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        Friend of the Guard


        
No one will sand for blood will rise to a po­si­tion of pre­do­mi­nance, that is my pro­mise.
—Kager De­gas-Ma­sail

Shi­lah dropped her pack on the table with a dis­gust­ed sigh and pe­ered down at the log book half bu­ried in food wrap­pers. Her hand gripped into a tight fist as she shook her head be­fore sit­ting down heav­i­ly on the wo­oden stool.

“Bas­tard couldn’t wait, could he?”

Her voice was smooth but still filled with frus­tra­tion and an­noy­ance. Her eyes, the col­or of sum­mer mud, pe­ered down the scrawl writ­ten in the small box­es un­til she fo­cused on the last one: “Ben, checked out at the sev­enth bell, Shi­lah late.”

She lo­oked up and gazed out the tiny wi­ndow of the wa­re­house to fo­cus on the tow­er clock halfway across town. The flicke­ring glow of mage light that burned be­hind the crys­tal face made it easy to read the front, just as bells across town be­gan to ring out sev­en times.

Lo­o­king down, she picked up the pen and added an en­try be­low Ben’s: “Shi­lah, checked in at sev­enth bell, Ben miss­ing.”

She dropped the pen and stood up a­gain, lo­o­king a­ro­und her. The guard room was less a room and more of a space de­fined by miss­ing box­es. On all sides of her, huge piles of crates formed the walls to her of­fice. In the ce­nter of the claus­tro­pho­bic area was a table, the fo­re­man’s du­ring the day and the guard’s du­ring the night. A huge pile of food wrap­pers and garbage in­di­cat­ed Ben’s pre­sence; the sec­ond-shift guard was a slob and lazy, but there was noth­ing Shi­lah could do a­bout it.

With an­oth­er sigh, she shov­eled the garbage into the can un­der­neath the table and be­gan to u­npack her own sup­plies. From her pack came an ele­gant­ly carved wo­oden co­n­ta­iner, scenes of the for­est were carved in in­tri­cate de­tail along it’s length. It was obvi­ous­ly an in­cred­i­ble ef­fort of so­me­one’s life and Shi­lah held it like it was the most pre­ci­ous tre­a­sure in the world. It sloshed with some thick liq­uid, prob­a­bly soup from her moth­er. Set­ting it down ca­re­ful­ly, she re­moved a large pa­per sack with her di­nner and set it next to the wo­oden co­n­ta­iner. A few books came out, and then her short sword.

Shi­lah heft­ed the we­apon for a mo­ment, sta­ring at the em­blem of her se­cu­ri­ty com­pa­ny that do­mi­nat­ed the hilt: an ea­gle spread out over a build­ing, Ea­gle’s Rest Se­cu­ri­ty Com­pa­ny. There was some writ­ing un­der­neath, but she had nev­er man­aged to read them.

Buck­ling the we­apon a­ro­und her waist, she stood up and i­mag­ined her­self, as if she was lo­o­king. She wasn’t yo­ung, nor was she old. Her skin was a dark brown, not black and not cream but a ple­a­sant shade of choco­late. Her dark skin was a sign of hav­ing desert blood in her but but her grand­moth­ers had left the sands two gen­er­a­tions ago. Now, af­ter her en­tire life in Ro­u­gan, her ac­cent was slight only from be­ing at home and only her skin told of her an­ces­tors. Her eyes i­mag­ined the rest of her, the dark blue u­ni­form, with a but­ton down shirt and loose—fit­ting trousers. A badge hung on her sub­stan­tial right breast, a steel im­age of the ea­gle. Above that, a small cloth strip with her last name, “Cali­doth” sewn in neat let­ters.

Her men­tal eye drew down, frown­ing at the slight weight she couldn’t man­age to keep off, spe­cial­ly du­ring the sum­mer days. Mov­ing down, she re­mem­bered to straight­en her belt and re-tight­en the laces to her black, calf-high boots. The black leather was well used af­ter five years of work­ing with Ea­gle’s Rest, but she was just as proud of them as the day she bought them.

Hap­py with her appe­a­rance, she o­pened her eyes and lo­oked a­ro­und. Huge piles of crates lo­omed over her, but she just ca­us­al­ly lo­oked them over, notic­ing a few of them moved and a few new ones were placed neat­ly on top.

