to de­liv­er her break­fast.

She reached up and rest­ed her hand on Lili­an’s. “What is Tris­toh do­ing here?”

The mus­cles un­der her palm tight­ened and Lili­an i­nhaled sharply. Then she lo­oked up with a fright­ened look be­fore le­a­ning over. “You know him? Who is he?”

Ka­rin frowned and then shrugged. “Me and the Rat Hu­nters had to clean up some of his so-called in­vest­ments. The last one was…”

She paused for a mo­ment as she re­mem­bered the gi­ant mosqu­i­toes that swarmed through the chim­ney of the farm house they had made their last stand. There was so much blood when it was over, too much of it was hers and she al­most died from the at­tack.

Af­ter shud­de­ring, she con­ti­nued. “… a few months ago. A mage he had hired to re­search a we­apon had acci­de­ntal­ly let a swarm of mu­tat­ed mosqu­i­toes into a vil­lage.”

Ka­rin sighed and she stroked her fi­nger across the back of Lili­an’s hand. It was a self­ish ma­neu­ver on her part, but the soft skin felt good a­gainst Ka­rin’s scarred fi­ngers. “Al­most eve­ry­one died be­fore we man­aged to burn the nest.”

“A-And Tris­toh?” Lili­an’s voice cracked.

“He got away clean. The law can’t re­al­ly touch rich ass­holes like him. Every time, he walks away with a tidy prof­it and a fuck­ing smile on his—”

A tear splashed on Ka­rin’s hand.

Sur­prised, she lo­oked up to see Lili­an cry­ing. “Oh, I’m sor­ry. What’s wrong?”

“H-He…” She lo­oked back at the kitchen. Then she shook her head vi­o­lent­ly. “I, I can’t…”

She pressed a hand over her mouth be­fore she let out a choked sob. More tears ran down her cheeks as she lo­oked a­ro­und. Then, stamme­ring, she dropped her no­te­book on Ka­rin’s table and rushed for the door.

Ka­rin turned to watch Lili­an race across the front of the store and out of sight. She swore vi­o­lent­ly and chased af­ter her.

It took her only a few sec­onds to catch up to the sob­bing yo­ung woman in the al­ley. The short dis­tance had left Lili­an gasp­ing for breath be­tween her cries.

Ka­rin, on the oth­er hand, had spent the last year fight­ing. She wasn’t even wi­nded as she stopped in front of Lili­an. She gin­ger­ly reached up to take her hands but then hesi­tat­ed be­fore pulling back. “What did he do?”

Lili­an lo­oked up, her eyes shimme­ring with tears. “He of­fered to buy my hand in mar­ri­age a-and my dad ac­cept­ed it!”

Ka­rin’s hands slumped down. “W-What in the…?”

“Last night! He came home and said I was to be mar­ried in a week. I haven’t even met him un­til this morn­ing! He just… that man just bought my hand like a sack of flour! My fa­ther… he’s… he took the of­fer!”

Ka­rin flinched. “A bride of­fer? What does he think this is, Tarsan? We don’t do that fuck­ing pa­tri­ar­chal shit in Ko­r­mar! He should know that.”

“I know!”

“It can pos­si­bly be le­gal.”

Lili­an let out a choked sob. “The bak­ery has been in our fam­i­ly for five gen­er­a­tions. It was ours! But when I start­ed to ar­gue, my dad swore he would dis­own me if I didn’t m-mar­ry that man.”

Ka­rin spun on her heals. “Screw the gods on this one.”

“What are you do­ing?” asked Lili­an but Ka­rin was al­ready out of the al­ley and storm­ing back across the store.

Tris­toh was in the process of leav­ing out of the res­ta­u­rant when she reached the door. “Where is my love­ly bride—?” he start­ed, spe­a­king loud­ly. The words froze when Ka­rin stopped sharply in front of him.

She po­int­ed a fi­nger at his face. “What are you do­ing, Mer­chant?”

A scowl etched across his face. “I could say the same, Rat?” He reached up to rub the side of his shoul­der where she once stabbed him.

Be­hind Tris­toh, Lili­an’s fa­ther stopped with a look of a sur­prise.

“Questi­o­ning your mo­tives,” snapped Ka­rin. “This isn’t Tarsan and—”

“I know we a­ren’t in—”

“—and you should know bet­ter than to even make an of­fer. What are you do­ing?”

Tris­toh pulled him­self up and pressed a hand a­gainst his chest. “I pro­mise you, Rat, I have noth­ing but the best of i­n­ten­tions.”

Ka­rin stepped for­ward. “The best of i­n­ten­tions? Did you have those when you told that mage not to wor­ry a­bout that blood suck­er swarm? Or fired the guards on that zoo of yours be­fore the mon­sters all es­caped and start­ed killing peo­ple.”

