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        Midlife Crisis


        
There comes a time when a man’s heart yearns for a diffe­rent path to have been tak­en decades be­fore.
—Madi­koma O­chi­nái

Ra­ndal yawned as he ducked un­der­neath the cross­bow­man’s wild swing. Co­ming up, he punched his spear into the man’s gut. It eas­i­ly sliced into flesh un­til the mo­tion was stopped by his grip right be­hind the blade. As soon as his knuck­les struck fab­ric, he ya­nked up and dis­em­bow­eled his oppo­nent.

The man’s cross­bow, a poor melee we­apon, slipped from his fi­ngers as he stared down in shock. His low lip trem­bled as he tried to say some­thing.

Ra­ndal wait­ed only a heart­beat be­fore twist­ing the blade up to end the man’s suffe­ring. He stared into the man’s eyes, try­ing to dredge up some emo­tion from his own heart as he watch the light fade. When noth­ing came, he tilt­ed his spear back and let the corpse fall off the blade. It bounced once on the roof of the wag­on and then plum­met into the melee be­low.

On the oth­er side of the roof, the fi­nal archer man­aged to get his dag­ger out of his sheath. With a scream, he charged over the rain-slicked sur­face to­ward Ra­ndal.

For a mo­ment, Ra­ndal con­si­dered just let­ting the guard run him through. Pa­in would break through the mi­as­ma that had hung over Ra­ndal for the last few years and maybe he would be able to feel some­thing new as he jo­ined the bod­ies on the gro­und be­low.

But, years of fight­ing took over be­fore he could steel him­self for sui­cide. Us­ing the heavy weight of the spear’s blade, he let the haft slide through his hand be­fore get­ting a grip in the mid­dle. Step­ping for­ward, he spun a­ro­und and brought the blade across the man’s ex­posed throat, right be­tween the gap of his hel­met and his shirt.

The blood spray fol­lowed his blade, curv­ing in the air as it was draw­ing the edge. He con­ti­nued his swe­e­ping at­tack un­til he po­int­ed be­hind him and to­ward the group. The blood fol­lowed his move­ments and sprayed into the bat­tle be­low.

Lo­o­king a­ro­und, Ra­ndal lo­oked for an­oth­er oppo­nent, but the wag­on roof had been cle­ared of archers. He pulled his oth­er hand from his pock­et, but when he re­al­ized he still didn’t need it, he shoved it back in.

Thir­ty years of rob­bing and all he could do was slaugh­ter. He sighed and stomped to­ward the back of the wag­on. He was on the fourth of a five wag­on train. Be­hind him was noth­ing but corpses and shat­tered steam e­ngines. Once he fin­ished the last one, he would be done for the fight.

Screams rose up from both sides of the wag­ons. The guards had out­num­bered the ban­dits by three to one, but the am­bush took out most of them in the first few sec­onds. He could hear Vikas, their le­ader, bel­lo­wing on the right side of the last wag­on.

“So­me­one kill this fuck­er be­fore he takes out my eye!”

Ra­ndal sighed. At least half of them were go­ing to die any­ways, why not the le­ader? Not that he would take charge. He had done that when he was yo­u­nger and didn’t e­njoy it. Let some oth­er id­iot try to lead a group of dis­grun­tled soci­opaths.

Be­tween the last two wag­ons, a steam e­ngine chugged help­less­ly as it tried to dri­ve through the wag­on in front of it. The wheels spun help­less­ly in the thick slop of mud be­neath it. The fourth wag­on’s e­ngine was noth­ing but ste­a­ming wreck­age and the heavy weight of the mer­chant’s wares kept the fi­nal wag­on from esca­ping.

A cross­bow bolt whis­tled through the air, clip­ping his left arm. The shock of pain coursed along his nerves, a burn­ing blast of agony that trav­eled up his arm. He lo­oked at his at­tack­er, one of the four archers re­ma­i­ning on the next wag­on’s roof. The oth­er three were fran­ti­cal­ly try­ing to re­load their bows, their faces pale as they felt their death lo­o­ming over them.

