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        A Gut Feeling


        
Vi­o­lence begets vi­o­lence. It doesn’t mat­ter who starts it, only that once be­gun, it will nev­er end.
—Bor­ganil dea Ri­nfir

Gertrude walked close the brick wall along the al­ley as she made her way to­ward the main street. It was late eve­ning and a few lanterns bare­ly gave her e­nough to see; it would have been eas­i­er thir­ty years ago be­fore her vi­sion start­ed to go. She traced the wall with her gloved hand to keep her bal­ance while walk­ing through the banks of snow. Oc­casi­on­al­ly she would step into a pud­dle of wa­ter and the icy wa­ter se­eped into her anci­ent boots.

Be­hind her, the yo­ung man fol­lo­wing her stum­bled on some garbage. “Damn the Cou­ple!” he hissed.

She turned and glared at him.

He didn’t no­tice and kept stum­bling for­ward.

“To­bias,” she hissed.

With a gasp, he stopped. “What?”

“Qu­i­eter. The guards are still out and we still have a few blocks to go.”

“I’m not re­al­ly suit­ed to this, Moth­er.”

Gertrude smiled. It so­u­nded bet­ter when he called her moth­er than all of the Ba­roness’s men. They al­ways man­aged to turn the term of e­n­dear­ment into an i­nsult. “Do you still have your bag?”

He heft­ed it, she couldn’t fo­cus on him in the dim light but the shape lo­oked right.

Gertrude didn’t think To­bias had it in him to be­tray her, but she had been sur­prised be­fore. She scratched a heal­ing scab on her cheek for a mo­ment—she had got­ten too close to some shrap­nel—and then fa­vored him with a smile. “Just a few more blocks, then we’ll be safe.”

To­bias lo­oked a­ro­und ner­vous­ly. “I’m not a doc­tor or an al­chemist. I’m not sure I can do that much for your hus­band.” He rubbed the wall and knocked off some clumps of ice.

She shrugged. “You are will­ing to help Eu­stas, which is more than any­one else in this town.”

He cri­nged. Slow­ly, he lo­oked back the way they had come, as if he was re­gret­ting his choice to come with her.

She couldn’t help but feel guilty for pulling him out of the cheap bar that she had fo­und him. Af­ter the Ba­roness shut down all the trains and out­go­ing wag­ons, she had a­ba­n­doned hun­dreds in town with­out any of­fer to help. Eve­ry­one has scram­bling for food and shel­ter and Gertrude’s of­fer of two hun­dred crowns, every­thing in her pock­et, was bare­ly e­nough to get him into the cold.

There was a mo­ment if she wo­n­dered if it would bet­ter just to surre­nder. It had been a week since the am­bush and her me­ager at­tempts to keep Eu­stas were rapid­ly fail­ing. He had a fever and the chills. She sus­pect­ed his blood had gone bad but she didn’t have the skill, spells, or alche­my to save him.

She turned and rest­ed a hand on his shoul­der. “I un­der­stand if you want to go back.”

To­bias frowned and lo­oked back a­gain. “I’m just a jour­ney­man ve­te­ri­na­ri­an, I don’t know how to han­dle hu­mans.”

His re­luc­tance tore at her heart. She de­spe­rate­ly wa­nted him to come, but she couldn’t force him. She gave it one more at­tempt. “When I grew up on the farm, vets were some of the most adapt­able peo­ple I knew. I know you can do it.”

He sniff. “What if your hus­band dies? I couldn’t live with my­self.”

Her throat grew tight and dry. She had been thi­n­king a­bout it ever since they de­cid­ed to fight the Ba­roness. “I… you would have tried, that’s all that mat­ters.”

To­bias didn’t say any­thing for a mo­ment. Then he reached out to know more ice from the brick wall next to him. “I don’t… I…” His voice trailed off. “Okay, I’ll try.”

He didn’t so­und con­vinc­ing.

Gertrude lo­oked a­ro­und. “Do you want me to see if there is any­one there?”

“Y-Yes?”

She gave him a squ­e­eze. “Just stay here. I’ll look for guards.”

“Thank you.”

Gertrude didn’t ex­pect to see him when she re­turned but she had to have faith. Whispe­ring a prayer to the Di­vine Cou­ple, she crept for­ward a few steps. Then she re­mem­bered some­thing and came back to han­dle him a wrapped nut and can­dy bar. “In case you get hun­gry.”

He chuck­led. “Thank you, Moth­er.”