“Those were all mis­takes of—”

“Of your fuck­ing in­vest­ments! Every sin­gle one, Mer­chant! Every sin­gle one e­nded in blood and death!”

Tris­toh lo­oked a­ro­und at the gathe­ring crowds. “You should leave be­fore there is trou­ble… Rat.”

“I won’t let you steal this girl.”

“Why, just beca­use you want her for your­self? Is she the peach pie you were ho­ping for?” Tris­toh gri­nned and glanced to the gathe­ring crowd.

Ka­rin blushed. She didn’t need to look to know that Lili­an had come up near her. Grind­ing her teeth, she shook her head.

Tris­toh le­aned for­ward with a smile. “At least I’m not a devi­ant lust­ing af­ter a girl like her. Let me guess? Ask a­bout peach pies the sec­ond you met her?”

“Shut up.”

“I have only the best of i­n­tents for her.”

“You only have the best of i­n­ten­tions for your­self and you know it.”

Tris­toh straight­ened and brushed an i­ma­gi­nary dust from his shoul­der. “Well, for­tu­nate­ly for you, this is none of your busi­ness. It’s be­tween me and her fa­ther, now isn’t it?”

Ka­rin pulled back her hand to do some­thing stu­pid but then she heard guards ap­pro­a­ching.

“Go on, Rat,” Tris­toh said with a grin. “There are thir­ty wit­ness­es and I’ll have your woman-lov­ing ass in a jail cell be­fore you get your sec­ond blow in.”

She gro­und her teeth to­geth­er. Then she shook her head.

He smirked. “You won’t win this fight.”

Ka­rin stepped back. She could see emo­tions pa­i­nted on eve­ry­one’s faces: tri­umph on Tris­toh, a­nger on Lili­an’s fa­ther, and sad­ness and re­gret on Lili­an. But she couldn’t do any­thing, not at the mo­ment.

With Tris­toh laugh­ing, she turned and stormed back to the inn.
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        Table Settings


        
The best and worst ideas are made at the bot­tom of a bot­tle.
—Ko­r­mar Proverb

Ka­rin sat naked on her bed, her back a­gainst the head­board and her eyes fo­cused on a spot three feet in front of her. She couldn’t sleep de­spite her a­ching eyes. Her ex­haus­tion plucked at the back of her head.

It had been two days since she stormed away from Lilard’s and she couldn’t stop thi­n­king a­bout Lili­an. It wasn’t fan­cy dreams of sex and fun, but the co­unt­less pos­si­bil­i­ties of what Tris­toh had in mind for the yo­ung woman.

He was go­ing to use her. That much was clear. Noth­ing she had seen of the vile man hi­nted that he was ca­pa­ble of ro­mance or love. Even his of­fer, which had set off a fire of gos­sip through­out the city, was too large for any­thing be­sides one more of his in­vest­ments.

It had to be Lili­an’s si­n­ging. While she was de­fi­nite­ly a beau­ty, it was the way her songs brought back me­mo­ries and ig­nit­ed emo­tions that made her a tre­a­sure. She had a gift, one that Ka­rin could too eas­i­ly see Tris­toh want­i­ng to use for his own prof­it.

What she didn’t know is how. Would he put her on a stage and force her to sing? Would he sell her voice to the high­est bid­der? Or just rent her out un­til her eyes were dead and her throat ru­ined?

Ka­rin pressed her lips tight­ly to­geth­er.

Tris­toh’s next step would be to mar­ry Lili­an. The ce­re­mony was in a few days. No one se­emed to know what would hap­pen af­ter that but she couldn’t i­mag­ine the rich man mov­ing from his com­fort­able es­tates in Tarsan to a mud­dy town in Ko­r­mar. No, he was go­ing to take Lili­an away where she had no fam­i­ly, no fri­ends, and no sup­port. She would be help­less.

With a sha­king hand, Ka­rin lift­ed the mug and sipped at the rotgut that had pooled in the bot­tom. It was warm and the acrid scents burned her eyes. She closed her eyes to fo­cus on the burn as it ripped down her throat.

She drained the glass be­fore re­a­ching out for the bot­tle to re­fill it. When she no­ticed it was emp­ty, she a­ba­n­doned the ef­fort and fo­cused on her half-e­aten di­nner next to it. U­nderneath the co­n­gealed foot was a bright bro­nze plate.

A­nnoyed at Lili­an’s strug­gle, she set down her glass on the table and picked up the plate. It was for­tu­nate for her that the inn had met­al plates. With a tap, she emp­tied the co­n­tents into the garbage can by the bed be­fore bri­n­ging the plate to her lap.

