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        A Cup of Soup


        
There is no ques­tion a­bout it. With the a­ba­n­do­n­ment of the tra­di­ti­onal ways of ma­nifest­ing mag­ic, now treat­ed as “child abuse” or “hurt­ful,” so­ci­ety is se­e­ing a down­fall of mag­ic.
—Gasor Vanor-Me­dail, In The Years Be­fore the War

The front door slammed shut. The im­pact shook the wi­ndows of the brown­stone with a sharp re­port of an up­set te­enag­er. Be­fore the vi­bra­tions ceased, the rapid beat of feet drummed up the stairs and down the hall­way.

Ma­bel winced as she wait­ed for the sec­ond door, rolling the first of her pur­ple-veined pecy­cpina in her hand. The prick­ly ve­getable poked her skin, but it was light e­nough not to pierce the fad­ed cal­lus­es or deep lines that crossed her palm. One of the spines caught on one of the few scars that hadn’t healed in the last few decades, but then eas­i­ly tugged free.

The door up­stairs slammed shut, sha­king the wi­ndows a­gain. The ones in front of Ma­bel rat­tled loud­ly and she felt a brief tick­le of cool air. She made a men­tal note to ask her hus­band to re­pair it but kept most of her at­ten­tion on the nois­es up­stairs.

The ceil­ing cre­aked when Ka­ren, Ma­bel’s te­enage daugh­ter, thumped in her bed. A few flecks of dust fell from the tex­tured ceil­ing, but noth­ing more.

Ma­bel frowned when she heard noth­ing else. Typ­i­cal­ly, Ka­ren’s tantrums in­volved a lot more dra­mat­ic scre­a­ming and force­ful stomp­ing. This time, she raced di­rect­ly to her room with no ef­fort to in­volve her moth­er.

U­n­sure of how to re­spond, Ma­bel went with what she knew, she re­turned to her co­o­king. Set­ting down the pecy­cpina, she picked up her Zotrop E13 Wedge Blade co­o­king knife and sliced through it. De­spite the large pile of ve­geta­bles next to her cut­ting board, the mag­i­cal­ly-e­n­hanced knife eas­i­ly cut through the thick rind. She couldn’t even re­mem­ber when she last had it sharp­ened.

She had just start­ed on the third pecy­cpina when she heard one of Ka­ren’s sob drift­ed through the ceil­ing. She froze at the so­und of it. It was a piti­ful, emoti­onal cry, one of a bro­ken heart or per­son­al dev­as­ta­tion. Her cu­rios­i­ty turned to con­cern and then flashed into pan­ic.

Ma­bel swept the sliced ve­geta­bles into her favo­rite sop pot which al­ready had Naj’s Me­chan­i­cal­ly Trimmed Chick­en, still fro­zen, and Lam­bert Chick­en Broth. With a quick slide along the base of her Robek’s Ul­tra-Low-Re­so­nance Heat­ing Ele­ment, Hol­ly Red Se­ries, she brought the heat up for a medi­um boil and set down her knife.

It was less than fif­teen sec­onds be­fore she was head­ing up the stairs. Her house slip­pers scuffed light­ly on the car­pet­ed steps as she came up on the sec­ond floor. Her eyes caught some­thing on the car­pet, which she just had cle­aned less than a few days be­fore. She slowed and knelt down next to it, pe­e­ring down.

There was a petal on the floor. It had a faint, sil­very she­en to it and re­mi­nded her of her favo­rite rose, a Lady Pam­ran’s Sil­ver but her pe­re­n­nials were all safe­ly stored in the ba­se­ment and there was no way Ka­ren would have gone down there be­fore head­ing to her room.

She glanced along the hall­way to Ka­ren’s room and spot­ted a few more petals mark­ing her daugh­ter’s path. Pock­et­ing the petal, she he­aded straight for Ka­ren’s room. At the door, she reached for the han­dle but then froze. Miss Pond’s Gu­ide to Rais­ing Girls warned a­gainst barg­ing into rooms. She sighed and knocked in­stead. “Ka­ren? Kar?”

A muf­fled re­spo­nse drift­ed through the door.

Frown­ing, Ma­bel he­aded down the hall. “Kar, are you okay?”

“No!”

She stopped at the so­und of her daugh­ter’s voice. There was pain and fear in the so­und, not un­like the noise she made when she broke her leg a few years back. Rest­ing her palm a­gainst the door, she le­aned into it. “Mar? Let me in? Please?”

“Go away, I’m ugly!”

“No, lit­tle one, you a­ren’t ugly. Just this morn­ing—”

“This morn­ing I wasn’t a damned plant!”

