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        Hopelessly Stuck in a Rainy Field


        
With the ad­vent of steam e­ngines, sud­den­ly the so-called world records o­pened up to new pos­si­bil­i­ties.
—The Rise of Steam

Storm clouds boiled across the night sky but at least it wasn’t ra­i­ning. That was a small com­fort for Vi­sod as he had to yank each foot from the heavy muck just to work his way a­ro­und his stra­nded ve­hi­cle. Wind buf­fet­ed his face, bri­n­ging the smell of an ap­pro­a­ching rain to add to his com­fort.

He reached a steep part of the field and plant­ed his hand a­gainst the steel coils. The pipes were hot and he flinched but al­most lost his bal­ance. Swe­a­ring, he pat­ted a­ro­und un­til he fo­und a cool­er curve of met­al and used that to push him­self to the back.

The moon­light was a poor choice of light­ing but it was his only op­tion. He had to peer a­ro­und un­til he fo­und a spot on the bumper to set down his tools. Af­ter ma­king sure it wouldn’t fall, he fo­cused on the oth­er side of the car where a cloud of steam bil­lowed out from a rup­tured pipe.

A low whis­tle told him where the burst was but he couldn’t see it through the cloud. He frowned and waved his hand, try­ing to clear it find it.

It was too dark.

“Damn ma­chine,” he grum­bled. He blew at the steam and kept wav­ing with his hand. “Where are you?”

The wind blew hard­er, ste­e­ring the steam di­rect­ly into his face. The heat slammed into him and he stum­bled back, cho­king as he felt it prick­ling along his skin. He ya­nked back hard­er, his feet slipped on the mud.

“Shit!” he screamed as he flailed down, smack­ing hard on the gro­und. Mud splashed every­where as he la­nded hard.

Vi­sod glared at the boil­ing clouds above him. “Damn it.”

This was not how his cross-co­un­try trip was sup­posed to go. He had only been on the road for two days and he wasn’t even out of Tarsan. Two flo­oded roads had forced him to find a diffe­rent route and he wasn’t even over the Holig­or Mo­u­n­ta­ins. He was be­hind sched­ule for his “easy” trip he pla­nned.

A droplet splashed on his face.

He glared at the sky. “Re­al­ly? Now?”

In the dis­tance, he could hear the hiss of rain as the wave of it came ru­shing to­ward him. The wind grew lo­uder, blo­wing across his body to a cresce­ndo.

With only a few droplets for warn­ing, even Vi­sod wasn’t ready for the sheet of rain that beat down on him. There was noth­ing one mo­ment and then he was al­most drown­ing in the next.

He sput­tered and spit out what had got­ten into his mouth. He dug his hands into the mud in a half­heart­ed at­tempt to get up but then gave up when he slipped. The back of his head smacked loud­ly in the muck.

Vi­sod let the rain spray his face, so­a­king his clothes and ma­king the mud into a swill that would nev­er let his pre­ci­ous ve­hi­cle out. A sob, ob­scured by the splat­te­ring rain, ripped out of his throat. This was sup­posed to be an easy trip. Just hop on his fresh­ly con­struct­ed ve­hi­cle and dri­ve across the co­un­try. Rid­ers do it all the time on horse­back, why couldn’t an a­u­to­mo­bile? He wasn’t even ten le­a­gues out of Rap­su­til and he just start­ed this morn­ing. Ve­hi­cles were sup­posed to be faster and more ef­fi­ci­ent, why was every­thing go­ing wrong?

The rain stopped sharply.

He lo­oked up to see the sky had been blot­ted out and an old woman was le­a­ning over him. The rain smacked loud­ly a­gainst her pon­cho. Sheet of wa­ter po­ured down ei­ther side of her head.

Vi­sod jumped in sur­prise. His foot scraped through the mud and he smacked back a­gainst the mud­dy wa­ter that had gath­ered a­ro­und him.

“You shouldn’t be sle­e­ping at the bot­tom of a val­ley. That’s where it floods.” Her voice so­u­nded like grav­el, harsh and cru­el.

“Of course,” he mut­tered.

She held out a hand. In the light, it lo­oked like she was most­ly wrin­kles. Ra­in po­ured along the ridges and dripped from gnarled fi­ngers. U­nderneath her pon­cho, she wore a heav­i­ly patched pair of trousers and a bag­gy shirt.

He lo­oked at her. “How old are you?”