With a smile, she thought a­bout the serv­ing trays at the bak­ery. As she did, she felt the edge warp as the bev­el flat­tened into a sharp blade. She didn’t need any pres­sure or even to touch it, met­al sharp­ened with her thoughts. Ab­sent­ly, she ran her fi­nger and e­njoyed the ma­keshift blade. She con­ti­nued to sharp­en the edge un­til the en­tire rim was lethal. Ka­rin con­ti­nued to fo­cus on it as she honed it even fur­ther, nar­ro­wing the edge un­til it was a sharp as the met­al was ca­pa­ble of beco­ming.

“Fuck­ing ass­hole,” she mut­tered. Grip­ping the plate ca­re­ful­ly, she drew back and threw it at the wall with all her might.

The bro­nze disk plu­nged deep into the plas­ter and wood; with a blade so sharp, it didn’t need much strength to bury it, but the im­pact would dull it in­stant­ly. The bro­nze vi­brat­ed from the im­pact.

She smiled as she lis­tened to the ri­n­ging. Her abil­i­ty to sharp­en blades in the mid­dle of the fight made her a valu­able mem­ber of the Rat Hu­nters. With­out her, the ar­mored beasts they fought would dull or nick the blades in only a few strikes.

Too bad it was mur­der if she at­tacked Tris­toh. But it would be self-de­fense if she wasn’t the one who ini­ti­ated the fight.

A bad idea came to mind.

She smiled. It was time to go back to Lilard’s.
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        Customer Service


        
The tra­di­tion of the bride price has not caught on a­mong most of the more egali­ta­ri­an of co­un­tries.
—Ri­chol dea Lamas­ter, The Tarsan In­flu­ence

Ka­rin moved stiffly as she came a­ro­und the cor­ner to­ward Lilard’s. Her leather ar­mor, re­pa­ired and pre­pared for bat­tle, cre­aked with each step. No doubt that Tris­toh ex­pect­ed her to come back.

Her ex-hus­band al­ways said she was pre­dictable.

The u­sual crowds in front of the res­ta­u­rant were gone. There was no one sway­ing in time to mu­sic, no one read­ing books while e­njoy­ing Lili­an’s voice. Tris­toh’s cor­rup­tion had al­ready tak­en root and it was obvi­ous that the res­ta­u­rant’s fate was on a knife’s edge.

With a sec­ond look, Ka­rin re­al­ized she was wrong a­bout the street be­ing emp­ty. The old lady who had po­int­ed out the emp­ty table to Ka­rin re­ma­ined on her bench. She knit­ted qu­iet­ly, her head bowed with con­cen­tra­tion.

Ka­rin slowed to a stop near her.

“Lo­o­king for Lil?” asked the old woman. Her eyes were nar­row as she glared at the glass wi­ndow, to Ka­rin, and then back to the bak­ery.

Head al­ready throb­bing from her liq­uid co­u­rage, Ka­rin took a mo­ment to process the un­ex­pect­ed ques­tion. She nod­ded. “Yes.”

“She’s in the back.”

Ka­rin turned to face the woman.

The old woman bent over and dug in her knit­ting bag. When she sat back, she held up an im­pres­sive­ly large knife in a sheath. There was a name carved into the side, “Sindil Lilard”. Flip­ping it over, she held it hilt-first to Ka­rin. “Need a we­apon?” she asked cheer­ful­ly.

“W-What?” Ka­rin couldn’t help but smile. She pe­eked into the o­pe­ning of the bag to see if there was an­oth­er we­apon, but didn’t see any­thing. The bag had the same name em­bro­i­dered on the in­side.

“You obvi­ous­ly are go­ing in with a plan,” said Sindil.

Ka­rin shrugged. “Well, more of a vague idea. I was just go­ing in to… make sure she knew she had an op­tion.”

“That’s good. The girl needs to know her op­tions. Even if it takes a woman to have the balls to speak up.”

Ka­rin smirked.

“Af­ter what Jon did, it isn’t our place any­more. Most of the reg­u­lars have a­ba­n­doned us. The ones left are go­ing through the mo­tions. It’s a shame,” she said sha­king her head. “Lilard’s has been in our fam­i­ly for five gen­er­a­tions. Thanks to Jon, there won’t be a sixth. He should have just told me. I would have helped, but he al­ways had too much pride and slip­pery fi­ngers when it came to co­in.”

“Is there any­thing you can do?”

The old­er woman held up the knife a­gain in a silent an­swer.

Ka­rin shook her head. A we­apon would be nice, but that would make every­thing worse if she got caught. The city guard nev­er re­spo­nded well to obvi­ous we­apons.

Toss­ing the knife back into her knit­ting bag, Sindil picked up her nee­dles a­gain. “Three of his men are at ta­bles one, sev­en, and fif­teen. Two on the right when you come in, the oth­er is by the wi­ndow be­hind you.”

Sud­den­ly things se­emed brighter. “Thank you,” Ka­rin said. “Who are you?”