He de­cid­ed to give them a chance to kill him and hopped on the wag­on. The heavy iron frame didn’t shift with his weight. He con­cen­trat­ed on its in­sides, map­ping out the com­pli­cat­ed set of pipes by the wa­ter flo­wing through them. Find­ing a weak joint, he gath­ered the pres­sure a­ro­und it so it would rup­ture.

His eyes nev­er left the archers. One of them man­aged to get his cross­bow lined up with Ra­ndal’s chest. They were only two yards away, an im­pos­si­ble shot to miss.

He sighed and then threw his spear un­der­ha­nded into the man’s chest. As soon as the haft slipped out of his fi­ngers, he ducked to the side.

The cross­bow went off as the man screamed. The bolt missed him by only inch­es.

Ra­ndal lost his bal­ance. “Shit,” he mut­tered and pulled his hand from his pock­et to re­gain it. He slipped along the boil­er but man­aged to slam his foot back down and used the rain coat­ing the met­al to grip his foot. His mag­ic held him safe­ly in place long e­nough for him to step back on the top.

Two of the re­ma­i­ning cross­bow­men hesi­tat­ed, the tips of their bows lo­we­ring slight­ly.

Body si­n­ging with rapid­ly fad­ing exci­te­ment, Ra­ndal stepped on the roof of the fi­nal wag­on and grabbed the end of the spear stick­ing out of the dead man’s chest. Ya­n­king it out, he thrust for­ward thrice, once into each man’s throat and drop­ping them in­stant­ly.

The blood that shot into the air curved back down and splashed a­ro­und his spear. He swirled the blade a­ro­und, pick­ing it back up, and then swung his blade over the edge of the wag­on. The blood fol­lowed, curv­ing to match his swing, and then po­u­ring out of sight when he stopped his swing.

“Damn the fuck­ing gods, Ran!” screamed Vikas.

Ra­ndal shrugged and shoved his hand back into his pock­et.

“Are you done stro­king your­self up there?”

“Yeah,” mut­tered Ra­ndal. He stepped over a corpse and then hopped down from the back of the wag­on. The mud rose up to meet him and cu­shi­oned his im­pact. It sank a­ro­und him and flowed away, leav­ing him u­n­touched by the muck that cov­ered eve­ry­one else.

On the gro­und, the bat­tle was al­ready over. There were bod­ies every­where, both bri­gands and the guards. A few of them were still twitch­ing and Ra­ndal spot­ted more than a few that had griev­ous wo­unds that no bone-set­ter or ban­dage could save.

Vikas stormed up, his boot slo­shing through the mud. His beard and head was so­aked with blood. He had man­aged to ban­dage up his own inju­ries; it lo­oked like he got cut along the arm and a few strikes on the legs and hips. He was yo­u­nger than Ra­ndal by twen­ty years, but the scowl re­mi­nded Ra­ndal of gro­wing up with his fa­ther. “And why the fuck did you dump blood over the edge a­gain? I told you stop do­ing that!”

Ra­ndal shrugged, his hand still in his pock­et. “It al­ways fol­lows the blade.”

Vikas wiped the top of his head and then shook the blood off his hand. “Stop fuck­ing do­ing that. I’m tired of it.”

Ra­ndal shrugged a­gain.

Vikas’ gaze sca­nned over Ra­ndal. “Did you just fight with your fuck­ing hand in your pock­et a­gain?”

Ra­ndal lo­oked down at his hand and nod­ded.

“Oh, the Di­vine Cou­ple, are you get­ting de­pressed a­gain!?” He said it as if it was a vile thing. “Every few weeks, you act like there is no po­int in life. Get laid or some­thing, damn it!”

Strug­gling with the words, Ra­ndal tried to ex­plain his feel­ing, or lack of them. The rush from be­ing in­jured had al­ready fad­ed, leav­ing him noth­ing but a burn­ing ache from his cut. He lo­oked a­ro­und at the sur­viv­ing rob­bers. They were yelling and che­e­ring, hap­pi­ly strip­ping bod­ies and gathe­ring up the loot to fight over lat­er. He re­mem­bered when he was in their place, but he couldn’t re­mem­ber what the exci­te­ment felt like any­more. He sighed and turned back to Vikas. “I’m not sure why I’m do­ing this any­more. What is the po­int?”