Nod­ding to her­self, she spoke soft­ly into the si­lence, “Busi­ness is do­ing well here. Ho­pe­ful­ly they’ll keep the com­pa­ny a­ro­und a few more se­asons.”

Dou­ble-check­ing her sword, Shi­lah stalked down one cor­ri­dor of box­es, lo­o­king for trou­ble and do­ing her job.

A bell lat­er, Shi­lah sat down on the frail stool with an­oth­er sigh. Her eyes flick­ered from box to box, but she some­thing kept bothe­ring her. A sense of… wrong­ness kept tick­ling her spine and set her on edge. But, no mat­ter how many times she walked a­ro­und the wa­re­house, she couldn’t i­den­ti­fy the source of her dis­com­fort. Her right hand reached back to brush the hairs on the back of her neck, which have been stand­ing on end for the last half bell. At the same time, her oth­er hand drift­ed down to her sword, as if the cool leather-wrapped hilt was some de­fense her gro­wing an­tic­i­pa­tion of some­thing wrong.

She bare­ly set­tled down on the stool, when she sprung back up to her feet. The con­stant an­tic­i­pa­tion of some­thing happe­ning was too much for her re­lax­ation and she pre­pared her­self for an­oth­er ro­und of the wa­re­house.

Stalling, she walked a­ro­und the guard area, pe­e­ring down the cor­ri­dors and into the dim light. Noth­ing sprung up and sur­prised her and she glared a­gain at the table, as if it was the source of her prob­lems.

Her ex­pres­sion melt­ed as she saw the table. Her eyes lo­oked for her carved wo­oden ther­mos but she couldn’t find it.

It was gone.

The faint thought of igno­ring her dis­com­fort fad­ed quick­ly as she re­al­ized so­me­one stole one of her most prized pos­ses­sions. Her hand wrapped a­ro­und the hilt of her we­apon as she lo­oked a­ro­und, try­ing to find the thief.

Noth­ing.

The pa­pers on the desk were u­n­touched, the food next to the ther­mos was still in its pack­age. Her eyes nar­rowed as she padded for­ward; the faint prick­les of fear be­gan to grow in­side her, caus­ing her en­tire body to feel alive as she stopped next to the table. Her free hand, the one not on the sword, reached out to brush the wood where her ther­mos was. The wood was still warm; whomev­er took it did so re­cent­ly.

Stand­ing still, a faint scra­ping noise caught her at­ten­tion and her head snapped up in that di­rec­tion. Shad­ows hung silent­ly and no one moved, but the noise was slow­ly fad­ing. Padding in that di­rec­tion, she cocked her neck to hear it eas­i­er. As she reached the edge of the box­es, where it lead into a shad­ow-filled cor­ri­dor, she bent slight­ly, then rest­ed a­gainst the wood. The faint smell of yo­ung wood brushed a­gainst her, but she was fo­cused on liste­ning to the fad­ing nois­es of wood on stone. A frown graced her face as she tried to i­den­ti­fy the noise, but it was too soft, too er­rat­ic for any hu­man.

De­cid­ing that the noise was fad­ing too fast, she took a deep breath and jumped for­ward, into the cor­ri­dor, with a yell. “Hah!”

Noth­ing.

Shad­ows stood still, igno­ring her as the dark­ness of the wo­oden cor­ri­dor stretched out be­fore her. In the dis­tance, she could hear the wind pick­ing up, howl­ing through the streets.

Frus­tra­tion flick­ered through her mind un­til her eyes dropped to the gro­und and she spied a faint trail through the dust and dirt of the wa­re­house. It was er­rat­ic, like the nois­es of her ther­mos be­ing dragged away.

Find­ing some­thing, she padded for­ward, be­ing ca­re­ful to make as lit­tle so­und as pos­si­ble as she crept along the wo­oden box­es. Af­ter a few mo­ments, she caught a flick­er of move­ment

Step­ping for­ward quick­ly, she pe­ered into the murky dark­ness un­til she saw the out­line of a rat, a rather large one, come into fo­cus. It was shuf­fling along the gro­und in jerks and tugs, mov­ing slow­ly for such a large crea­ture. Be­hind it, her ther­mos was be­ing dragged along by the rat, in the same slow jerks and tugs. Bit­ing back an­oth­er sigh, Shi­lah stepped crept for­ward, her hand re­a­ching out for the ther­mos.