Smil­ing grim­ly, she he­aded to the mouth of the al­ley and pe­ered at the street. Se­e­ing it emp­ty, she hur­ried across into the op­pos­ing al­ley and fol­lowed it down. When she reached the ce­nter of the block, she hesi­tat­ed at the i­nter­sec­tion of two al­leys.

With a frown, Gertrude wasn’t sure which way to go. Eu­stas was to her left. All she had to do was cross two streets and go into the back of the a­ba­n­doned bak­ery. They were lucky to hide there when the Ba­roness’s men were lo­o­king for them. The ready sup­ply of corn­starch and flour was e­nough to sta­unch their wo­unds and the sacks made ma­keshift ban­dages.

She start­ed down that way, but a bad feel­ing twist­ed in her stom­ach. Back­ing up, she con­si­dered go­ing the wrong di­rec­tion. It didn’t feel as wrong.

Trust­ing her gut, she he­aded straight to walk par­al­lel to the bak­ery. If she didn’t get a sense of da­nger, she would break into the front.

Walk­ing in the ear­ly wi­nter night was nerve-wrack­ing. The so­unds of melt­ing snow splat­tered a­ro­und her from the warm snap. There were mut­ed smells and so­unds, but it was dif­fi­cult to i­den­ti­fy di­rec­tions and dis­tances.

It took her over twen­ty min­utes be­fore she was stand­ing in the al­ley op­po­site of the bak­ery. The board­ed-up wi­ndows had been cracked and shat­tered. Evic­tion and oth­er no­tices were plas­tered to the wood, ice and hu­mid­i­ty had sealed them in place.

Gertrude stared at the store front for a long time and then back and forth along the streets. There was no one, but she couldn’t co­unt how long. At least she didn’t see an am­bush like be­fore.

Mutte­ring qu­iet­ly to her­self, she turned and he­aded back. She gave each i­nter­sec­tion a glance be­fore hur­ry­ing across. She could help but i­mag­ine Eu­stas dy­ing while she was be­ing ca­re­ful, but if she got caught, there would be no one. Though, the wa­king night­mares of her be­ing tor­tured for the lo­ca­tion of her hus­band kept in­trud­ing on her thoughts.

She was in the midst of one of those night­mares when she didn’t catch so­me­one stand­ing a­ro­und the cor­ner. She start­ed across when his voice stopped her.

“Good eve­ning, Moth­er.”

At the so­und of ha­tred and vile­ness, she stum­bled to a halt. Turn­ing to­ward him, she backed away. “Ral­nak,” she said, rec­og­niz­ing the voice.

Ral­nak stepped for­ward, his short-billed hat mask­ing his face in shad­ows. “Didn’t want to go into the bak­ery from be­hind.”

She hissed.

He smiled, the low­er half of his face co­ming out of the shad­ows. She could see dark lines across his chin and shoul­ders. A month ago, they we­ren’t there. “I al­ready know your hus­band is in there. I was just ho­ping you’d go in the back. I could have e­nded you be­fore you came out.”

His hand lo­wered and she saw a curved knife in the light.

Fear rolled through her body. She froze as she stared at it. “The Ba­roness’s re­ward was for me alive.”

“Well, she’ll get you dead. You and I still have some­thing to talk a­bout.” His voice was low and filled with mal­ice. He stepped for­ward.

Gertrude stepped back. “Is this for what hap­pened at the farm?”

Ral­nak snarled. “If it wasn’t for you, my fa­ther would still be alive! Now that Hork cow is go­ing to get every­thing.”

Gertrude’s mouth open in sur­prise for a mo­ment. “You were evict­ing your own fa­ther!”

“But he was alive!”

“You killed him!”

Ral­nak’s eyes flashed. “It was your fault. You and that damned hus­band of yours! If you didn’t con­vince him to fight, he would still be here.”

Gertrude held up her hands in sur­prise. “You were kick­ing him out of his house! Where was he go­ing to go? The poor house?”

He shook his head and swiped the blade in front of her.

Gertrude shuf­fled back with her eyes locked on the knife. Her back bumped on the cor­ner. “Ral­nak, you were so proud of steal­ing from your papa. You were go­ing to ruin his life and take away every­thing he had, just like you did to us. Why wouldn’t—”

“You de­served it, you di­se­ased goat!” He lu­nged for­ward.

Even wait­ing for it, she couldn’t move in time. Her foot slipped.