Stu­nned, Ma­bel could only stare at the door. “A-A plant?”

“A plant! A Cou­ples-damned flower!”

Ma­bel’s lips tight­ened at her daugh­ter blas­phe­my. She took a deep breath be­fore she re­spond. “Let me see? Please, Bloss…” Her af­fec­ti­o­nate term for her daugh­ter was “Blos­som,” but the petals and Ka­ren’s words sug­gest­ed that it would be a poor choice.

She cle­ared her throat. “Let me see, Kar? Please?”

Ka­ren didn’t re­spond.

Ma­bel held her hand up, inch­es from the door. Af­ter a mo­ment, she lo­wered it with a soft sigh. “All right, Kar. I’ll be down­stairs if you need me.”

It took all of her ef­fort to turn a­ro­und and walk back down the hall. She lo­oked over her shoul­der at her daugh­ter’s door be­fore she he­aded down the stairs. Her hand trailed along the ban­is­ter, her heart crack­ing from the ef­fort of leav­ing her daugh­ter.

She had to wipe a tear from her eye be­fore she re­turned to her Zotrop E13 Wedge Blade and then re­al­ized she had al­ready fin­ished slic­ing up the ve­geta­bles. With a sigh, she set it down and then reached for her chair. Si­n­king into it, she took a deep breath and let it out.

When si­lence filled the brown­stone, she let the fear rise up and her mind drift.

She knew it was her daugh­ter’s tal­ent that had fi­nal­ly ma­nifest­ed. Eve­ry­one had some mag­ic, though most in small me­asure. For her hus­band, the mag­ic ma­nifest­ed as the abil­i­ty to per­form a sin­gle trick of cre­at­ing flames.

Her daugh­ter ap­peared to have fol­lowed in her fa­ther’s pow­ers or at least Ma­bel hoped it was only a tal­ent.

Those who didn’t have a tal­ent used mag­ic in a far diffe­rent way, by craft­ing the en­er­gy in­side them into spells. They were called mages and they could do al­most any­thing with mag­ic, but the flex­i­bil­i­ty of pow­er came with many draw­backs. Ma­bel wouldn’t wish them on any­one, es­pe­cial­ly her own daugh­ter.

The worst was her civic duty. As ma­ndat­ed by law, she served the co­un­try of Ko­r­mar as a Mage-Ser­vant. It was a po­int of pride for her fam­i­ly, a good mark on her cred­it, and the great­est a­chieve­ment in her past; it was also the worst two decades of her life.

She had spent her days liv­ing in the co­un­try’s bar­racks and mov­ing from city to city for what­ev­er du­ties were requ­ired of her. She knew a tho­u­sand spells in the back of her head, from strip­ping paint from build­ings to sha­ping stone for bridges.

Ma­bel got up and he­aded over to the pot. The bright red pot glowed from the he­ater rune un­der­neath. The re­so­nance from the he­ater rip­pled un­der­neath her skin, a flut­ter of mus­cles that she couldn’t stop. Le­a­ning over the pot, she breathed in the smell of co­o­king chick­en, spices, and ve­geta­bles. She grabbed the en­ve­lope of spices and shook it. Se­e­ing a few dried seeds and herbs, she emp­tied them into the soup.

Tap­ping her fi­nger on the sec­ond heat­ing rune, she added a pot of wa­ter to boil and set out a jar of her favo­rite loose leaf. It only took a few min­utes for the wa­ter to boil on the mag­i­cal heat. She po­ured her­self a cup of tea and sat back down, let­ting her mind drift through her twen­ty years of hell.

“Mama?”

Ma­bel jumped at her daugh­ter’s voice from up­stairs. “I’m down here, Bl… Kar!”

She stood up as her daugh­ter came down the stairs, one step at a time as if it was the first time she was walk­ing.

The smell of flow­ers drift­ed through the kitchen first. It was the same scent as her favo­rite flower, the Lady Pam­ran’s Sil­ver. The smell grew stro­nger as Ka­ren inched into the room. Her black hair flut­tered with sil­ver petals, the curls of green stems curl­ing a­ro­und her hair and pulling her long hair into two tails.

Ma­bel’s mouth o­pened with sur­prise.

Ka­ren whim­pered soft­ly and lo­oked up, her brown eyes shimme­ring with tears. One of the leaves un­curled a­ro­und her right tem­ple and wrapped a­ro­und her hair, pulling it back from her face. It was the same ma­neu­ver Ka­ren used to do as a lit­tle girl, but she used her fi­nger then.

