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        Last Chance at Immortality


        
The true char­ac­ter of a man is re­vealed when Death holds their hand.
—Sor­gat Hak­il-Mas

Ga­do­ral gro­aned as he limped down the stairs. His knees ached and he could feel the mus­cles in his back spasm from the ef­fort. He had to fo­cus on his cane, to make sure it la­nded firm­ly on each step in case he slipped and fell. He couldn’t take an­oth­er tum­ble, not af­ter los­ing his left hand from a feste­ring wo­und.

Ke­e­ping his work­shop in the ba­se­ment se­emed like a good idea when he was twen­ty-four. It was out of the way and he didn’t have to wor­ry a­bout his chil­dren stum­bling into charged crys­tals or sharp blades.

They were gone now, one dead and one fled. He was a ter­ri­ble fa­ther to both of them but af­ter thir­ty years, he still wasn’t sure if se­e­ing the light fad­ing from his daugh­ter’s eyes when she was crushed to death or his son’s swe­a­ring as he left every­thing be­hind to es­cape.

It didn’t mat­ter, both ha­u­nted his nights along with the tho­u­sands oth­er me­mo­ries of death, de­struc­tion, and de­spair.

He had a mi­ser­able life cre­at­ing killing ma­chines.

Ga­do­ral al­most missed a step. He pawed at the rail­ing with his miss­ing hand, the ragged stump of his arm scra­ping a­gainst the spli­n­tered wood. Only a luck catch of his cane caught him from falling.

Forc­ing him­self to fo­cus, he hob­bled down the re­ma­i­ning fif­teen stairs and to the stone floor of his ba­se­ment. The icy gro­und was a re­lief, even through his slip­pers.

Try­ing not to think a­bout the pa­i­nful trip back up, he hoped his blad­der would hold and he­aded to the back sto­rage room. The dust-cov­ered wine bot­tles to­wered over him. They were a tes­ta­ment of the days when war­lords paid him tho­u­sands of jems for their piti­ful games and pet­ty wars.

In the fur­thest aisle of wine long since so­ured, he grabbed one of the few bot­tles wiped clean. It didn’t move.

He frowned and tried a­gain, bal­anc­ing on his cane as he bore all of his weight down on the bot­tle.

It fi­nal­ly shift­ed. Some­where be­hind the shelves, gears and rods ro­tat­ed. There was a rum­ble and a creak and then the bot­tle jumped his hand.

He slipped off it and fell for­ward, smack­ing his face da­n­ge­rous­ly close to the end of a bot­tle. The im­pact bru­ised the bone over his eye. Gasp­ing, he grasped for some­thing to pull him­self up. His hands only caught bot­tles that slipped out of their lit­tle hooks, spilling to the floor in cracks of glass and splash­es of so­ured wine.

Ga­do­ral slid down, his knees fail­ing. In des­per­a­tion, he jammed his hand into the curved wood that held a bro­ken bot­tle. Glass dug into his skin but it stopped his plum­met long e­nough for him to re­gain his com­po­sure and grab a safer spot.

Crim­son dripped off the glass and he re­gard­ed it with a si­n­king sen­sa­tion. He may not be able to make it back up the stairs.

With a grunt, he ca­re­ful­ly stepped over the bro­ken bot­tles and le­aned a­gainst the rail­ing for bal­ance. It took a mo­ment for his blood-so­aked hands to grab his hand­ker­chief from his pock­et. The white fab­ric turned red in sec­onds.

Ga­do­ral wrapped the fab­ric over his inju­ries and tied it as tight­ly as he could. The sight of the torn flesh sick­ened him, but he had seen worse over the years. It just meant that he only had one more chance to suc­ceed.

With death’s fi­ngers wrapped a­ro­und his heart, he reached up and grabbed the lever bot­tle. His wet fi­ngers slipped but he man­aged to catch on the end and bore down with all his weight.

The gears fin­ished turn­ing and a stone door swung open to re­veal a small work­shop hid­den in­side.  It was filled with swords, cut­ting blades, and ham­mers. Tho­u­sands of gears hung from hooks along with pipes, tu­bing, and oth­er de­vices. His mag­i­cal sup­plies were on the far wall, metic­u­lous­ly ca­te­go­rized in a ma­nner he no lo­nger re­mem­bered. In the ce­nter, cov­ered in a thick lay­er of dust, was his old anvil. Be­tween it and the cold fur­nace, he had craft­ed so many ma­chines over the years.

Yet, for all his skill, he was still go­ing to die.

Ga­do­ral stepped over the shat­tered bot­tles and ca­re­ful­ly stepped in­side. He had to lean on the anvil to turn a­ro­und. The back of the door had four iron rods that would seal it in place.