“The po­int,” Vikas said as he clapped a hand on Ra­ndal’s shoul­der, “is that you are the best fuck­ing spear in this part of the co­un­try and you can pret­ty much slaugh­ter every fuck­ing guard here with­out bre­a­king a sweat.”

“But why?”

Vikas’ body tensed. Ra­ndal could feel the wa­ter and blood on the yo­u­nger man’s body map out his ac­tions. On the far side, out of Ra­ndal’s sight, the le­ader was tighte­ning his grip on the hilt of his sword. Wa­ter coursed along the edge of the blade, cli­n­ging to the nicks and rust that punc­tu­ated the smooth line.

Ra­ndal watched Vikas and wo­n­dered what was wrong with him. Vikas was as good of a fight­er as he was and even that failed to bring any­thing more than a dull fear bub­bling out of his thoughts.

Re­leas­ing Ra­ndal, Vikas stepped back. “Just… just go fin­ish off the ones that won’t sur­vive. We need to get go­ing.” He spun a­ro­und and raised his voice. “All right, we’re divvy­ing up the loot in fif­teen min­utes! Get all the pret­ties up by the front wag­on.”

Cheers rose up from the bri­gands. They spread out a­mong the dead and po­ured into the wag­ons to pull out any­thing of worth.

Ra­ndal yawned and he­aded to­ward the two with griev­ous wo­unds.

One of them was a bri­gand, a yo­ung woman he saw mas­tur­bat­ing right be­fore the am­bush. Now, she was sob­bing as she tried to keep her guts in­side. Her one good eye lo­oked up right be­fore he bu­ried his spear in it, killing her in­stant­ly.

The oth­er was a guard who had his arm cut off. He was de­fi­ant as he glared at Ra­ndal, but there were tears in his eyes.

Ra­ndal e­nded him just as quick­ly. He had no taste for tor­ture or pro­lo­n­ging suffe­ring. Too many bri­gands had nursed sep­tic wo­unds only to suc­cumb in agony. A quick end is what eve­ry­one de­served, in­clud­ing him­self.

He worked his way down one side of the wag­ons, ma­king sure the dead re­ma­ined dead and the suffe­ring was e­nded quick­ly. His thought nev­er drift­ed away from his i­nter­nal strug­gles. Why was he do­ing this? What did he have af­ter forty-two years of liv­ing? Wa­nted in most cities across Ko­r­mar and thir­ty years of sle­e­ping in a tent.

As he did, the bri­gands ig­nored him as they lo­oted the wag­ons. He saw bar­rels and heavy items tossed to one side and the eas­i­ly portable goods, such as gold, crys­tal, and gems throw on a set of wag­on doors ripped off and tossed on the mud. Lat­er, they would be bid­ding on the spoils us­ing shares they earned from fight­ing with Vikas.

Ra­ndal didn’t both­er with loot any­more. He took his share of the co­ins and had them con­vert­ed scrips be­fore send­ing them to a bank in a city by the coast. He didn’t know why he was sav­ing the mon­ey, he couldn’t even e­nter the city to re­trieve them, but he kept squir­rel­ing away the mon­ey in hopes that his life would even­tu­al­ly turn a­ro­und.

Thir­ty years of rob­bing and he had noth­ing but skills to slaugh­ter. He sighed and con­ti­nued work­ing his way down the wag­on, lost in dark thoughts, and a vague de­sire for some­thing new.

On the far side of the first wag­on, he came up to a yo­ung guard try­ing to pull her­self up us­ing the spokes of the wag­on wheel. Her body was slick with mud and blood, but she was also the first vic­tim who was still mov­ing strong­ly.

He pulled back his spear to cut off her head, but then stopped as she braced knee a­gainst the spokes and pulled her­self out of the muck. The end of her leg was miss­ing, sev­ered at her an­kle. She had a cloth wrapped a­ro­und it, tied down with what lo­oked like a cross­bow string.

