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        Foxhole Duties


        
The Ko­r­mar-Ge­paul March­es War was a dark decade in his­to­ry where neigh­bors killed to only shift a bor­der a few miles in one di­rec­tion or the oth­er.
—Pi­lanor da Tusar, Bor­der Con­flicts Through­out His­to­ry

The can­vas rip­pled and snapped in the cool winds of fall. The sharp smell of an ap­pro­a­ching rain ble­nded with the acidic scent of the al­chem­i­cal flame that pushed back on the se­asons. A few brown leaves man­aged to slip in­side, slap­ping a­gainst the sti­n­ging burns that cov­ered Ma­jo­ril’s face.

She gro­aned and wiped the leaves off her face. She shook off her fi­ngers be­fore she le­aned a­gainst the mud­dy wall of their hole in the gro­und. It was wet and sticky, just like the gro­und un­der­neath her.

“Damn it, Ro­na­mar,” mut­tered Craid. “Couldn’t you dig a bet­ter hole next time?”

Ro­na­mar lo­oked up from his cor­ner of the hole. His bulky body was in the de­epest po­int and al­most an inch of gro­und wa­ter so­aked his legs and the bloody ban­dage a­ro­und his knee. His eyes were dark and hol­low.

Even from Ma­jo­ril’s po­si­tion, she could see the earth knight was strug­gling to fo­cus. She waved her hand to­ward Craid. “Leave him alone, we’re safe.”

“We’ll nev­er see that as­sas­sin co­ming,” mut­tered Craid be­fore he re­turned to stir­ring his dag­ger in the de­press­ing­ly small pot of soup ra­tions. It bare­ly ste­amed from the heat. The pow­dery meal was uni­ver­sal­ly de­spised by any­one with taste buds, but when one is co­we­ring un­der­neath a so­aked can­vas to avoid a sniper, one doesn’t have much choice.

Ro­na­mar shift­ed. “You could go out and lead him away.” His voice was a rasp­ing growl.

Craid snapped his mouth close.

They sat in an un­com­fort­able si­lence.

Ra­in pat­tered across the can­vas.

Craid lo­oked up and swore be­fore go­ing back to the meal. “I was ho­ping to get this done be­fore the rain. Just a few more min­utes and it will be ready. I don’t want to eat in the wet.”

At the men­tion of rain, Ma­jo­ril glanced at Ro­na­mar. It took her a mo­ment to re­al­ize that the knight was still in wa­ter. She lev­ered her­self away from the wall and crawled through the mud; every part of her body ached from be­ing thrown from the first ex­plo­sion. “Ron, you need to move.”

Ro­na­mar pa­nted and his eyes slow­ly turned to­ward her. “What?”

“You need to get your­self out of the wa­ter. That isn’t go­ing to help.” Ma­jo­ril gasped as she knelt in the cold wa­ter, hiss­ing at the pain. She reached out and checked his bloody ban­dage. It was so­aked and smelled bad­ly.

He flailed for a mo­ment be­fore he man­aged to slap his hand on the wa­ter.

The cold wa­ter splashed a­gainst her and she cri­nged.

U­nderneath her knees, the gro­und buck­led and shift­ed as if some­thing was bur­ro­wing un­der­neath her.

It stopped af­ter only a few sec­onds.

She pat­ted him. “Come on. Just shape the earth to the side. Make a whole we can shit in.”

He smiled faint­ly through his ragged beard.

Enco­u­raged, she pat­ted him. “Come on, Ba­ron. Don’t make me hold it all night.”

That got him as she knew it would. “I’m not the baron.”

“You will be if you don’t die here. Come on, Ron, just a lit­tle bit.”

The gro­und be­gan to buck­et a­gain. A fis­sure formed near his knee as the earth split apart. Wa­ter hissed as it po­ured into the fis­sure. The tiny wa­ter­falls grew more rapid as the fis­sure crawled over to an un­oc­cu­pied cor­ner. In the cor­ner, the gro­und sud­den­ly fell away to re­veal a foot wide hole.