Her face twist­ed into a scowl. “A­bout as old as you are an ass­hole.”

She pulled away and the rain ham­mered across his face.

He sput­tered and scram­bled up. “Sor­ry! Sor­ry, that was rude.”

Hunched over, she pawed at the gro­und un­til she picked up a thick walk­ing stick. The pe­aked hood of her pon­cho turned un­til he could see her eyes glimme­ring in­side. “Yes.”

Pick­ing up a lantern, she start­ed back up the hill to­ward the road.

Vi­sod reached out. “Wait!”

“What, Ass­hole?”

He flinched.

She lo­oked at him, a hint of a smile. He could tell that she was wait­ing for him to rise up and get offe­nded.

He held up his hands. “Any chance you could help me?”

Vi­sod po­int­ed to the still ste­a­ming ve­hi­cle.

“What is that thing? Are you farm­ing at night?”

“No, it’s an a­u­to­mo­bile!” He re­al­ized he had pulled him­self straight when he said it.

She bli­nked.

“It’s a ve­hi­cle.”

“What does it do?”

“It’s… it’s it trav­els along the road. Don’t you read? It’s the lat­est rage in… Emerg­ing Wiz­ardry” His voice trailed off as he re­al­ized she prob­a­bly didn’t read the fo­re­most jour­nal of e­n­gi­ne­e­ring and de­sign.

She shrugged. “I’ve heard of it.”

“That’s good beca­use—”

“I re­mem­ber wi­ping my ass with some of it when I had the runs. It was near the pub­lic la­trine. Nice pa­per, good grip.”

Vi­sod closed his mouth with a snap. “That wasn’t what I meant.”

She gri­nned broad­ly. “I know.”

He froze, co­n­fused and stu­nned.

The old woman turned and ca­re­ful­ly walked over to his ve­hi­cle. “So why is this in a field?”

Vi­sod blushed. “I hit a slick spot and slipped off the road. I was in a hur­ry and over-cor­rect­ed.”

“Must be hard to dri­ve one of these things. They look heavy.”

“Half a ton of iron and wood. Took me al­most a year to build most of it.”

She poked it with her stick. “How does it work?”

Vi­sod bright­ened. “You see, there is a fire core in the mid­dle. That’s an en­cha­nted rune of fire that…” His voice trailed off when he re­al­ized she didn’t care in the slight­est bit. “You don’t care.”

“Not in the slight­est bit,” she said cheer­ful­ly. She waved her hand through the step. “Looks like it broke over here.”

Wi­ping the rain from his face, he stag­gered through the mud to the dam­age. “It was too dark to fix it. That’s when I got up.”

“Stu­pid thing to do, yelling at a box in the mid­dle of the night.”

The mus­cles in his jaw tight­ened. “Yes, I know.”

She held her lantern. With the yel­low light pierc­ing the steam, it was clear to see that the gash was only a few inch­es across.

Se­e­ing how eas­i­ly it was to re­pair, he let out a sigh of re­lief. His trip may not be en­tire­ly ru­ined.

The he lo­oked at the mud­dy field.

His joy fad­ed.

“Shit.”

“Fo­cus on one thing. How do you fix this thing?” Be­fore he could stop her, she reached out. Her fi­ngers al­most grazed the sur­face be­fore she ya­nked it back. “Hot.”

“It has a boil­er in­side. Could you please hold the light there?” Vi­sod asked as he fum­bled for his tools.

“Since you asked nice­ly.”

He pulled out a few met­al traps and a leather pad. Fit­ting the pad a­gainst the o­pe­ning, he wrapped the straps a­ro­und them and then ratch­eted them down. The faint click­ing of the gears grew strained as he pulled it tight. By the time he couldn’t tight­en it, the steam was clear and he could breath a­gain.

Vi­sod re­al­ized that the old woman had lift­ed her pon­cho to shield his work from the rain, ma­king it eas­i­er for him to test the patch and make sure it was se­cure.

“So what hap­pens now?”

“Well, I pour more wa­ter into the boil­er and then wait un­til the pres­sure—” He tapped the fill cap for the boil­er and then a near­by gauge. “—gath­ers up. Then it will be able to move the wheels and take us along the road.”

He lo­oked at the field. “Not that I’m go­ing any­where tonight.”

“Eh,” she said. “How long?”

“Well, there’s e­nough wa­ter falling on me. I’ll just need…”

She shucked off her pon­cho. Her frizzy gray hair plas­tered a­gainst her face in an in­stant.