Strug­gling not to show the sur­prise on her face, Ma­bel closed her mouth and stood up. She spread out her hands. “Oh, Ka­ren, come here.”

“I-I’m ugly.”

Ma­bel took a step clos­er and then an­oth­er, her heart thump­ing and sweat prick­ling her brow, but she knew Ka­ren ne­eded her. She stepped up to her daugh­ter and wrapped her in a tight hug. “Oh, love.”

“W-What’s happe­ning to me?”

Ma­bel rest­ed her head a­gainst her daugh­ter’s head and breathed in the scent of flow­ers.

One of the petals reached out for her, but she just lift­ed her head away un­til it curled back into Ka­ren’s hair.

She stroked her hand through her daugh­ter’s hair, forc­ing her palm a­gainst the petals as she did. They clung to her fi­nger­tips, but re­leased when she pulled back. “It’s go­ing to be okay, Kar, it’s just your tal­ent.”

“M-My tal­ent?” Ka­ren’s grip tight­ened. “This is just a tal­ent? But, it just start­ed happe­ning. I-I was in the rose gar­den w-with my fri­ends,” tears po­ured down her cheeks, “and then I felt it gro­wing. And then they start­ed to scre­a­ming and I-I ran home.”

“Oh, hon­ey, that’s how tal­ents ma­nifest,” mur­mured Ma­bel. “You just hap­pen to be the first one of your fri­ends.”

“You said it would hap­pen when I was scared or an­gry.”

“Was Robert there?”

The sub­tle stiff­ing of Ka­ren’s body told her what she ne­eded to know. She smiled and le­aned a­gainst her daugh­ter. “He was go­ing to kiss you, wasn’t he?”

The ten­sion vi­brat­ed along Ka­ren’s body. The petals spread out as more flow­ers blos­somed in her hair. The scent grew stro­nger, waft­ing a­ro­und both of them. “Y… Yes.”

“Strong emo­tions, not just fear. He’s a good boy, though I’d rather he wait. He’s not old e­nough and nei­ther are you.” She pulled back from Ka­ren and gave a smile. “But, it made you re­al­ly blos­som, didn’t it?”

Ka­ren blushed, the petals in her hair flutte­ring. “Mom…”

Ma­bel drew her daugh­ter to the kitchen table and sat her down. With­out say­ing a word, she pulled out two bowls and la­dled each one full of soup be­fore serv­ing it. “It’s your grand­moth­er’s recipe,” she said as she sat down.

Ka­ren sniffed it. “Doesn’t it u­su­al­ly have basil in it?”

“Yes, but it’s out of… se­ason.” Ma­bel gri­nned. “How did you know?”

Ka­ren lo­oked down and then up. “I… I could smell it. I mean, I knew it was miss­ing.”

“A good tal­ent.”

Ka­ren gave a hesi­tant smile, then sipped at her soup.

Af­ter a mo­ment, Ma­bel jo­ined her. It was a good soup, but now that Ka­ren men­ti­oned it, she missed the basil.

“Mom?”

Ma­bel lo­oked up, the spoon in her hand.

“Why don’t you talk a­bout be­ing a mage?”

Ten­sion rip­pled through Ma­bel’s body, her breath quicke­ning and her chest tighte­ning. “It wasn’t a good time in my life.”

“You met dad beca­use of it, didn’t you?”

Ma­bel chuck­led. “Yeah, he was a bum­bling fire-starter who light lanterns at dusk and then drank him­self into a stu­por all night long.”

With a frown, Ka­ren stared at her moth­er.

Ma­bel shrugged. “What? I was al­most thir­ty and he was cute. I was sha­ping stone for the new sew­er over by the mar­kets and we just stum­bled into each oth­er. One thing led to an­oth­er and I start­ed sle­e­ping with him.”

“Mom!” Ka­ren blushed.

“What? If you’re kiss­ing Robert, then you’re go­ing to find out a­bout that any­ways.” Ma­bel gri­nned, maybe just a bit evil­ly. She knew that she was devi­ated from the Miss Pond’s Gu­ide to Rais­ing Girls, one of the best guides for rais­ing yo­ung girls in the mod­ern world, but it felt right to say it. Even if she was sure was the wrong thing ac­cord­ing to the guide.

“But, I don’t need to hear a­bout you and dad.”

Ma­bel smirked and blew light­ly on the spoon of soup on her hand. She lo­oked up through the ris­ing steam. “Then maybe you shouldn’t be kiss­ing boys?”

Ka­ren, a blush on her cheeks, lo­oked down. “Cha­nge the top­ic?”