“Some of us can’t aim that well,” Ma­jo­ril said with an ex­haust­ed grin.

The hole wi­dened to two feet and two flag­stone bobbed up from the mud to set­tle into place. A ridge of earth and mud formed in front of the hole and rose up a few feet, cre­at­ing a small pri­va­cy wall a­ro­und the hole.

Ma­jo­ril turned to watch Ro­na­mar. He was sweat­ing and grunt­ing with the ef­fort to shape stone. She glanced down to the damp mud. “That’s good.”

Ro­na­mar’s jaw clamped tight­ly tighter and he shook his head.

The fis­sure filled in, earth and dirt shov­ing the wa­ter into the hole un­til there no ex­posed wa­ter.

“Okay, that was smart, Ba­ron.”

He gru­nted. “Thanks.”

Craid crawled over to the two of them, hold­ing the ste­a­ming pot with one hand. His fi­ngers smoked slight­ly as he held the pot to­ward Ro­na­mar. “Di­nner.”

Ma­jo­ril rubbed her hand on her thigh as she lo­oked at the ban­dages a­ro­und Craid’s chest and stom­ach. While Craid’s tal­ent was a mag­i­cal re­sis­tance, he had tak­en the brunt of the last ex­plo­sion. There wasn’t e­nough fab­ric to cov­er all the ex­posed mus­cle and bone along his sides and chest. Only his will kept his body to­geth­er, though none of them knew how long it would last; Ma­jo­ril wasn’t sure Craid could keep his tal­ent work­ing while he slept.

Ro­na­mar took the of­fered food, grunt­ing as he used a ma­keshift spoon to work it to his mouth.

Craid glanced at the hole. “You want first?”

Ma­jo­ril pat­ted him on the shoul­der be­fore crawl­ing over to re­lieve her­self. Ro­na­mar’s shaped earth wasn’t as sol­id as she ex­pect­ed, it sank un­der­neath her weight and the pri­va­cy wall swayed. She test­ed it, it rocked back and forth. The heavy weight se­emed to be the only thing ke­e­ping it up.

How­ev­er, beg­gars can’t cho­ose their co­ins. She braced her­self a­gainst the wall and e­njoyed a bit of re­lief.

When she was done and cle­aned up, she crawled over.

Craid ha­nded her the pot. “It’s cool e­nough to hold now.”

She nod­ded thanks and lo­oked a­ro­und, try­ing to de­cide if she would re­turn to her cor­ner or re­main next to Ro­na­mar. The baron lo­oked in pain and was prob­a­bly so­aked. She ges­tured. “Share warmth?”

“Yeah, but I wet my pants.”

Ma­jo­ril gri­nned at the pa­i­nful at­tempt at a joke. “Well, do you want to take them off?”

“I will when I get up. Un­til then, I’m cold.”

She turned to sit a­gainst him when she saw Craid lo­o­king un­com­fort­able. It wasn’t the ex­pres­sion of so­me­one shit­ting but some­thing else. Hes­i­tat­ing, she caught Craid’s eyes.

Craid glanced at Ro­na­mar and then back to Ma­jo­ril.

At the plead­ing sight, Ma­jo­ril set down the pot and crawled over. “What’s wrong?” she whis­pered.

“Do you have a moon pad?”

She frowned. “You’re ear­ly? Hold on.”

Ma­jo­ril went to her cor­ner and got the only sup­plies she man­aged to save. Co­ming back, she ha­nded Craid all of her menses kits, the wax-wrapped pouch had a cou­ple pads, ex­tra wipes, and some pain killers in glass vials.

“Sor­ry. Ke­e­ping my body to­geth­er is wreck­ing—”

“Could you use these as ban­dages?” She ges­tured to the ex­posed bone.