“… a…”

She stretched out the pon­cho and used it to form a fu­nnel to­ward the boil­er. Al­most in­stant­ly, wa­ter sluiced down and splat­tered a­gainst the cop­per side.

“… buck­et,” he fin­ished qu­iet­ly. Then he dove in to open it up and di­rect the wa­ter into the boil­er. Steam rolled a­ro­und his fi­ngers as he lis­tened ca­re­ful­ly to the cha­n­ging so­und as the wa­ter po­ured in­side.

By the time he could seal off the boil­er, he felt a lot bet­ter a­bout his prospects. “That’s pret­ty handy.”

“One things I’ve learned is that any­thing can be done with a good pon­cho, a re­li­able light, and a stur­dy stick.” She spoke cheer­ful as she shook the pon­cho clear and draped it over her shoul­der.

“That’s good ad­vice.”

“Took me a while to get it down to three.” The old woman picked up her stick and then hob­bled to­ward the front of his ve­hi­cle. With­out a word, she crawled into the passe­nger side and sat down.

Co­n­fused, he came a­ro­und and got into the dri­ver seat. The ste­e­ring wheel was tilt­ed to the side but that was beca­use the wheels were cocked. A­ro­und it, he could see the three gauges that me­asured the slow­ly build­ing pres­sure. A canopy over them held back the air. “Now what?”

“You said we wait,” she said, sta­ring into the night. “How long un­til it heats up?”

“A­bout a half hour.”

“I’m in no hur­ry.”

He gru­nted for a mo­ment. Twist­ing, he set­tled into his seat.

The gauges slow­ly built up pres­sure.

They sat in rel­a­tive si­lence.

He lo­oked at her and then away.

She scratched her nose.

Ra­in splashed down across the hood of the car. It ran across the met­al be­fore peel­ing away. U­nderneath was his trav­el belo­n­gings: re­pair kits, a for­mal suit, two cha­nges of clothes, and a good bot­tle of Dablux Mer­lot 93. Though, with the events of the day so far, he wo­n­dered if he would have picked some­thing else to get him through a month’s dri­ving.

“Um…?” he start­ed.

The old woman scratched her ear.

“What are you do­ing?”

“Wait­ing for this thing to get go­ing.”

Vi­sod cle­ared his throat. “I meant, am I dri­ving you to the ne­arest town?”

“Prob­a­bly.”

When she didn’t ex­pand on it, he stared across the mud. Even the small bit lit by her lantern, he couldn’t i­mag­ine how he was go­ing to get a half ton of iron through the slur­ry of mud and muck. It lo­oked hope­less but he was still sit­ting, as if a road was go­ing to ap­pear by mag­ic.

“… then what?”

“It de­pends. Where else are we rid­ing?”

He tensed. “We?”

“You are wa­n­de­ring, right? I’m go­ing to wa­nder with you.” She said it as if it was a fact of the world, like the ocean falling off the edge of the world or the wind blo­wing across the mo­u­n­tains.

“No, I’m dri­ving across three co­un­tries in a month.” He sat up straight and start­ed to straight­en his bow be­fore he re­al­ized he wasn’t we­a­ring one. “It’s a challe­nge.”

“A race? Oth­ers try­ing to beat you in these things?” She tapped the floor board with her stick.

“No, just me.”

Fi­nal­ly, she turned to look at him. “Why?”

Vi­sod cri­nged. “Just beca­use. No one else had done it, I wa­nted to be the first.”

She smiled broad­ly, the wrin­kles of her face smooth­ing out and her eyes sparkling. “So, you’re wa­n­de­ring.”

“I have a pur­pose.”

“Same thing, you are go­ing from one po­int to an­oth­er sim­ply for the jour­ney. You are do­ing it just to go some­where else but you don’t re­al­ly know where, right?”

He start­ed to ar­gue, but she was right. He gru­nted and nod­ded.

She smiled broad­ly. “I can help there.”

“How?”

“Wa­n­de­ring is what I do. The path is al­ways open as long as I’m go­ing some­where new.”

He lo­oked back at the field. “How?”

“Luck most­ly, but also a will­ing­ness to cha­nge my di­rec­tion like the winds. Keep mov­ing for­ward and it will work out.” She stamped her stick on the floor a­gain. “Well, some­times you have to go back first.”

“You mean mag­ic?”

She shrugged and gri­nned.