Ra­ndal frowned and pe­ered at the gro­und be­low her. He could see where she had crawled through the mud and traced it back. A few yards from the wag­on, he spot­ted both of her boots and the shat­tered re­mains of her cross­bow.

Recog­ni­tion blos­somed and he re­mem­bered her from the top of the first wag­on. She was a­i­ming down into the melee when he cut her feet out from un­der­neath her. But, he nev­er would have ex­pect­ed her to sur­vive the fall or the com­bat, but so­mehow she was still mov­ing.

Sobs echoed a­gainst the wag­on. She was ter­ri­fied.

His frown de­e­pened as he stepped clos­er. Years ago, he would feel the thrill of pow­er but now he only felt a gro­wing cu­rios­i­ty at her ac­tions.

The yo­ung woman, he guessed twen­ty from the con­di­tion of her body, reached up for a leather strap ha­n­ging from the dri­ver’s corpse. A few inch­es above the strap was his knife.

Her hands slipped on the wheel and she dropped her hands to clamp down on the rim a­gain. The cries turned into a wail of agony. Her knees thumped loud­ly a­gainst the spokes and slipped off the mud. She dropped a foot and hit the gro­und hard.

Emo­tions welled in­side Ra­ndal, stra­i­ning a­gainst the mala­ise that filled his thoughts. He knew they were ris­ing, but he couldn’t i­den­ti­fy them in­side his head. He didn’t know if he was im­pressed or an­gry that she was try­ing to save her­self.

She would nev­er walk a­gain. With the oth­er guards slaugh­tered, the only thing left in her piti­ful short life was slav­ery and vi­o­lence. He knew she knew that, but she was also still fight­ing.

Trem­bling, she gripped the wheel and pulled her­self up a­gain. “Oh Cou­ple, please help me. Please, please, please…” She whis­pered the words to her­self like a mantra. He had to take an­oth­er step to lis­ten to them as she hauled her­self up on the wheel and reached for the knife a­gain.

Ra­ndal wasn’t a reli­gi­ous man. He knew the Di­vine Cou­ple wouldn’t come down to save her any more than any­one else a­ro­und him would help. He rest­ed the butt of his spear in the mud and le­aned a­gainst it, fas­ci­nat­ed with the dri­ve to sur­vive in a woman half his age.

He wa­nted to ask her what kept her strug­gling, to see the de­ter­mi­na­tion and fear that he bare­ly felt him­self. It wasn’t the brief rush of adren­a­line that keep her mov­ing, but a steady beat of ter­ror that re­fused to let her give up.

One of the high­way­men came up. “Hey, look at that ass.”

The in­jured guard stiff­ened. Her long brown hair shook as she start­ed to look back, but then stopped. She turned back to the wag­on and gripped the wheel tight­ly.

“I’m go­ing to get me—”

“No,” Ra­ndal said in his grav­eled voice.

The man tried to step a­ro­und Ra­ndal. It was Ga­ron, a for­mer farm-hand who got kicked out for steal­ing. He jo­ined the band a few months ago and was tale­nted with a pair of dag­gers and a short bow.

Ra­ndal brought the haft of his spear to block him. “No.”

Ga­ron glared at Ra­ndal and scratched his crotch. “Why do you care? From what I hear, you don’t like girls.”

Ra­ndal gave him a long, hard look. “I don’t like any­one, but you don’t get her.”

A scowl twist­ed across Ga­ron’s face. “Well, I want her.” He grabbed the hilts of the dag­gers at his belt.

Ra­ndal sent pow­er into the wa­ter a­ro­und the butt of his spear. The mud boiled up and gripped the end. As he felt the shud­der of it tak­ing hold, he re­laxed his grip.

“Well, fuck you. I’m go­ing to have—”

At Ra­ndal’s men­tal com­mand, the mud ya­nked the spear back and tilt­ed it so the blade was a­imed for Ga­ron’s chest. Ra­ndal gripped the haft and shoved for­ward, us­ing the mud hold­ing the end and his own mus­cles to slam the blade be­tween Ga­ron’s chest, pierc­ing his heart with a sin­gle slice.