The old woman smiled sweet­ly. “Just an old wid­ow who is se­vere­ly dis­ap­po­int­ed in her greedy son. He’s fam­i­ly though, so please don’t kill him?”

“I won’t.” Ka­rin turned, took a deep breath, and start­ed for the res­ta­u­rant. She stopped. “Are you a hu­nter?”

Sindil shrugged. “The men who fell for me were al­ways mean drunks. Once I was done with them, I ne­eded a lit­tle enco­u­ra­ge­ment to send them on their way.”

A­mused, Ka­rin shook her head and he­aded into the bak­ery.

Jon, Lili­an’s fa­ther, lo­oked up from where he was serv­ing food. “You a­ren’t wa­nted in here.”

Ka­rin glanced a­ro­und, spot­ting Tris­toh’s three men sit­ting at diffe­rent ta­bles. They were all mi­nions, armed with short swords and leather ar­mor. As one, they turned to­ward her and dropped their hands to their we­apons.

She lo­oked at the co­u­nter lead­ing into the kitchen and then to him. “I just want to talk to Lili­an.”

Jon stepped to­ward the ce­nter of the room and held the met­al tray with one hand at his side. “Get the hell out of my place. You a­ren’t wel­come here.”

Ka­rin shook her head. On one of the ta­bles ne­arest to the door, she spot­ted a met­al pitch­er. She reached over and grabbed it. Her en­er­gies flowed through her hand as she fo­cused on the rim to sharp­en it while she spoke. “I’m go­ing to talk to her.”

“She’s on her way out. You don’t need to.”

“Your daugh­ter is not some­thing to sell. Tris­toh is go­ing to hurt her and you know it.”

Jon’s jaw tight­ened. “At least the res­ta­u­rant will sur­vive. You don’t un­der­stand how close I was to los­ing every­thing. Eve­ry­one came to lis­ten but not e­nough peo­ple paid for the seats they warmed.”

“She was your daugh­ter!” Ka­rin stepped for­ward. She flipped the pitch­er and held it up­side down. Wa­ter po­ured out across the floor.

One of Tris­toh’s men lurched out of his seat.

She back­ha­nded his face with the pitch­er. It col­lapsed from the im­pact then she fol­lowed up with a left hook.

He fell back­wards, his foot catch­ing her el­bow be­fore she could bring down the sharp­ened rim into his thigh.

She missed. The pitch­er rim caught caught the edge of the table and sheared off the cor­ner. The im­pact shat­tered the su­per­nat­u­ral­ly sharp edge.

Be­fore the hunk of wood hit the gro­und, Ka­rin was at­tacked from the oth­er side. The sec­ond war­rior swung his sword down, the blade whistling through air.

She jerked back, slip­ping on the wa­ter and ice. De­spe­rate, she fu­nneled her en­er­gies into the pitch­er’s edge a­gain. The met­al screeched as it was rapid­ly flat­tened and sharp­ened a­gain. Heat radi­ated through the met­al and burned her fi­ngers. She threw all her weight into block­ing the blows.

Ka­rin man­aged to par­ry with the o­pe­ning of the pitch­er. The blade sliced into the brit­tle met­al but her mag­ic kept the edge long e­nough for it to gouge out a large hunk of the forged we­apon.

The re­mains of the sword smashed a­gainst her hand be­fore it shat­tered from the blow.

Ka­rin’s knee hit the wet gro­und. She pulled back with her free hand, balled it into a fist, and punched the man in the balls with all her might.

His eyes al­most popped out of his head. A low gur­gle es­caped his lips.

She re­leased the ru­ined pitch­er to up­per­cut him. Her knuck­les slammed into the bot­tom of his chin, thro­wing him back.

Stagge­ring to her feet, she stepped out of the pud­dle. She should have known bet­ter than make the fight worse by spilling wa­ter across the floor. Roal could nev­er know she had made such a be­gin­ner mis­take.

Jon gulped as he inched back.

She grabbed the serv­ing tray from his hand.

He flinched and held up his hand to block the blow.

Ka­rin shoved him out of the way and stalked to­ward the door. As she walked, she sharp­ened the edge of the serv­ing tray.

The last war­rior stood up, draw­ing his sword.

She threw the tray at him. The met­al edge sliced through his sword and ar­mor to em­bed it­self into his chest. Blood sprayed across the gro­und.

Ka­rin po­int­ed at him. “Sit,” she com­ma­nded.

His ru­ined sword clat­tered to the gro­und as he sat.

She slammed the door into the ba­king area. “Lil!”

Lili­an stood in the ce­nter, trem­bling as she stared at the door. Her eyes wi­dened. “Kar? Is that you?”

At the sight of the fright­ened yo­ung woman, all the speech­es and things Ka­rin pla­nned to say slipped out of her mind. She rushed over and caught her hand. “I know this is stu­pid, but I had to tell you this: you don’t have to go with Tris­toh.”