“I’m not go­ing to use mag­ic to do this trip,” he said sharply. “That’s my challe­nge, not to use pow­ers. It’s go­ing to be fa­ntas­tic, I know it.”

She ges­tured to­ward the field of mud. “In­clud­ing be­ing stuck in mud in the mid­dle of the night? Was that part of your plan?”

Guilti­ly, he lo­oked out into the dark­ness. If he had ac­cess to mag­ic to get him back on the road, he would take it in an in­stant. “I’d be ly­ing if I said yes.”

She let out a wheeze.

Con­cerned, Vi­sod lo­oked over.

The old woman was laugh­ing.

“What? What’s so fu­nny?”

“You’d take a road if it showed up in front of you, wouldn’t you?”

He cri­nged but the nod­ded. “I re­al­ly want to do this. I just want to do it with at least mag­ic as pos­si­ble.” He cocked his head. “I mean, I have to recharge the fire core, but that’s it! Just the fire rune and noth­ing else!”

“Well, and maybe a clear road be­fore you?”

“Yes…?”

She le­aned over and pe­ered at the gauges. “These things ready?”

He lo­oked over them. Every­thing was pres­su­rized. “Looks like it.”

The old woman sat back. “Then let’s get go­ing!”

“We’re in the mid­dle of a field.”

“Try it,” she said cheer­ful­ly.

“It’s mud­dy and ra­i­ning and there is no trac­tion!”

She lo­oked and then ges­tured to the ste­e­ring wheel. “Try it.”

“Look, it isn’t go­ing to work.” He reached down and o­pened up the pres­sure valves that brought the steam flo­wing to the gears and pis­tons that would dri­ve the wheels.

The pipes rat­tled for a mo­ment and then the wheels be­gan to roll. Mud splat­tered every­where as the met­al rims spun help­less­ly in the muck.

“See, we a­ren’t—”

The ve­hi­cle lurched for­ward.

He froze, re­leas­ing the han­dle. Stu­nned, he turned and stared at her.

She smiled and ges­tured with her stick. “Come on, lets go wa­n­de­ring.”

Te­nsed, he squ­e­ezed the han­dle a­gain. The stick vi­brat­ed un­der­neath his hand as steam rat­tled through the pipes, flood­ing the sys­tem. The wheels spun in the mud, spray­ing it every­where in thick sheets that sailed into the air.

His car lurched for­ward, the wheels so­mehow catch­ing on rocks and sticks to

Wheels spun for a mo­ment and then the car lurched for­ward.

This time, Vi­sod gripped the han­dle tight­ly and locked it into place. He grabbed the ste­e­ring wheel and held on as the ve­hi­cle jumped and jerked across the field. He a­imed for the road but the car kept go­ing to the side, slid­ing fur­ther down the hill. “No, no, no!”

“Just go with it.”

“Easy for you to say!” He turned to snap at her. She sat ca­su­al­ly on the bench, hold­ing her stick light­ly as she bounced and moved with the car. There wasn’t even a hint of wor­ry across her wrin­kled face.

Vi­sod gru­nted and held on tighter.

The wheels sud­den­ly caught some­thing and the en­tire thing lurched for­ward. It took him a sec­ond to re­al­ized they were on a small­er foot­path that so­mehow had avo­ided the mud. With a whoop, he twist­ed and wove the car along the path to­ward the road un­til it la­unched it­self up the hill and onto the grav­el path.

Three wheels slammed down. The fourth jo­ined them af­ter a heart­beat of ter­ror. Be­fore he knew it, they were rac­ing down the road with only her lantern light­ing the way.

Trem­bling, Vi­sod slowed the steam pres­sure to a more sane pace. His heart po­u­nded vi­o­lent­ly in his chest, blood ru­shing in his ears. He was also smil­ing with the rush that sang through his ve­ins.

The old woman let out a cack­le.

As his pulse slowed, he held out his oth­er hand. “My name is Vi­sod.”

“Wa­nder­lust. Lust for short.” She took it firm­ly, sha­king it a few times.

“Re­al­ly? That’s your name?”

“Why not?” She said with a toothy grin. “I mean, that wasn’t the name I was born with but I like Wa­nder­lust e­nough. It’s kept me go­ing for the last six­ty years.”

He thought for a mo­ment and then shrugged. “Wa­nder­lust it is.”

She was go­ing to be a strange com­pa­ni­on on his trip but, so­mehow, he didn’t think he had a chance with­out her.
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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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