There was a brief gasp­ing gur­gle as Ga­ron glared at him and then a thud as the two dag­gers hit the mud.

“Ra­ndal!” snapped Vikas.

Ra­ndal re­leased the mud’s grip on his spear and tilt­ed it to dis­lodge the corpse on the blade. As soon as the body was clear, he swung it up and slammed the butt back into the mud. A splat­ter of blood fell from the blade and pa­i­nted Ra­ndal’s shoul­der. He lo­oked over his shoul­der at his ap­pro­a­ching le­ader. “Yes?”

“Why the fuck did you just kill him?” Vikas stopped next to him, his hand on his sword.

A­ro­und Ra­ndal and Vikas, the oth­er bri­gands stopped and stared.

Ra­ndal pe­ered over his shoul­der at the yo­ung woman. She had slipped off the wheel while Ra­ndal was killing Ga­ron and sat in the mud, one hand still cli­n­ging to the bloody spoke. Her bright eyes swam with tears and her en­tire body shook with the pain he i­mag­ined burned through her sens­es. It was the first time he saw her gaze and he could feel the de­ter­mi­na­tion and fight still burn­ing.

It would take just a sin­gle swing of his spear to end her life in­stant­ly, but then he would have exti­n­guished the first thing that had stirred his thoughts in years.

“Ra­ndal? Why the fuck did you kill him!?”

He turned back to Vikas. “He was go­ing for her.”

Vikas’ right eye­brow rose and his jaw dropped. He glanced at the girl and then back at Ra­ndal. “You… you wa­nted a woman?” A smirk stretched across his face. “You were i­n­ter­est­ed in any­one? I don’t be­lieve this.”

Ra­ndal’s jaw tight­ened as Vikas laughed. He knew that his disi­n­ter­est had stretched out for a few years, but he didn’t think it was wor­thy of mock­ing.

Vikas re­leased his sword. “Well, you have years of shares to burn through. Throw her on the loot pile and we’ll bid on her like every­thing else. We have rules, you know.”

Ra­ndal was sud­den­ly tired of rob­bing peo­ple. For thir­ty years, he had been ambu­shing mer­chants and killing any­one who got in his way. And, for just as long, he had been sle­e­ping in lean-tos and in the mud, afraid to e­nter any city beca­use of the price on his head. Decades and all he had was an emp­ty life and bro­ken thoughts.

He strug­gled to hide the epiphany from Vikas. With ef­fort, he man­aged to keep it from his face and shrugged.

Vikas shook his head, the smile still on his lips. He turned a­ro­und and raised his voice. “All right, bid­ding on this crap starts now. Re­mem­ber, you got one share for every fight you’ve sur­vived with me.” He lo­oked over his shoul­der at Ra­ndal and then at the yo­ung woman. The smile grew wider. “Good luck. Bring her along, Ran. You’ll get front row.”

Ra­ndal watched as Vikas marched off with the oth­ers, bark­ing out com­mands.

With a sigh, Ra­ndal turned and stepped over the yo­ung woman’s feet to her.

She lo­oked up at him, tears stre­a­ming down her face. “P-Please don’t do this.” Her voice was hoarse from cry­ing and scre­a­ming. A long cut marred her cheek, it would scar if she lived.

Her hand slipped on the wheel and she slid down a few inch­es be­fore tighte­ning her grip. He watched her knuck­les turn white from the ef­fort to keep her up.

“I have to.” He braced his spear and pulled his oth­er hand free of his pock­et.

“W-What is go­ing to hap­pen?” She had a soft, raspy voice. Her shoul­ders shook with the ef­fort to keep her up a­gainst the wheel.

He lo­oked into her eyes and hesi­tat­ed. Tears had nev­er moved him be­fore, but there was some­thing a­bout her dri­ve that made him pause. It was like find­ing a flower in a field of shit, some­thing bright and del­i­cate.

Ra­ndal o­pened his mouth to ask what drove her, but then closed it. A blush start­ed to build un­der his beard and he coughed to clear his throat. “We al­ways have this auc­tion at the end. It’s how we divvy up the loot. You are just loot to them… us.”

“What’s go­ing to hap­pen to me?”

