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A VERY HUNGRY MUSE

	Dragon Palace Valley, Duvarharia

	Year: Rumi 1532 Q.RJ.M

	 

	“Now where did I put that new crate of jerky?” Krasomila peered into the back of the dark cupboard. The hardwood floors dug into her knees as she leaned in farther. She could’ve sworn she’d ordered an extra case of rusadabe jerky just last week. 

	Deciding to check her records once more, she started backing out of the cabinet. Crack! With a passionate curse, Krasomila clutched the top of her head and staggered to her feet. The thick oak cupboards were unyielding, and a lump would stand proud on the top of her head by tomorrow. 

	Thinking back to the countless hours she’d spent at magic academy, drilled endlessly on different spells, magic types, intentions, and concentration, she muttered a simple healing spell. A spark of purple magic jumped from her hand to her head. The forming bruise tingled, but the pain hardly lessened. 

	“Maybe, if you’d spent more time actually paying attention in class rather than writing song lyrics, you wouldn’t have to suffer the horrible headache I’m sure you’re going to have.” 

	Krasomila rolled her eyes at the familiar voice. “Thank you for reminding me of that, Metej.” Her words were sharper than she intended, but as always, Metej remained unfazed. Tying off the end of a waist-long, baby blue braid, he flipped the length of hair over his shoulder, absently pulling out a few strands to frame his face. He’d been doing that since they met at the academy almost seven years ago; his attention to fashion never ceased to put a small smile on Krasomila’s face. “Come for your usual?” She picked her rag off the cupboard and shut its doors, promising to find the missing rusadabe jerky later. 

	“Actually”—his body language shifted from its usual nonchalant demeanor—“I was coming to check on you.”

	The smile on Krasomila’s face faltered. “Oh.” Words jumbled in her mouth as she moved past him. She felt his eyes on her as they made their way out of the back storage into the tavern’s main room. She took her post behind the bar and he on one of the stools near the register—as they always did. “Why would you? I’m perfectly fine.” She was aware of how perfectly not fine her words sounded. 

	His sly smile returned as he spun a coin on the polished wood bar top. When he caught the coin, it rang against the rings decorating every one of his fingers. “You haven’t sung in nearly a month. Usually, you have a new sheet of lyrics or poetry you want me to look over every week. And your lyre’s hook has been rather empty.” He nodded to where her lyre usually hung on the wall. 

	A blush burned her cheeks. 

	“I just thought maybe …?” 

	Krasomila wiped her mouth and laughed, the hollow sound echoing in the empty tavern. She ducked under the bar to hide the uncertainty on her face, which matched the flipping in her stomach. Grabbing a full bottle of lurujmu fuju, she moved it to the shelves behind her, replacing the nearly empty bottle. Setting it before him, she nodded. “Drink the rest. It’s on the house.” 

	“Krasomila,” his pale hand paused on hers, the tattoos on his forearm mingling perfectly with his shining yellow Shalnoa. “Why won’t you tell me what’s wrong? Are you in trouble? Is it your family?” 

	Knowing she couldn’t escape his persistence and surprised he’d waited even this long to bring it up, she swallowed around the lump in her throat, eyes never leaving their touching hands “No … they haven’t bothered me since …” Her teeth tugged at her lips as she shoved down years of unwanted memories. “I haven’t seen them for a long time. I just—” She shook her head. Sharing her problems had never come easy to her, and even after knowing Metej for seven years, she still found it difficult to open to him. Listening to hundreds of strangers pour out their problems on her while she worked hard to run the tavern every night had all but annihilated her appetite for sharing emotions. 

	His eyes flitted between her eyes and their hands; after a heavy sigh, he withdrew from the contact. Swiping a shot glass from the other side of the bar, he poured himself a drink and threw it back. The way he easily downed shots of lurujmu fuju never ceased to impress her nor bring back memories of when they met—he’d been the first and only Duvarharian to best her in a drinking competition. 

	“Do you remember that day?” 

	Though she snapped back from the memory, nostalgic, wild excitement still riveted in her veins. Shaking her head, she fell to wiping the counter, even though it was already immaculate. “How could I forget?” 

	“After fifteen shots of lurujmu fuju, any sane Duvarharian would forget.” 

	“I’m not sane.” 

	“I know.” He winked then downed another shot before pouring a third. This time, he pushed it to her. “Indulge me, Kras.”

	The old nickname elicited a blush on her cheeks. “Don’t call me that.” 

	“Why not?” 

	“Because—” 

	“Because it brings back memories of us?” 

	Krasomila paused her cleaning, struggling against wanting to forget and wanting to live the memories all over again: late nights sneaking out of the academy and into the Suźefrusum forest, swimming bare under the moons’ light in the Itona lake with Aqua Dragons, and playing music together—an accordion in his hands, a lyre in hers, and their voices mingling in harmony. But those days also reminded her of the life she’d suffered: being disowned by her parents, nights spent scouring the Dragon Palace’s scraps for food, blood staining her hands when she finally found a way to make money. With a deep breath, she buried all the memories, including the good ones, because they inevitably brought the darkness with them. Her tavern opened because she’d wanted, needed, a new life. Nothing could compromise that; she wouldn’t let it. She shrugged. “That was a different time. I was different back then.” 

	An unconvinced look crossed his face, but he didn’t press her. Instead, he nodded to the shot glass. “It’s on me.” 

	“It’s already on the house,” she grumbled but took the shot anyway. The smooth liquid burned on the way down, but the sweet, nutty aftertaste, mixed with the charred oak barrels the drink aged in, left a warm feeling in her soul. With a deep sigh, she pushed the glass back and watched as he downed his third shot. Already, his cheeks were rosy and his eyes sparkling, but unlike many of her other patrons, Metej didn’t grow loud or rowdy; instead, the lurujmu fuju’s influence made him more sensitive and philosophical, taking the edge off his sarcasm and dry humor. 

	“It’s not going to work.” Her eyes narrowed, but he only shrugged, propping his elbows on the bar. 

	“I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re going on about.” But the twinkle in his eyes told her he knew exactly what she was ‘going on about’. 

	“Fine.” She tossed the rag to the other end of the bar so she’d stop fiddling with it. “I’m losing money. Fast. Faster than oiled dragon scales.” 

	Though he chuckled, concern
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