He still re­mem­bered the day he de­signed them. At the time, what he was do­ing was il­le­gal and he i­mag­ined seal­ing him­self in his work­shop to sur­vive a si­ege. There was e­nough ma­te­ri­als a­ro­und him that he could built the ulti­mate suit of ar­mor to fight his way out.

Back then, he didn’t think a­bout sil­ly things like food, wa­ter, or an ac­tu­al place to sleep. It was a good thing that the sta­nd­off nev­er hap­pened, they would have fo­und his corpse when they fi­nal­ly broke in.

Ga­do­ral smiled grim­ly and hob­bled over to the door. He pulled the lever that closed it. As soon as it set­tled into place, he pulled the oth­er ones that would ca­use the four iron rods to slide into place, lock­ing the door.

He couldn’t re­mem­ber why he wa­nted to go down­stairs in the first place but now he was com­mit­ted. If he didn’t do any­thing, he was go­ing to die. There wasn’t much to work with, he didn’t have the strength to forge any­thing nor the abil­i­ty to even ham­mer any­thing into place. What­ev­er he did would requ­ire the ma­te­ri­als he had stored over the years.

Ga­do­ral start­ed with a suit of ar­mor. Heav­i­ly riv­et­ed, it was go­ing to be ba­sis for a blade-fes­to­oned suit of ar­mor. It was green from the base coat­ing of paint but he nev­er got a­ro­und to the fi­nal lay­ers of glossy black.

Too late now.

He man­aged to find a pair of old weld­ing wands. A tiny in­scrip­tion on the end of a met­al stick was good for melt­ing met­al to­geth­er but they didn’t last long, only a few sec­onds at most.

He put them aside and be­gan to work on the i­nnards. As he gath­ered sup­plies and items and cob­bled them to­geth­er, he could feel death’s fi­ngers dig­ging de­eper into his heart. Blood smeared across every­thing as he sum­moned the last of his strength to screw the mech­a­nisms that would move the arms and legs, a col­lec­tion of runes and crys­tals in the helm and gauntlets to give it sens­es, and even iron rib­bing from an old corset to shield it from re­so­nance. Each step brought back more me­mo­ries though he was work­ing hap­haz­ard­ly.

Ga­do­ral woke up with a start and re­al­ized that he had passed out. His chest ached and all the joints on his side were burn­ing. He flailed help­less­ly un­til he could pull him­self to his knees.

There was a pud­dle of blood smeared across the gro­und.

Pat­ting him­self, he fo­und that he had cut open the side of his head. He had no idea how long he was out but the blood had start­ed to set.

Dizzy and ex­haust­ed, he threw him­self back into work. He only had a vague idea of what he was build­ing. It was obvi­ous­ly a killing ma­chine, that was the only thing he knew how to build, but the i­nnards de­fied his cur­so­ry in­spec­tion. His gut feel­ing said that it would work as an ar­ti­fact but his fad­ing log­ic in­sist­ed that it was do­omed to fail­ure.

Ga­do­ral didn’t fig­ure it out un­til he woke up the third time from pass­ing out. Sick with hu­nger and thirst, he reached for the fi­nal part: a large crys­tal that a telepath said was used to cre­ate a ko­tim, a store of me­mo­ries and per­son­al­i­ties that the vomen used when they trav­eled away from their home isle.

The pur­pose of his fi­nal ef­forts be­came obvi­ous. He was try­ing to cre­ate a shell for him­self, a body that wasn’t bro­ken and bleed­ing. A sec­ond chance for an old man who had made so many mis­takes.

The only prob­lem was the crys­tal it­self. He had tried to use the ko­tim crys­tal for years, but nev­er man­aged to get it to do any­thing. He couldn’t cre­ate an i­n­de­pe­n­dent golem or a me­chan­i­cal suit. There was noth­ing to dri­ve it, noth­ing that hap­pened when he i­nte­grat­ed it into his de­sign. It did noth­ing for the decades he tried to use it un­til he fi­nal­ly tossed it aside for the hard reli­abil­i­ty of mag­ic and steam.

There was one thing he had nev­er tried, to put his own mind into the crys­tal. Maybe that was what he ne­eded. He was de­spe­rate e­nough to try it.

As Ga­do­ral stared at the crys­tal, he wished he could re­mem­ber how to speak to say some­thing to com­fort him. It had been months since any­one had vis­it­ed him. He paid so­me­one to de­liv­ery food but they nev­er stayed and spoke.

The world grew dark­er a­ro­und him. He swayed and reached for the table, only to re­mem­ber that he had lost his arm.