“Re­al­ly? You need to ask? Do we look like chil­dren pick­ing flow­ers here?”

“I-I don’t want that.” She glanced up at the knife dan­gling above her. “I don’t want to be a prize.”

He took a deep breath and plucked her from the wheel with his off-hand. She was light, maybe eleven stones with her ar­mor, and he eas­i­ly tossed her on his shoul­der. “Don’t have a lot to say a­bout that, do you?”

Up close, he could smell her per­fume. It was a light, fruity scent and com­plete­ly at odds with the blood and gore that stre­aked through the mud. He frowned as he felt some­thing swelling in his chest, de­sire or some­thing else. It wasn’t com­fort­able and he re­al­ized that he lo­nged for the mo­ments when he felt noth­ing.

“Just don’t take me there.” He felt her tears spla­shing on his back as she cried. He ex­pect­ed her to ask him to kill her, but the words didn’t come out. In­stead, she cle­ared her throat. “I’ll do any­thing for you, no re­sis­tance, no fight­ing.”

He turned and stepped back over the corpses. “I don’t like peo­ple any­more.”

“I have mon­ey.”

“I have more. I don’t spend it and I’ve been do­ing this for a long time.” He was also talk­ing more than u­sual.

Her hand braced a­gainst his back. “Please? Any­thing? I’ll do any­thing.”

He hesi­tat­ed at the edge of the wag­on. Her oth­er hand was work­ing to­ward the knife in his belt. It was a dull blade, used for co­o­king, but the gall of us­ing his own we­apon brought a sur­prise smile to his lips. He shift­ed her body to bring the we­apon out of reach.

Her body slumped over his shoul­der, but her mus­cles were still tight.

He mar­veled at her fight. Even hav­ing her feet sev­ered, she didn’t give up like most of his vic­tims. He felt the ten­sion in her body and the way she kept lo­o­king a­ro­und even as she cried. She wasn’t surre­n­de­ring, not yet at least.

Ra­ndal car­ried her into the gath­ered bri­gands. Be­sides Vikas and Ra­ndal, twen­ty men and women sur­vived the at­tack on the mer­chant car­a­van. All of them lo­oked hun­gry for loot and more than a few eyes were fo­cused on the woman draped over his shoul­der.

“Ah, Ran, the grand prize is here. Just toss her down and we’ll start bid­ding.”

Ra­ndal start­ed to throw her down, but stopped. He frowned and straight­ened his back. Turn­ing, he lo­oked over his shoul­der at her. “Why do you fight?”

She stared at him in shock.

A rip­ple of sur­prise ran through the oth­er bri­gands.

Vikas lo­oked at him. “Ra­ndal? What the fuck are you do­ing?”

He ig­nored eve­ry­one else. “Why? You haven’t giv­en up. You are crip­pled for life but still go­ing for a blade. What keeps you mov­ing? Why are you fight­ing?” In his heart, he felt emo­tions boil­ing up. Exci­te­ment and cu­rios­i­ty, the need to feel pas­sion for some­thing, any­thing.

She gulped. “M-My broth­er. I pro­mised…”

“Ra­ndal!” snapped Vikas.

Ra­ndal lo­oked at the le­ader and then shook his head. “Um, no.”

Vikas dropped his hand to the hilt of his sword. “What did you say?”

“I’m…” Ra­ndal strug­gled with the words. The men and women a­ro­und him were vile and dis­gust­ing, hap­py to spent their po­int­less lives killing and loot­ing. He used to be one of them, but then every­thing fad­ed away un­til he had noth­ing left. Life had worn him down to the bone. But the yo­ung woman on his shoul­der, she had some­thing that he wa­nted back: fear and fight.

He cle­ared his throat. “No.”

A scowl dark­ened Vikas’ face. “Re­peat that?” As he spoke, he be­gan to draw his sword from the scab­bard.

“I’m done.” It felt bet­ter than Ra­ndal thought it would. “I’m done rob­bing peo­ple and killing. I just want…” He lo­oked at the woman’s back­side bent over his shoul­der and then down to her hasti­ly ban­daged an­kles. “… to take her to a church or some­thing and get so­me­one to look at her feet. And then… I don’t know, take her home to her broth­er.” He wasn’t en­tire­ly sure what he was say­ing.