She bare­ly brushed the heav­i­ly carved sur­face when the rat jumped and scam­pered off; her fi­ngers cracked a­gainst the stone floor of the wa­re­house and she swore loud­ly. As the rat fad­ed into the dark­ness, Shi­lah could see how the rat got it’s tail caught in the in­tri­cate carv­ings as was at­tached to it as it bounced into the dark­ness.

This time sigh­ing loud­ly, she spri­nted af­ter it, “Come back here, you stu­pid lit­tle…”

The rat led her on a quick chase, through wind­ing halls of box­es through a few more spaces filled with pa­pers. When she fi­nal­ly skid­ded to a halt at the far end of the wa­re­house, she was pant­i­ng hard. Her thigh hurt from where the we­apon was ba­n­ging a­gainst her, but af­ter so many se­asons of tra­i­ning, she wasn’t go­ing to put it down. Sweat po­ured down her dark skin; she wiped it off be­fore it could sting her eyes.

In front of her, the rat stood up.

It was lo­o­king at her, it’s whiskers mov­ing slight­ly as it sniffed the air. It’s paws were hold­ing some of the more de­tailed carv­ings of her ther­mos, more for bal­ance then to pick it up.

Shi­lah glared at the rat, half sur­prised at it’s appe­a­rance.

Dark­er than a moon­less night, the rat was black ex­cept for two white-tipped ears and a tail as pale as moon­light. It’s tiny claws were faint streaks of bright­ness in the dim light of the wa­re­house, but it’s eyes drew her at­ten­tion. They were the most star­tling col­or of green… and they didn’t blink e­nough.

Shi­lah crept for­ward, her hand held out in front of her as she strained not to make a sud­den noise or move­ment.

The rat stared at her, un­bli­n­king.

She was a­bout to reach it when the so­und of glass bre­a­king broke her con­cen­tra­tion. The rat jumped and ran off, her pre­ci­ous carv­ings bounc­ing af­ter her. Soft mur­murs of voic­es, talk­ing in low tones, drift­ed through the cracks of the box­es and she re­al­ized so­me­one was bre­a­king into the wa­re­house.

Her sense of duty and her need to res­cue the wo­oden co­n­ta­iner fought for a mo­ment be­fore she glared into the dark­ness. Whispe­ring soft­ly, she strug­gled for her belt. “You won this time, rat, but stay right here and we’ll go an­oth­er ro­und.”

When no ther­mos came rolling out of the dark­ness, she gen­tly un­sheathed her we­apon, be­ing as qu­iet as pos­si­ble. Se­a­sons of tra­i­ning and prac­tice made her al­most an ex­pert in it, but every time she felt like a novice e­n­te­ring her first bat­tle. Bit­ter­sweet me­mo­ries of one of her moth­ers te­a­ching her sword fight­ing drift­ed through her mind and she pushed them down.

Cro­u­ching down slight­ly, she crept clos­er to the box­es, press­ing her ear a­gainst the cracks to lis­ten to the thieves bet­ter.

The first voice was a nasal whis­per, car­ry­ing eas­i­ly through the si­lence of the wa­re­house. “Be qu­iet. There is prob­a­bly a guard here.”

A sec­ond voice, of a yo­u­nger man, “Yeah, a woman. Desert scum, dark skin and all.”

One of the thieves con­ti­nued spe­a­king in a curt whis­per, “They may be, but they held off an en­tire army with that scary mag­ic of theirs, so hope she doesn’t find us.”

“Don’t wor­ry. She’s at the oth­er end, I checked on her a few mo­ments ago.”

“Be qu­iet any­ways.”

As they talked, Shi­lah moved her­self into po­si­tion and pe­ered at the rouges. There was three of them, all men. All three were we­a­ring dark, shad­owy clothes and wield­ing nasty-lo­o­king dag­gers. They were mov­ing smooth as if they worked of­ten to­geth­er. One of them, the yo­u­nger boy, didn’t flow as well with the oth­er two. He was mov­ing a­head, be­ing brash and co­n­fi­dent as he gazed over the box­es.

Shi­lah stepped back, hid­ing be­hind a box and wait­ed.

Less than a few breaths lat­er, she saw the boy past her and she lu­nged for­ward, her we­apon slam­ming into his side. His light leathers did noth­ing to stop the sharp we­apon as it bu­ried into gut.