“I-I do. I’ll lose the res­ta­u­rant if—”

Ka­rin i­nter­rupt­ed her. “You’ve al­ready lost this place. If you stay, you are go­ing to rot with it. If you go with Tris­toh, he’s go­ing to take you to Tarsan, and you will nev­er re­turn here. I know him, there is noth­ing good a­bout him.”

Tears sparkled in Lili­an’s eyes. “W-Where would I go?”

Ka­rin i­nhaled and shook her head. She hadn’t re­al­ly pla­nned this far. “I don’t know where. Pick a place and I’ll send you there. I have e­nough mon­ey, I swear.”

“What a­bout you?”

Ka­rin stared at Lili­an for a long mo­ment, fight­ing her urges. Then she lurched for­ward to kiss her. The touch of her soft lips to Ka­rin’s was every­thing Ka­rin had fa­nta­sized a­bout. She let out a moan and inched clos­er to slide her arms a­ro­und Lili­an’s waist.

Lili­an gasped, her body still trem­bling. Her hands lo­wered to catch Ka­rin’s hip. She didn’t pull or tug but held her­self still.

There was no pas­sion, not even a hint of quick­ened breath or trem­bling limbs.

Ka­rin broke the kiss with a soft sigh. “Not a peach,” she whis­pered.

Lili­an shook her head. “I’m sor­ry.”

Ka­rin shrugged. She turned to hide her em­bar­rass­ment. Spy­ing a stack of trays, she hur­ried over them. “Pick a place.”

“Even though…?”

Ka­rin took a deep breath to calm her­self. She put on a smile be­fore lo­o­king back. “I pro­mise you, I will send you any­where you want to go. Your voice is some­thing that should be tre­a­sured as one of this co­un­try’s wo­nders, not some­thing Tris­toh will use to e­nrich him­self.”

Lili­an smiled broad­ly. “I… I al­ways dreamed of si­n­ging at the Har­mo­ny O­pera. So maybe Stone Over Mo­on Wa­ters?”

“Done.” Ka­rin picked up the now sharp­ened trays. “Come on, let’s get you on the road.”

Lili­an lo­oked ner­vous and pale. She lo­oked a­ro­und the stone hearths and ovens. “Just leave?”

One of Tris­toh’s men gru­nted as he crawled up on the co­u­nter be­tween the front and back rooms.

Ka­rin spun and threw one tray at each end of the heavy wo­oden beam over the co­u­nter. The sharp­ened rims eas­i­ly cut through the wood. One side caught on the an­gle and held but the oth­er plum­met­ed, cru­shing the man’s hand a­gainst the co­u­nter.

He screamed out in agony.

She threw an­oth­er tray to fin­ish the job.

The rest of the beam col­lapsed.

The war­rior lo­oked up and then ya­nked back to avoid be­ing crushed to death. His hand wasn’t as lucky when the beam slammed heav­i­ly on the co­u­nter.

Ka­rin grabbed an­oth­er tray and kicked open the door be­tween the two rooms.

The door bounced off one of the war­riors hid­ing be­hind it.

She kicked it a­gain as she e­n­tered the res­ta­u­rant side of the build­ing. To her re­lief, the man with his chest im­paled by a tray was still alive but sit­ting down. The one that she punched in the balls wasn’t vis­i­ble, so she swung the tray hard and slammed it through the door.

Stalk­ing for­ward, she he­aded straight for Jon.

The old­er man gulped and backed away.

Ka­rin held up her fist inch­es away from his face. “If she wants to leave, she’s leav­ing. Do you un­der­stand?”

He nod­ded vi­o­lent­ly. Then his eyes wi­dened as he lo­oked to­ward the kitchen.

Ka­rin didn’t look back. She fo­cused her at­ten­tion on the last war­rior in the room who was block­ing the door. It was the first man she had at­tacked. She pulled back her tray and smiled at him.

He held up his hands and dropped his sword. “He doesn’t pay me that much.”

“Get out of here.”

Ka­rin fol­lowed af­ter him.

Out­side, the street was emp­ty ex­cept for Sindil, who still knit­ted on her bench, and the re­treat­ing war­rior. The old woman had a smirk on her lips as her nee­dles clicked to­geth­er.

Adren­a­line surg­ing through her ve­ins, Ka­rin stepped away from the door and pre­pared for an­oth­er at­tack.

Lili­an came out af­ter her. She hur­ried for the old woman. “Nana? I’m so sor­ry, but I have to leave—”

Her grand­moth­er put down her knit­ting and hugged her tight­ly. “Go, my love. Right now, I trust her more than your fa­ther.”

“I’ll write. I pro­mise.”

“You bet­ter. Now go.” Sindil stood up and gave Ka­rin a hard look. For all her words, there was a threat from the spry old woman.