Her wi­nter clothes were no de­fense. The sharp knife punched into her stom­ach and she felt the blade scrape a­gainst bone.

There was the bri­efest mo­ment as she stared at him in shock. “W-Why—”

The agony ripped through her body. She let out a gur­gling scream as she clutched at her bel­ly. The blade nicked her fi­nger.

Ral­nak le­aned into her, dri­ving her back a­gainst the sharp brick wall. “This is all your fault.”

Then he twist­ed the blade slow­ly.

Gertrude let out a sob­bing cry as the sharp pains blurred her vi­sion and her ears be­gan to ring. Deep in­side, she could feel the blade slic­ing into her or­gans.

With a sha­king hand, she grabbed his shoul­der. “You… don’t have to do this, Ral­nak.”

He pushed his face close to hers. “Yes, “Moth­er,” I do. You fought us and you have to lose. Both of you.”

She gulped at her dry throat. Her fi­ngers clutched the blade, hold­ing it as still as she could as he tried to twist it in­side her gut. She man­aged to stall him but it would be only sec­onds be­fore he dis­em­bow­eled her.

Ral­nak chuck­led. He shoved her back a­gainst the bricks. “You should thank me. No mat­ter how much this is go­ing to hurt, it’s noth­ing to what the Ba­roness is go­ing to do to your hus­band.”

Gertrude sobbed in pain. Her breath came in wheeze as she stared up at him. U­nderneath her hand, blood was po­u­ring out of her bel­ly and so­a­king her hands. The heat and stench of it was cho­king.

In the face of death, she couldn’t think of any­one be­sides her Hus­band. “W-Who told you a­bout the bak­ery?”

Ral­nak pulled back with sur­prise. “You are dy­ing and that is what you ask?”

She tight­ened her grip on his shoul­der, pulling her­self clos­er. A sicke­ning idea rose in her mind: she could use her pow­ers to stop him. But first she had to know who be­trayed her. “When I’m… oh, Cou­ple… when I’m at the table of the Di­vine Cou­ple, I want to know who to throw wa­ter at.”

Ral­nak shrugged his shoul­der but she dug her fi­ngers in tight­ly. Her body tin­gled as she drew on her pow­er. She had nev­er tried to sum­mon molten stone in this way, but she was at war.

“It doesn’t mat­ter now, does it? The la­undry girl told me for three crowns and a pro­mise…”

He kept talk­ing but Gertrude wasn’t liste­ning. Her knees were start­ing to buck­le. She let her weight slump a­gainst his, though only part of it was fa­king. She would save her hus­band, even if she died bleed­ing on the gro­und in front of him.

She could pic­ture the woman. A yo­ung lady of twen­ty years who was watch­ing over Eu­stas right now. Light brown hair and a yo­ung laugh. She had said they were safe, but now Gertrude knew that she could be ly­ing; she couldn’t trust Ral­nak to tell the truth even now.

“… ready to die, Moth­er?” he fin­ished with a chuck­le. The pres­sure on the knife in­cre­ased, twist­ing in her stom­ach and rip­ping open the wo­und fur­ther.

Fear for her hus­band drove Gertrude to push back the pain. She gripped his shoul­der tight­ly and clamped her hand on his to keep him from twist­ing the blade. Heat bub­bled through her ve­ins, the whispe­ring call of pow­er that she nor­mal­ly used to craft bricks for Baby, their me­chan­i­cal brick ma­chine that stood and fought like a hu­man.

“Too bad your hus­band isn’t here to crush me with rocks.”

Gertrude swayed. “N-No… he isn’t.”

“I’ll bring your body to him, at least he’ll have a chance to say good­bye.”

“You are a mon­ster, Ral­nak,” she gro­aned through the pain.

“And you are noth­ing but a wrin­kled old cow—”

She sum­moned her pow­er, sum­mo­ning molten rock in­side his body. It was dif­fi­cult, more than any­thing else. He was mov­ing, his body re­sist­ed, but she had been ma­king bricks for many years. With all her might, she squ­e­ezed her mus­cles and pushed.

“—who made the mis­take… of… thi­n­king…” He frowned as his voice trailed off.

She bore down, grind­ing her teeth to­geth­er. The heat was sur­ro­und­ing her. U­nderneath her feet, the gro­und crawled as snow and ice melt­ed away.

U­nderneath her palm, his skin be­gan to glow as molten stone formed un­der­neath his body.

“What—?” His eyes went from co­nfu­sion to pain to a­nger in a flash.