He screamed in pain as he fum­bled with his dag­ger, but the strength left him be­fore he could do any­thing and he slumped to the gro­und, dy­ing.

Feel­ing a surge of exci­te­ment and pow­er, Shi­lah ya­nked hard on her sword and it slipped out of the yo­ung man’s side with a wet slurp­ing noise. One foot kicked hard at a flail­ing hand as she moved for­ward, to­ward the oth­er two thieves.

They were al­ready pre­pared, their we­apons held in front of them with dead­ly compe­tence.

As they met, Shi­lah danced to the right as one of the thieves slashed down with his dag­ger, the sharp edge a­imed for her neck. It missed with a whis­tle of air and the thief swore and he jumped back, bare­ly avoid­ing Shi­lah’s hori­zo­ntal slash.

He was just draw­ing his we­apon up as Shi­lah’s ma­neu­ver con­ti­nued, her left fist swi­n­ging right af­ter the sword to co­nnect hard to his ear. She could see the pain flash in the thief’s eyes, but he made no noise, not even a whim­per.

His dag­ger snapped up at the last mo­ment as she jerked back; the po­int missed her rib cage, but the blade cut through fab­ric and skin and left a line of burn­ing pain along her side.

With prac­ticed deft­ness, the thief re­versed the mo­tion of his at­tach and brought it down.

Shi­lah man­aged to throw her sword in the way and both blades rang out as they co­nnect­ed; she winced from the vi­bra­tions of the par­ry, but the need to keep mov­ing pushed her for­ward. Her right knee came up hard be­tween the thief’s legs. He man­aged to dodge aside so it co­nnect­ed with his i­nner thigh, but she had e­nough pow­er to throw him back slight­ly and pull her we­apon into guard po­si­tion.

The mem­o­ry of the oth­er thief re­mi­nded her of da­nger, and she stared at the thief’s eyes as she lis­tened. The thief was lo­o­king be­hind her, but when he didn’t re­act to so­me­one co­ming up, she lu­nged for­ward.

Her thrust missed as the thief dodged to the left and she bare­ly had e­nough en­er­gy to step back to avoid the slash. Ta­king a risk, she snapped the we­apon right, spun a­ro­und with a low hori­zo­ntal slash.

The thief wasn’t ready to at­tack her ex­posed back and he man­aged to step into her blade as it came a­ro­und her oth­er side. The sharp we­apon slammed hard a­gainst the thief’s side, right above the hip and she felt it cut through leather. A spurt of blood splashed on her face and u­ni­form, but she was al­ready draw­ing back to at­tack a­gain.

The thief was obvi­ous­ly in shock, but Shi­lah thrust her sword hard into his stom­ach, shov­ing up into his lungs be­fore ya­n­king it out. Her foot kicked the thief back as she spun a­ro­und for the oth­er at­tack­er.

He was al­ready dead.

The third thief, an old­er man, was pi­nned to a wo­oden crate, three dag­gers bu­ried in his throat, shoul­der and chest. The ex­pres­sion on his face was of sur­prise and fear. At his feet, two thro­wing axes had fall­ed where he had dropped them, a mute testi­mony of her death, if the thief didn’t die first.

The sense of so­me­one watch­ing flared through her nerves and Shi­lah spun a­ro­und, duck­ing low­er as she brought her we­apon into guard po­si­tion. Her chest heaved with her breaths, shud­de­ring gasps that se­emed to shake every­thing. A thin trail of blood dripped down the sharp we­apon as she sca­nned the dark­ness for her next oppo­nent.

It was the rat.

The tiny black rat was stand­ing there, it’s tail still caught in her wo­oden co­n­ta­iner. The un­bli­n­king green eyes flashed in the dim light, but Shi­lah was al­ready lo­o­king a­ro­und for an­oth­er oppo­nent, her blood po­u­nded in her ears with the exci­te­ment and en­er­gy of the fight.

When she spied no more oppo­nents, she let the po­int of her we­apon drop. Pulling out a blood-sta­ined cloth, she a­u­tomat­i­cal­ly wiped the blade and sheathed it.

The rat just watched.

Mov­ing clos­er, she padded to­ward the rat. It watched with it’s green eyes un­til she was al­most in reach, then it jumped off and scam­pered into the dark­ness.