Ka­rin smiled grim­ly and nod­ded. “Yes, Moth­er,” she said in a de­fe­ren­tial tone.

The grand­moth­er ges­tured with one gnarled fi­nger at the wi­ndow. “Run. I need to have a long talk with your dad.”

Lili­an wiped the tears from her eyes and then he­aded for Ka­rin. She held out her hand.

Ka­rin took the soft palm firm­ly. To­geth­er, they hur­ried in the op­po­site di­rec­tion of the fle­e­ing war­rior. She didn’t know where to go or how she was go­ing to get Lili­an there, but she had hoped that Roal would turn up. That’s what he did.

Three streets and two al­leys of fran­tic ru­n­ning lat­er, she came a­ro­und a cor­ner to find Roal sit­ting on a wag­on with a horse al­ready har­nessed into place.

Ka­rin gasped in re­lief. “Oh, thank the Cou­ple. Roal!”

He didn’t seem sur­prised to see her; his tal­ent was to show up when he was ne­eded. Slip­ping off the bench, he came a­ro­und to open the back of the wag­on and held out his hand to Lili­an. “Just her or both of you ru­n­ning away?”

No ques­tion of what had hap­pened. No hes­i­ta­tion. No doubt. Roal showed up kno­wing that Ka­rin ne­eded him, and an­swers would be giv­en lat­er.

Ka­rin wor­ried her lip. “Just her. If I run, the Rat Hu­nters will pay the price. The best thing is if I surre­nder.”

Lili­an gasped. “You’re stay­ing? No, you can’t do that. Come with me.”

Ka­rin lo­oked at the beau­ti­ful woman. It was heart­bre­a­king but she knew Lili­an would nev­er be her peach. With­out that pas­sion, go­ing along would just be tor­ture for both of them.

Gro­a­ning, she turned to Roal. “Draw ten tho­u­sands crowns from my pay and give it to her. That should be e­nough to pay for room and board for a year. And find her so­me­one to take care of her in Mo­on Wa­ters. So­me­one trust­wor­thy that won’t take adva­n­tage of her.”

Roal gru­nted and nod­ded. He helped Lili­an get into the wag­on and then un­der­neath a heavy can­vas tarp. He crawled over to the bench and sat down. “I’ll come back for you.”

“Roal? She’s not a peach or an ap­ple. Please?”

He nod­ded with­out lo­o­king at ei­ther of them. “Of course.”

Ka­rin nod­ded grim­ly and lo­oked a­ro­und. It was go­ing to get messy but she could trust Roal to take care of Lili­an. She smiled at Lili­an who was pe­e­king out of the tarp. “Be beau­ti­ful and nev­er stop si­n­ging.”
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        Dessert


        
In rur­al civ­i­liza­tion, jus­tice is a more flu­id con­cept that fre­qu­ent­ly be­comes per­son­al.
—An Ex­haus­tive Re­view of Jus­tice Sys­tems in the Known World

One of Tris­toh’s men helped Ka­rin through the bak­ery’s front door with a shove.

With her wrists man­a­cled be­hind her back, she couldn’t stop her face from smack­ing on the wall in­side. With a groan, she col­lapsed to her knees.

He kicked her ribs. “Get in­side, cow!”

Ka­rin pre­te­nded to scream in agony; she had been fight­ing mon­strous crea­tures for a year, a kick was noth­ing. Not re­spond­ing would just set off the bas­tard’s pride and then he would put more ef­fort into hurt­ing her se­ri­ous­ly.

“Get her up,” Tris­toh said cold­ly.

She smiled to her­self. Just like his laugh­ter, she had heard the icy tone be­fore. The last time, he had slipped out of town in the cov­er of dark­ness. If she was lucky, he would be con­si­de­ring the same thing.

War­riors ya­nked her into a kneel­ing po­si­tion.

Ka­rin blew a strand of her hair from her face as she lo­oked up at Tris­toh. He stood with his back to the bar next to the emp­ty bowl that used to have re­quests for Lili­an. He lo­oked an­noyed, like she had stolen his toy.

There were oth­ers a­ro­und her. She guessed it was the town el­ders, the ones who had o­pi­ni­ons of mon­ster hu­nters like her­self. A­mong them were two u­ni­formed men with the sym­bol of the city on their chests; prob­a­bly the city guards.

She lo­oked a­ro­und but didn’t see any­one we­a­ring jus­tice robes. That meant this wasn’t a tri­al, at least not yet.

Ka­rin also hoped to see Sindil, but she wasn’t pre­sent ei­ther.

Tris­toh cle­ared his throat. “Where is she?”

She bli­nked at him, giv­ing him her best i­nno­cent look. “Who?”

His face dark­ened. “You know what I want!”

Ka­rin smiled grim­ly. “Then what’s her name, Tris­toh?”

Jon stepped for­ward. “Where is my daugh­ter, Lili­an?”