She stiff­ened in his grip, a sharp i­nhala­tion of sur­prise punc­tu­at­ing the un­com­fort­able si­lence.

A­ro­und Ra­ndal, he heard the scrape of met­al a­gainst met­al as war­riors un­sheathed their we­apons. There were oth­er so­unds of vi­o­lence, a low grum­ble of mur­der­ers and rapists hav­ing their prize ya­nked away from them.

He sighed.

With a snap of his fi­nger, he com­ma­nded the mud to la­unch the spear and tilt­ed the blade to­ward Vikas. The gro­und swelled and shoved for­ward, shoot­ing the spear from Ra­ndal’s slack fi­ngers and across the short dis­tance.

Vikas dodged to the side and the spear im­paled an old­er man in the chest, pi­n­ning him to the wag­on. The im­pact rocked the wag­on and echoed across the fight.

“All right,” snapped Vikas, “the per­son to kill him gets his shares and the bitch.”

Fear po­ured into Ra­ndal. His heart beat faster as he lo­oked a­ro­und for a we­apon to use. The woman on his shoul­der was al­ready re­a­ching for his knife and he held him­self still for the heart­beat it took for her to grab it.

Only a foot away was an­oth­er of the oth­er bri­gands. A mid­dle-aged man who killed his wife and fled the law. He was a bas­tard and a cheat. Ra­ndal took a half step to­ward him and grabbed his face. Con­cen­trat­ing, he sum­moned his pow­er and latched on to the liq­uid in­side the man’s body. Ra­ndal ya­nked his hand away and blood po­ured out of the man’s eyes, mouth, and nose. It streamed into Ra­ndal’s hand and formed into a vis­cer­al whip.

The man’s scream died in a dry, wheez­ing gasp. His des­ic­cat­ed corpse hit the gro­und with a wet smack.

The oth­er hesi­tat­ed, he hoped by the shock of se­e­ing him rip a man’s liq­uids out of his body.

Ra­ndal stepped back, swi­n­ging the guard back, and then snapped the whip for­ward. It wrapped a­ro­und the haft of his spear. As soon as it caught, he ya­nked back and ripped it from the wag­on and the body it pi­nned.

Vikas swung at the spear with an un­der­hand blow, clip­ping it.

In­stead of fly­ing to his hand, his spear shot into the air.

Ra­ndal swore and then jumped af­ter it, us­ing the wa­ter in the mud to la­unch him­self straight up. The ex­plo­sion of mud pushed oth­ers away, but he couldn’t look down to find out if it would give him much of an adva­n­tage.

The woman on his shoul­der only tight­ened her grip on him. He was sur­prised she didn’t scream and was thank­ful for it at the same time.

He used the mois­ture on the spear to bring it to his hand. It smacked into his palm at the apex of his jump and he brought the blade down into the skull of the ne­arest stand­ing man. The haft vi­brat­ed from the im­pact of body and his land­ing. He swung the spear a­ro­und to throw the body free from his we­apon.

In the brief pause, a wave of ex­haus­tion dragged at his sens­es. Us­ing mag­ic to kill so­me­one was far hard­er than us­ing it to e­n­hance his fight­ing. Even a sin­gle death was e­nough to bring black spots swim­ming across his vi­sion. He gro­aned and pushed through the ex­haus­tion to turn to­ward the oth­ers.

Vikas charged from the crowd, his blade glo­wing bright with his own mag­ic. Ra­ndal brought the haft of his spear up to par­ry the blow, but Vikas’ mag­ic threw him back.

Ra­ndal dropped to his knees as he slid back from the im­pact. He felt it through his shoul­der and back, mus­cles burn­ing from where they tore. He gasped and stag­gered to his feet, cut­ting through the throats of near­by bri­gands as soon as he could swing his spear.

Vikas raced af­ter him, boots smack­ing in the mud. “I’m so fuck­ing tired of you crap!” he screamed as he brought the sword in a sharp blow.