Scre­a­ming with an­noy­ance, Shi­lah ran af­ter it, sur­prised that the rat could move so quick­ly. Her body was al­ready be­gi­n­ning to fall from the com­bat high and she fo­und an ef­fort to move her legs as the rat con­ti­nued to bounce in front of her, her pre­ci­ous ther­mos skip­ping along the gro­und as the crea­ture ran along the stone floor.

Even as she was ru­n­ning, her mind was men­tal­ly i­den­ti­fy­ing where the bod­ies were for the re­port af­ter­wards. There was al­ways an inci­dent re­port.

The rat stayed in front of her, eas­i­ly dodg­ing her grabs and jump­ing through nar­row cracks in box­es, the ther­mos al­ways be­ing in the right an­gle to slip through with­out catch­ing. By the time she ran a­ro­und the crate, the rat man­aged to re­gain the lead her lo­nger legs ate up. It also ig­nored her swears and curs­es as it bounced over box­es and dodged un­der­neath shelves, but Shi­lah man­age to keep up with it… bare­ly.

As she skid­ded a­ro­und one cor­ner, the fire in front of her stu­nned her e­nough to slam into a wall of box­es. The rat for­got­ten, she stared at the burn­ing crate for a long breath be­fore rac­ing back to grab a red bla­nket, one de­signed to fight fires. Rip­ping it off the wall, she spri­nted back and threw it over the crate.

White mag­ics sparkled a­ro­und the bla­nket as the flame sput­tered. Shi­lah, kno­wing the pow­er of the bla­nket, pushed her­self into the heat to beat the flames with the fire bla­nket. Fire seared her skin as she con­ti­nued to put out the flames fran­ti­cal­ly.

Fi­nal­ly, the last flame gut­ted out with a hiss.

Shi­lah stepped back to wipe the soot from her face. Her hand, full of light burns and blis­tered, screamed at her and she dropped it to her side, u­nwill­ing to ca­use more pain to her­self.

The smell of burnt wood as­sault­ed her sens­es and Shi­lah back to the de­stroyed crate to in­spect it. It was next to a many oth­er ones, with the neat print of the ship­ping com­pa­ny writ­ten on the half-mu­ti­lat­ed ship­ping or­der. If the fire was left to burn much lo­nger, it would have ig­nit­ed most of the wa­re­house. In­side the crate, she saw the re­mains of a few gold­en ob­jects; the heat al­ready de­stroyed the crate’s co­n­tents.

Then, her adren­a­line surge fad­ed and she felt her knees strug­gling to col­lapse un­der­neath her. Fight­ing back the lethar­gy, she set the torch aside and lo­oked a­ro­und.

No at­tack­er burst out of the dark­ness and she shook her head. Find­ing a non-burnt crate to sit on, she sat down heav­i­ly and le­aned a­gainst an­oth­er crate. Her voice was filled with ex­haus­tion as she spoke out into the dark­ness. “What is go­ing on?”

As she ex­pect­ed, the charred re­mains of the crate didn’t re­spond to her.

She con­ti­nued spe­a­king to it, though, as a fo­cus for her thoughts. “First some thieves break in, then a fire starts in the mid­dle of the wa­re­house. Some­thing is strange and I don’t like it.”

A strange, fe­mi­nine voice spoke out soft­ly, da­n­ge­rous­ly close to her, “You’re not sup­pose to like it. In fact, you were sup­pose to die from it.”

Shi­lah jumped up with a yelp, her hand fum­bling for her sword as she stepped away from the crate and spun a­ro­und.

There was noth­ing there.

Her eyes sca­nned a­ro­und the room as she man­aged to yank her sword from it’s sheath, hold­ing it with a shaky hand. A­ro­und her, the box­es lo­omed but there was no source of the voice.

Then, a flick­er of move­ment caught her at­ten­tion, a form in a shad­ow. As she moved her­self into a de­fen­sive po­si­tion, the fe­male mage stepped out from the shad­ows.

She was short, a few handspans less than Shi­lah. Raven-black hair, com­plete with white streaks, cas­cad­ed down her shoul­ders and a­ro­und the mage’s small breasts. Her out­fit was brief, lit­tle more than a long skirt and a tiny hal­ter top, both jet black and trimmed with sil­ver. In one hand, she was car­ry­ing a sil­ver dag­ger with a black gem in the pom­mel; her oth­er hand was emp­ty but mov­ing in a strange, al­most hyp­not­ic pat­tern.