She ig­nored him and kept spe­a­king to Tris­toh. “What was your scheme? When were you pla­n­ning on tak­ing her to Tarsan?”

Jon sput­tered but Tris­toh si­lence him with a ges­ture.

Tris­toh’s eyes nar­rowed. He lo­oked a­ro­und as his scowl de­e­pened. “I had no plans of re­turn­ing to that place.”

When she heard his tone, her smile wi­dened. There was no lo­nger a doubt that he would be gone by morn­ing. She could see it in his eyes. “What a­bout the rest of your busi­ness in the area? Any in­vest­ments you plan on a­ba­n­do­ning?”

A mus­cle in his neck tight­ened.

Ka­rin gave him a hard look. “The last time you left, I lost three good men when those damn leech­es got loose into the for­est.”

Tris­toh’s lips tight­ened. She watched him form­ing a fist.

“Be­fore then, it was in Risol. Do you re­mem­ber that vil­lage?”

“Shut up,” snapped Tris­toh.

Ka­rin shook her head. “You leave noth­ing but death and bro­ken lives be­hind you. Lili­an was just—”

Tris­toh punched her.

Ka­rin lo­oked back and smiled. “Tonight?”

An­oth­er punch.

“Lord Tris­toh!” said Jon as he grabbed Tris­toh’s hand. “Stop that!”

Tris­toh shoved him aside with a snarl. Squat­ting down, he grabbed Ka­rin’s throat and pulled her close, jam­ming his face near hers. His breath smelled of beer and che­ese. “Lis­ten, you di­se­ased old goat. I’m go­ing to find the most cor­rupt judge I can bribe and make sure you have a very short, pa­i­nful life be­fore you are ex­e­cut­ed for tre­ason.”

Ka­rin had no doubt that he had the mon­ey and the a­nger to do that. It scared her, but there was noth­ing she could do to avoid it. She turned and smiled at him. “At least she got away, you mi­ser­able horse’s ass.”

She was still smil­ing when Tris­toh and his men beat her into un­con­sci­ous­ness.
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        The Final Bill


        
Nev­er u­n­der­esti­mate how quick­ly for­give­ness can be giv­en when the only man who can save you is be­hind bars.
—Ser­gan Mesar-Lav­is­tol, Three Drops of Blood at Eve­ning

Ka­rin gro­aned and le­aned a­gainst the rough stone bricks of the jail cell. The cold se­eped into the bru­ises along the side of her face, giv­ing her some re­lief from the morn­ing’s beat­ing. As the stone warmed up, she rolled to a cool­er sec­tion un­til the throb­bing sub­sided.

With a sigh of re­lief, she sat back into her seat. It felt like every part of her hurt, but it was noth­ing com­pared to be­ing kicked in the chest by that howl­ing horse with claws or when the leech­es had bur­rowed in her gut.

The men Tris­toh had bribed to beat her we­ren’t se­ri­ous­ly inju­ring her. That meant that he still had plans for her. For­tu­nate­ly, San Graif wasn’t large e­nough for ded­i­cat­ed jus­tice so she had a few more days un­til her fate ar­rived.

She thought a­bout Lili­an’s voice and the me­mo­ries that washed over her every time she sang a song. Le­a­ning back a­gainst the wall, she smiled to her­self. Her lips worked silent­ly as she sang one of the song that Lili­an had taught her to love and just let the pain ease away.

Even with her fears, Ka­rin didn’t re­gret a sin­gle mo­ment. She didn’t find a lover but she saved a song­bird. She rubbed her split lip and just le­aned back to e­njoy the glow.

The door to the cells rat­tled loud­ly. She heard keys jin­gling on the oth­er side.

Cu­ri­ous, she sat up.

The door swung open and a guard came in. It was one of Tris­toh’s hirelings. She start­ed to steel her­self for an­oth­er ro­und of abuse but then she no­ticed he was cov­ered in blood with thick ban­dages over one eye and a ma­keshift sling hold­ing his arm. “She’s in here, Moth­er,” the guard said sul­len­ly.

Sindil fol­lowed af­ter him, her knit­ting bag hoist­ed over her shoul­der and a pair of nee­dles in her hand. The yarn was sta­ined and torn. The knife hilt hung out of a scorched o­pe­ning. She shuf­fled for­ward as she pe­ered a­ro­und un­til she spot­ted Ka­rin and then hur­ried over.

Be­hind both of them, Roal came in with a grin on his face and his hands in his pock­ets. He had blood splat­tered across his chest and an equal­ly gore-cov­ered ax tucked un­der­neath his arm.

Ka­rin stood up, winc­ing a lit­tle from the dis­com­fort.

Sindil pe­ered at Ka­rin for a mo­ment. Then she turned to the guard. “Well, what are you wait­ing for? Let her out. Now!”