Ra­ndal par­ried it and then brought his grip near the blade of his we­apon. He knew that Vikas was try­ing to dri­ve him back a­gainst the wag­on or into the bush­es sur­ro­und­ing the road. Both would spoil the lo­nger we­apon and leave him vul­ner­a­ble.

He kneed Vikas in the groin, but the yo­u­nger man shift­ed to take it in the hip. Ra­ndal tried to bring his oth­er hand into the fight, to get the leve­rage he ne­eded to fight with the spear prop­er­ly, but the yo­ung guard’s body stopped him. He gripped her tighter to avoid los­ing her in the fight.

Vikas slashed down.

It lo­oked like a wide strike un­til Ra­ndal re­al­ized it was a­imed for her, not him. Gasp­ing, he spun a­ro­und and took the hit a­gainst his shoul­der. The mag­i­cal blade cut through the light ar­mor and bounced off the bone. The force of it drove him down, bend­ing him al­most in half be­fore he could stop him­self. He tried to stand back up, but the agony slowed him down.

Fear filled him. Vikas had won and it would only be a heart­beat be­fore the blade pierced his back.

Vikas swore and the at­tack nev­er came.

Ra­ndal gasped and stood up, stagge­ring from the weight of the guard and the inju­ries that throbbed in his body. He was bleed­ing and some of the mus­cles were cut. If he had to at­tack, it would be agony.

To his sur­prise, Vikas had backed away and clutched his hand. Blood se­eped from be­tween his fi­ngers. “You fuck­ing bitch!”

Ra­ndal glanced over to see that she had stabbed Vikas with Ra­ndal’s knife. The blade dripped with blood as she waved it a­ro­und. With an ap­prov­ing nod, he fo­cused back on Vikas and the rest of the bri­gands sur­ro­und­ing him.

“New plan,” growled Vikas. “Kill both of them. And then we’ll take her to a church to bury her. And her feet. And his head while we’re at it.”

A­gony throbbed along his cuts. Ra­ndal breathed deeply, try­ing to find some way of fi­ni­shing the fight quick­ly.

“I’m sor­ry.”

He stiff­ened at her whis­per. A smile crossed his face. “I’m not. It’s just… oh, screw this.” Switch­ing his grip to an un­der­hand one, he drew back his spear and a­imed at it Vikas. With a grunt, he threw it with all his might at the le­ader’s face.

Vikas rolled his eyes and stepped to the side.

Ra­ndal reached out with his will into the mud at Vikas’ feet. It boiled up a­ro­und his boots and slid him back into the path of the spear.

With a loud thunk, the blade bu­ried into his right eye sock­et and burst out the back of his skull.

“Oh, fu—”

Strug­gling to keep stand­ing, Ra­ndal gripped the liq­uid in Vikas’ body and ya­nked back. Blood, sweat, and tears burst out of the now-dead man’s corpse and flew back, drag­ging the spear with it. The heavy haft of his we­apon smacked into Ra­ndal’s palm just as a wave of dizzi­ness punched him in the gut.

His eyes blurred and a ri­n­ging filled his ears. He lo­oked up at the rest of the bri­gands and tried to speak in as thre­a­te­ning of a tone as he could. “A­ny­one else?”

The grip on his spear tight­ened as his legs be­gan to give out. He clung to it and scowled, pray­ing to gods he didn’t be­lieve in that they would cho­ose to run in­stead of fight.

To his re­lief, they ran.

Ra­ndal’s arm gave out and she fell off his shoul­der. He clung to the spear, bit­ing his lip to keep him con­sci­ous­ness. He had used too much pow­er and the emp­ty raw­ness that re­ma­ined clawed at his thoughts. Black sparks drift­ed across his vi­sion and he could feel obliv­ion drag­ging him down, pulling him to­ward un­con­sci­ous­ness.

He kept his po­si­tion as long as he could but he didn’t have any fight left. As he slipped to the gro­und, hit­ting the mud with his knees, he re­al­ized that he may nev­er wake up. Fear filled his thoughts and he smiled.

It didn’t mat­ter if he woke up or not.

At least he felt some­thing.
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        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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