Wor­ried of mag­ics be­ing used, Shi­lah lu­nged at the woman, her we­apon poised to slash down. It skid­ded off some field of en­er­gy, thro­wing sil­ver sparks in a show­er that avo­ided the mage and burned Shi­lah’s leg. The ef­fort of her blow slammed her into the same mys­ti­cal shield and she slid down, mo­me­n­tar­i­ly dazed.

With a cru­el chuck­le, the woman ges­tured with her free hand and Shi­lah felt her sword rip out of her hand, thrown by some mag­i­cal force. It skid­ded along the gro­und and bu­ried it­self into a wo­oden crate.

“We don’t need that, now do we?”

The woman’s voice was a whis­per, play­ful and vi­o­lent at the same time. She stepped back away from Shi­lah as the guard man­age to pull her­self to her feet, pant­i­ng. For a brief mo­ment, Shi­lah put her hands on her thighs to rest, but a blis­ter forced her to jerk them away. Find­ing noth­ing to lean a­gain, she stood up straight, ho­ping for a we­apon.

The mage smiled, her lips quirk­ing up slight­ly as Shi­lah felt her gaze in­spect her more close­ly.

“My… what do we have here?”

The voice turned more ap­pre­cia­tive and Shi­lah saw the gaze on the woman’s face. It was the same look some of her moth­er’s fri­ends gave her when they didn’t think she was watch­ing. On this woman, though, the look held more open lust than she ever wa­nted to see in a woman. Feel­ing dis­tinct­ly un­com­fort­able, Shi­lah glanced away from the look at her we­apon, se­e­ing it only a few steps away.

Forc­ing her eyes to look back into the dark eyes of the mage, she men­tal­ly pre­pared her­self to lu­nge for the we­apon. The mage’s smile bro­a­dened as she stepped clos­er; Shi­lah no­ticed that she was we­a­ring slip­pers on her feet that left the pa­i­nted toes ex­posed. The sil­ver pol­ish matched the ones on the mage’s fi­ngers.

With a grunt, Shi­lah threw her­self at her we­apon, cro­u­ching down as her fi­ngers wrapped a­ro­und the hilt. With a scream of rage, she ya­nked the we­apon out and spun a­ro­und, a­i­ming for the woman’s neck.

Sil­ver sparks ex­plod­ed where the sword hit the mage’s shield and Shi­lah felt the pow­er of the mag­ic rat­tle her arm and shoul­der. The mage ges­tured a­gain and the sword ya­nked back, a­gainst the wood. This time, Shi­lah man­age to hold on to her we­apon, but her shoul­der protest­ed as it felt like it was sta­pled to the wo­oden crate.

An­oth­er ges­ture as her oth­er arm was thrown back, pi­nned a­gainst the crate with the same mag­i­cal force. Shi­lah ya­nked at the re­sis­tance, but fo­und both wrists pi­nned a­gainst the wall; as she pulled, sil­ver en­er­gy sparkled bright­ly but didn’t re­sist.

The mage stepped for­ward a­gain, the same smile on her face, “Why don’t you… just re­lax? I’m sure I could find some­thing we both could e­njoy.”

Shi­lah thrashed for a mo­ment, then glared at the woman, pant­i­ng soft­ly, “If it’s me, I’m not i­n­ter­est­ed.”

The woman’s voice was play­ful as she whis­pered qu­iet­ly, “Pity.”

Shi­lah ig­nored the com­ment and glared at the woman, “What do you want?”

The woman held up the dag­ger, “This. It was in a box a few lines over. I need it for a spell and I fig­ured af­ter the fire, no one would no­tice. But,” her eyes glanced over Shi­lah a­gain, “there may be some­thing else I want.”

Sha­king her head, the guard strug­gled a­gainst her mag­i­cal bounds. With her free hand, the fe­male mage reached up to stroke Shi­lah’s cheek; Shi­lah could feel the en­er­gy of the shield fade, but she was pi­nned help­less to at­tack. The woman smiled soft­ly, “Come on. Do you re­al­ly want to be a guard all your life? I could pro­mise you… so much more. Mon­ey, pow­er,” she paused a­gain me­a­ning­ful­ly, “…sex.”