His head caught the side of the table. Black stars ex­plod­ed across his vi­sion as he slammed into the gro­und. The mut­ed crack of bone gave him only a few mo­ments warn­ing be­fore sharp pains ex­plod­ed from his inju­ries.

Ga­do­ral slumped back, smack­ing his head a­gainst the stone gro­und. He was so close.

His eyes flut­tered.

No, he wasn’t. It was a fool­ish idea of a dy­ing old man. He had ru­ined so many lives, now it was time for him to let Death fin­ish his col­lec­tion.

The world went dark.

No, he couldn’t give up.

He forced his eyes open. The stench of blood and fe­ces was strong in the room but he didn’t care. His blur­ry vi­sion fo­cused on the al­most as­sem­bled ar­mor on the table next to him. It took him a mo­ment to re­al­ize his left eye was filled with blood, the red­dish haze colo­ring every­thing.

Ga­do­ral gro­aned as he reached up. He still had the ko­tim crys­tal in his hand. One sharp edge dug into his palm and blood caked along the wo­und. He tight­ened his grip to pre­vent it from o­pe­ning up and used his en­tire fist to catch on a shelf and pull him­self up.

A­gony ripped across his sens­es but he let out a stran­gled yell as he forced him­self up to his knees and then hauled his body up a­gainst the table. Pant­i­ng with agony, he shoved the bloody crys­tal into the chest of the ar­mor un­til it se­ated into place.

Us­ing the last of the weld­ing wands, he shoved his hand in and cha­nneled his fad­ing en­er­gy into seal­ing it into place. His mind grew hazy but he chewed on his to­ngue to use the pain to keep him fo­cused.

When he fin­ished, he could bare­ly breathe. Blood cov­ered every­thing, so­a­king into the green ar­mor and pud­dling into the gaps be­tween ma­chine and mag­ic.

Ga­do­ral froze. He didn’t know what to do next. He wasn’t a telepath, he wasn’t sure how to ac­ti­vate it.

His heart skipped a beat, a brief mo­ment where there was noth­ing but a­go­niz­ing si­lence in his chest.

He gro­aned and con­cen­trat­ed on the sharp edges in his palm. He couldn’t think of any­thing oth­er than his de­vices. Each mem­o­ry rose up, crys­tal clear as if the years were no lo­nger blur­ring them. He fo­cused on one mem­o­ry and then the oth­er, re­mem­be­ring how his daugh­ter died, the hor­ror of los­ing his son beca­use of his poor choic­es, and the co­unt­less bat­tles that were waged us­ing his in­stru­ments of de­struc­tion.

Ga­do­ral woke up in a pud­dle of blood. He tried to pull him­self up, but only sharp pain re­ward­ed his ef­forts. It took all of his ef­fort to turn his head to see the ex­posed bone of his arm stick­ing out of the bloody wo­und.

He was done for.

Met­al cre­aked.

With his dy­ing ef­fort, he turned his head up to see the suit of green met­al and dried blood stretch and reach out. It set down one foot and then the oth­er, an­gling it­self u­nnat­u­ral­ly to slide off the table to land heav­i­ly on the gro­und.

There was the bri­efest of hope in Ga­do­ral’s a­ching chest.

The ar­mor ro­tat­ed its head un­til it was fac­ing for­ward a­gain. Arms twist­ed and moved, first stretch­ing and then co­ming down. It lo­oked down with black holes for eyes. It lo­oked like Death him­self.

Ga­do­ral felt no fear as the ar­mor knelt down. There was a crunch as it la­nded on his leg. The weight shat­tered bone.

His vi­sion blurred in agony and his mouth o­pened help­less­ly but no so­und came out.

The ar­mor le­aned over him, silent ex­cept for the creak of met­al and the rhyth­mic thud­ding of mech­a­nisms in­side. Mag­ic sparked and hissed in­side the shell, the hol­low so­und al­most so­und­ing like a voice. “You. Are. Me.”

Ga­do­ral lo­oked up, his vi­sion bare­ly able to take in the ar­mor lo­o­ming over him.

“Me­mo­ries. Thoughts. You gave. I take. I re­mem­ber.” The voice fad­ed in and out but he couldn’t tell if it was his dy­ing body or the ar­mor’s voice. It could also be the i­ma­gi­na­tion of his death throes.

He smiled. He wasn’t sure, but he thought he suc­ce­eded.

The ar­mor’s gaunt­let slammed into his chest, shat­te­ring bone and cru­shing his heart. The stone un­der­neath cracked from the force of the blow. “You. Done.”

The smile froze on Ga­do­ral’s face.

Suc­cess or fail­ure, it didn’t mat­ter any­more.

Death had col­lect­ed.
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        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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