The guard lo­oked ner­vous­ly at Ka­rin as he un­locked the gate.

Ka­rin stared di­rect­ly at him. She didn’t think telling Sindil that he had been beat­ing Ka­rin for days would help any­one at the mo­ment. Maybe lat­er.

Roal shoved the guard aside and pulled the gate open. “Tris­toh left the city a sur­prise gift when he stormed away. A herd of bulls with thick ar­mored plates and able to set fires with their feet. I need my sharp­en­er. You up to it, Old Lady?”

Ka­rin’s thoughts slid away from Lili­an with a rush as she steeled her­self for a fight. “Of course, Old Man.”

He ges­tured to­ward the door be­fore head­ing to­ward it. “Come on, Rat Hu­nter. You need a we­apon and we have peo­ple to save.”

Ka­rin gave the guard a long hard look be­fore she fol­lowed af­ter.

The old woman caught her arm to walk with her. She was spry for her age but Ka­rin sus­pect­ed that she had fought off one of the crea­tures with knit­ting nee­dles.

Ka­rin smiled at the im­age and rest­ed her palm over the old woman’s. “Thank you. Mind if I have that dag­ger now?”

Sindil lo­oked her over. “You look more like you pre­fer a sword, right? What kind?”

“Short sword with a nar­row hilt, but…”

The old woman dug into her scorched knit­ting bag. She pulled out a coil of yarn and a pair of nee­dles. “Hold this,” she said as she ha­nded the yarn to Ka­rin.

A­mused and co­n­fused, Ka­rin took it.

Sindil reached into the bag, le­a­ning into it as she delved de­eper than the bag lo­oked like it could han­dle. “Ah, there it is!”

She pulled out a short sword from her bag. As Ka­rin stared in shock, Sindil deft­ly swapped the yarn for the we­apon. “It’s a bit dull, but I sus­pect you can do some­thing a­bout that.”

Ka­rin smiled. En­er­gy danced along the blade as she sharp­ened it with a thought.

Sindil lo­oked at her for a long mo­ment and then sighed. “I’m sor­ry it took so long to get you free. Jon was be­ing stub­born and the sher­iff is still pissed at me for re­fus­ing to serve his wife when she was the worst tax col­lec­tor we ever had; he cha­nged his mind when he saw those bulls. A lot of bad blood for this old lady. At least her grand­daugh­ter is safe. I got a let­ter yes­ter­day.”

Ka­rin smiled. “She was worth it.”

“She is,” said the old woman. “Though, things were bet­ter when I was ru­n­ning the bak­ery. Twen­ty years ago, we didn’t have my grand­daugh­ter’s love­ly voice but peach pie was al­ways on the menu.”

Ka­rin made it two steps be­fore the words reg­is­tered. She i­nhaled sharply and lo­oked over.

The old woman gri­nned and squ­e­ezed Ka­rin’s arm. “Maybe af­ter you save our city, I could make you one? The recipe is on the old side, but I heard the clas­sics are al­ways the best. I’d bet you’d like a slice. I heard it’s got a bit of bite.”

Ka­rin stared in shock and her smile re­turned.

The old woman heft­ed her bloody knit­ting nee­dles, gave a wink, and he­aded af­ter Roal.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            
        


        About D. Moonfire


        D. Moonfire is the remarkable intersection of a computer nerd and a scientist. He inherited a desire for learning, endless curiosity, and a talent for being a polymath from both of his parents. Instead of focusing on a single genre, he writes stories and novels in many different settings ranging from fantasy to science fiction. He also throws in the occasional romance or forensics murder mystery to mix things up.

In addition to having a borderline unhealthy obsession with the written word, he is also a developer who loves to code as much as he loves writing.

He lives near Cedar Rapids, Iowa with his wife, numerous pet computers, and a pair of highly mobile things of the male variety.

You can see more work by D. Moonfire at his website at https://d.moonfire.us/. His fantasy world, Fedran, can be found at https://fedran.com/.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            
        


        Fedran


        Fedran is a world caught on the cusp of two great ages.

For centuries, the Crystal Age shaped society through the exploration of magic. Every creature had the ability to affect the world using talents and spells. The only limitation was imagination, will, and the inescapable rules of resonance. But as society grew more civilized, magic became less reliable and weaker.

When an unexpected epiphany seemingly breaks the laws of resonance, everything changed. Artifacts no longer exploded when exposed to spells, but only if they were wrapped in cocoons of steel and brass. The humble fire rune becomes the fuel for new devices, ones powered by steam and pressure. These machines herald the birth of a new age, the Industrial Age.

Now, the powers of the old age struggle against the onslaught of new technologies and an alien way of approaching magic. Either the world will adapt or it will be washed away in the relentless march of innovation.

To explore the world of Fedran, check out https://fedran.com/. There you’ll find stories, novels, character write-ups and more.
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