Dis­gust and rage slammed into her and she tried to kick out. Her an­kles enco­u­n­tered the same mag­i­cal en­er­gy as a sparkle of sil­ver ex­plod­ed from be­low. The mage’s soft smile dropped in a flash.

“What a waste. But I need the dag­ger more than I need you.”

Shi­lah watched help­less­ly as the mage pulled back the dag­ger, ready to thrust it into her chest. But, be­fore the dag­ger could swing down, three quick flash­es i­nter­rupt­ed the mage’s ges­ture. Both the guard and mage lo­oked down to see three, tiny black dag­ger sprout­ing from the woman’s chest. Each one sparkled with a black, al­most oily, glow be­fore fad­ing.

As the third dag­ger’s glow fad­ed, Shi­lah watched the life drain out of the mage. A puz­zled ex­pres­sion crossed her face as she crum­bled to the gro­und and the en­er­gy fad­ed from Shi­lah’s bounds.

Lurch­ing for­ward, Shi­lah spun a­ro­und, her sword ready to par­ry. Noth­ing at­tacked her and no dag­gers flashed in the air, but her eyes still sca­nned up.

Five crates up, a tiny woman, bare­ly half her height, was stand­ing with her hands on her hips. The new­com­er was we­a­ring a tight, form-fit­ting black out­fit, ex­cept for two ro­u­nded white ears that sprout­ed out near the top. A white tail trailed down her leg and Shi­lah re­al­ized she was lo­o­king at a dal­pre, one of the beast peo­ple, prob­a­bly a mouse- or rat-woman.

A nag­ging sus­pi­ci­ous crossed her mind and she lo­oked down into the woman’s left hand; the heav­i­ly carved wo­oden ther­mos co­nfirmed it. With a sigh, she sheathed her we­apon and stood up straighter. “So, did you do this,” it was a sta­te­ment as the events of the night start­ed to make sense.

A nod and a soft gig­gle.

“You used me, didn’t you?”

The mouse woman shrugged and sat down on the edge of the crate, her tiny hand play­ing with the edges of the ther­mos. When she spoke, it was a soft, high-pitched voice, “Lady Arah­los is known for her shield mag­ics. Noth­ing short of an adept can break through them, which is why she wa­nted to come along. She appa­rent­ly didn’t trust her hirelings to i­den­ti­fy the cor­rect dag­ger. It was just a mat­ter of ma­king sure she de­cid­ed to break in the day you were work­ing.”

Swirls of a­nger be­gan to drift through Shi­lah as she re­al­ized she was set up. Me­mo­ries flo­oded back of the rat, who just man­aged to keep a­head of her. With a sigh, she lo­oked back up at the woman, “And how did you know she would be… at­tract­ed to me?”

“It was a guess.”

A­nnoy­ance dripped off Shi­lah’s voice, “If you were wrong?”

The mouse woman shrugged, “I wasn’t. Her pre­fe­rences are rather well-known. She has a thing for desert women. Once she saw you, I knew she would drop the shield to touch you.”

There was a brief si­lence be­fore Shi­lah asked an­oth­er ques­tion, “Who are you?”

A smile that reached the un­bli­n­king green eyes, “Just a fri­end.”

Feel­ing be­trayed, frus­trat­ed, and shaky from the fights, Shi­lah de­cid­ed to let it go and po­int­ed to her ther­mos tired­ly.

The mouse woman lift­ed it up and ad­mired it for a mo­ment. “Nice work.”

Shi­lah nod­ded and watched as the woman tossed it high into the air. She had to step back to grab it, her sword drop­ping to the gro­und with a clang as she grabbed onto her pre­ci­ous co­n­ta­iner with both hands. When she lo­oked back, the mouse woman was gone.

A few days lat­er, every­thing was back to nor­mal. Killing a mage and three thieves earned her no bonus, no spe­cial fa­vor. Stop­ping a fire saved the com­pa­ny tho­u­sands of cred­its, but she got no spe­cial men­tion, no re­ward.

Just part of the job.

Shi­lah sighed and propped up her feet on the table as she le­aned back on the stool. On the table, a cup of hot soup was slow­ly cool­ing. In one hand, she held a carv­ing knife; the oth­er held a new wood-cov­ered ther­mos.

She be­gan to carve a new im­age on a new ther­mos. One of a mouse woman.
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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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