Ma­bel set down her spoon. “Be­ing a Mage-Ser­vant for the co­un­try wasn’t fun. A lot of work and not a lot of pay. Af­ter twen­ty years, they just left me out­side the bar­racks and told me to live my life. They didn’t care that I lost so much time, or that I didn’t have any fri­ends left. I was… and then I met your dad a­gain. Both of us were old­er and a lit­tle less into dri­n­king, but the emo­tion had re­ma­ined.”

“What’s it like be­ing a mage?”

For a mo­ment, Ma­bel hesi­tat­ed. She didn’t want to re­mem­ber those years. Ever since, she had not used any spell be­sides ones to keep the i­nsects away and trim her hair.

Ka­ren lo­oked up at her over her half-filled bowl. “Mom?”

“It was… ex­cit­ing and chaot­ic, like try­ing to hold too many flow­ers in your hand and they keep spilling out.” She lo­oked down at her bowl. “I al­ways felt right on the edge of con­trol and only the spells could stop it. Every time I cast, I-I… there was a lit­tle or­der in my life.”

She re­al­ized she was a­bout to cry and sniffed.

Ka­ren reached out and rest­ed a hand on hers.

Ma­bel lo­oked into her daugh­ter’s eyes and smiled. “I don’t re­al­ly know why I stopped. It was just… it hurt to know I lost so much.”

“But you have dad, for at least seve­n­te­en years.”

“We were to­geth­er for two years be­fore you were born, Hon­ey.”

“B-Blos­som, mom. It’s okay to call me that.” Ka­ren flipped one of the petals in her hair. “I think it’s ap­pro­pri­ate now.”

Ma­bel smiled through shimme­ring tears. “Blos­som, I al­ways loved that name.”

Flip­ping her hand over, Ma­bel held her daugh­ter’s hand for a mo­ment. Then, she lo­oked down at her emp­ty bowl. “That was good soup, would you like more?”

“Yes, please.”

Ta­king the bowls, Ma­bel he­aded over. She ran the fi­nger along the sen­si­tive strip of the Robek’s Ul­tra-Low-Re­so­nance Heat­ing Ele­ment, Hol­ly Red Se­ries and lo­wered the heat un­der­neath the pot. With a soft sigh, she filled both bowls.

“You know, it would be bet­ter with some basil,” said Ka­ren.

For a mo­ment, Ma­bel stared at the soup. In the back of her mind, she knew what she wa­nted to do, but the fear rose up. Glanc­ing over her shoul­der, she saw Ka­ren watch­ing her, a cu­ri­ous and ho­pe­ful look on her face. Ma­bel nod­ded.

Turn­ing back, she pulled out the pecy­cpina rinds and plucked out a few of the white seeds that clung to the i­nner edge. Co­ming back, she set the bowls down and rolled the seeds in her palm. One caught on a scar she got from a weath­er vane on top of a church.

“Mom?”

Ma­bel closed her fi­ngers over her palm and be­gan to whis­per. Sparks of light formed over her fi­nger­tips, spi­ral­ing a­ro­und un­til they formed the runes of the trans­for­ma­tion spell. It was a sim­ple one, but one she nev­er for­got. The en­er­gy sparkled along her skin and the flutte­ring in­cre­ased. A hiss rose from the heat­ing ele­ment and a few oth­er oth­er ar­ti­facts in the kitchen, but the spell e­nded be­fore any­thing short­ed.

When she o­pened her hands, the white seeds had turned into tiny black ones.

“What did you do?” asked Ka­ren.

Ma­bel held out her hand for her daugh­ter.

Ka­ren took the seeds with a frown.

“Just close your hand, Blos­som, and co­unt to thir­ty. That should be e­nough.”

Hes­i­tat­ing, Ka­ren obeyed and start­ed to co­unt. By ten, she gasped and lo­oked up with sur­prise.

“Keep go­ing,” said Ma­bel.

A few num­bers lat­er, the first green shoots pe­eked out from Ka­ren’s fi­ngers. They grew into deep green, heart-shaped leaves. Ka­ren’s voice filled the kitchen as she fin­ished. Trem­bling, she o­pened her fi­ngers to re­veal fresh­ly-grown basil.

Ma­bel took the leaves and chopped them up. She sprin­kled a lit­tle on both bowls of soup be­fore sit­ting down a­gain.

It was the first time she had used sig­nif­i­cant mag­ic in ni­ne­teen years. To her sur­prise, it feel good. As did the look on Ka­ren’s face.

Her daugh­ter sipped at her soup and smiled. “That’s what was miss­ing.”

Ma­bel took a taste her­self and agreed. It was ex­act­ly what both of them ne­eded.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            
        


        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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