Gertrude was al­ready thro­wing all her weight into ke­e­ping his knife still as he twist­ed hard. She sobbed from the pain but didn’t let go of her fi­ngers as his flesh be­gan to smoke.

His body be­gan to glow a deep, flicke­ring red from the in­side. Smoke po­ured out of his mouth, ears, and through fis­sures that formed in his skin. With the light form­ing in­side, the shad­ows from his had fad­ed away to re­veal the deep scars from his bat­tles with Eu­stas and her­self.

Ral­nak gasped, his mouth o­pe­ning to re­veal the glow co­ming up from his throat.

Gertrude sobbed as she pushed hard­er, stra­i­ning with all her might to force the mag­ic to flow into him. At the same time, she forced the blade from her bel­ly.

Hot blood splashed to the gro­und. It po­ured out of Ral­nak’s body, splat­te­ring on the gro­und be­neath them. Droplets splashed onto her coat, ig­nit­ing the fab­ric al­most in­stant­ly.

It took a mo­ment to re­al­ize that she had forced the blade com­plete­ly out of her body. Her body scre­a­ming in agony and her vi­sion blurred, she blind­ly shoved with all of her flag­ging might.

Ral­nak fell back, crum­bling and melt­ing more than plum­met­ing to the gro­und. Cho­king steam flo­oded through the al­ley as he fi­nal­ly got a sin­gle hiss­ing scream out of his throat be­fore the molten stone de­stroyed his neck.

Gertrude stag­gered for a mo­ment and then col­lapsed to her knees. It was agony as she la­nded on ste­a­ming rocks and mud. With a cry, she slumped for­ward.

Then To­bias was there, hold­ing her shoul­der. “Moth­er!”

She lo­oked up to see him sta­ring at Ral­nak’s body thra­shing vi­o­lent­ly. The sight of it was sicke­ning. She reached out with one sha­king hand and then drew the heat out of him.

Stone hard­ened al­most in­stant­ly, turn­ing into sol­id brick in­side his corpse.

The move­ments stopped.

To­bias turned to her. “W-We have to get out of here!”

“I-I can’t,” she gasped. “He gut­ted me.”

Fear burned in his face for a mo­ment, then hard­ened into some­thing else. “Let me see,” he said with only a lit­tle crack in his voice.

“C-Can’t…”

He shoved his hand to her bel­ly. Then his fi­ngers were up in­side the wo­und.

“Fuck!” she gasped in agony.

His body glowed a bril­li­ant yel­low-green. Sparks of ma­gen­ta light­ing stre­aked be­tween him and her, fol­lowed by a pul­sat­ing he­adache and an itch deep in her bones. It scraped a­gainst her sens­es and only grew worse as he con­ti­nued to use his pow­ers.

The pain only in­cre­ased.

“Tob—”

“One sec­ond,” he said firm­ly.

The agony reached a sharp po­int, then stopped.

Gertrude sobbed as she wo­n­dered if she had fi­nal­ly died.

“I can’t heal the wo­und, but I can glue every­thing to­geth­er. That should let us get you to a safe place and let me do prop­er­ly—”

“No!” she gasped. Dizzi­ness slammed into her and she slumped a­gainst him.

“Moth­er!”

“Eu­stas is in da­nger. The la­undry girl watch­ing him may have be­trayed us.”

“May?”

She gave a grim smile. Her fi­ngers dug into his shoul­der be­fore she re­mem­bered what it felt like to kill Ral­nak with her pow­ers. She snatched her palm away and reached for the wall in­stead. “Nev­er trust any­one in war, sec­ond les­son we’ve learned in this fight.”

“What was the first?” he asked.

“Do­ing the right thing hurts like get­ting kicked in the throat by a cow.”

He smirked. “Can you re­al­ly af­ford to go to him in­jured like this?”

Gertrude lo­oked at him sharply. “My hus­band is in da­nger.”

“Yes, Moth­er.” He slipped an arm un­der­neath her and helped her up.

She thought she had passed out, but by the time she was aware a­gain, they were limp­ing down the al­ley to­ward the bak­ery. This time, they were co­ming through the back.

Sta­ring at the dark en­trance they had bro­ken into ear­li­er, she prayed to the Cou­ple that her hus­band was still alive. Now, more than ever, they had to stop the Ba­roness. With Ral­nak dead, there was no doubt that the wa­nted alive was a­bout to a death se­n­tence.
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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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