Craid nod­ded. “I still want one for be­low though. It’s…”

“It’s okay. You don’t have to ex­plain.” She pat­ted him on the shoul­der. She gave Craid pri­va­cy by re­turn­ing to Ro­na­mar. It took a few min­utes to find a po­si­tion that was not im­prop­er for a farm girl sit­ting a­gainst a baron’s son who was a hero in his own right.

Com­fort­ed by body warmth, Ma­jo­ril dipped into the foul-tast­ing soup. It was her first meal since su­ndown and she devo­ured it in sec­onds.

Ro­na­mar rest­ed his large hand on her shoul­der. “Don’t move, please? You’re warm.”

“Of course, my lord.”

His hand tight­ened. “Don’t… just don’t call me that.”

Ma­jo­ril gri­nned.

Craid hesi­tat­ed in the ce­nter of the fox hole. He had man­aged to use most of the menses kits to jury-rig ad­di­ti­onal ban­dages; the pads were al­ready so­aked with blood. He dragged the small pot of al­chem­i­cal flame clos­er. It was a tiny warmth but it was some­thing. “Ron?”

“Come on,” Ro­na­mar said. “Just don’t sit on my face.”

There was a look of re­lief on Craid’s face as he crawled over. He nes­tled up a­gainst Ro­na­mar’s head, hiss­ing when some­thing caught on the bloody wo­unds. Then he set­tled down with one arm rest­ing on Ro­na­mar’s head and the oth­er ho­oked on the mud­dy wall. His leg rest­ed a­gainst Ma­jo­ril’s.

Af­ter a few min­utes of shift­ing, they fo­und po­si­tions that were as com­fort­able as they could. De­spite the pain and dis­com­fort, Ma­jo­ril dozed off to sleep.

It felt like only sec­onds when Craid sud­den­ly surged to his feet. He yelled some­thing in­com­pre­hen­si­ble.

Daze, Ma­jo­ril sat up with her heart rac­ing. It was dim un­der­neath the can­vas.

Craid’s feet kicked over the al­chem­i­cal pot, spilling the strange mix­ture and blue flames every­where. It sloshed a­gainst the side of the hole and lit up the ragged walls in a hell­ish flame.

Ma­jo­ril scram­bled to her feet. Her hand glowed as she gath­ered the en­er­gies to sum­mon her spear.

Craid la­unched him­self to the far side, slam­ming a­gainst the wall and curl­ing up. He let out a sob as he tight­ened into a fe­tal po­si­tion.

“Craid—?”

“It’s a bomb! Get down!” came the stran­gled yell.

Ma­jo­ril froze as his­to­ry re­pe­ated it­self. Craid had stopped the first ex­plo­sion from killing their squad by do­ing the ex­act thing. The ex­plo­sion had al­most torn him in half; if it wasn’t for his tal­ent, he would have been torn to pieces. Even then, the ex­plo­sion had killed two oth­er squad mem­bers.

She gulped as she stared in shock, her body sha­king as she wait­ed the sec­ond for the ex­plo­sion. She screamed at her­self to move, there was a sniper out there who would pick them off if they fled the hole.

“Sniper,” gasped Ro­na­mar. “Watch out for the sniper!”

Ma­jo­ril’s heart po­u­nded in her ears. She wasn’t sure she would sur­vive the blast. She ne­eded some place to hide. Her eyes lit on the pri­va­cy wall, the stone was un­steady but it might be e­nough to de­flect the blow.

Or stop it.

She gasped and surged for­ward to grab Craid’s shoul­der.

Craid twist­ed. “Get off! It’s go­ing to blow.”

He was wrapped a­ro­und an earthe­n­ware co­n­ta­iner, a­bout a foot across. Mag­i­cal sym­bols glowed a­ro­und the o­uter rim and there was a bright line shi­ning through cracks form­ing along the sur­face.

She clutched at it. “The shit hole!”

Craid’s eyes came into sharp fo­cus. With a gasp, he rolled over and threw the comb into the cor­ner.

Ma­jo­ril snapped her fi­ngers and sum­moned a spear. It slammed into the wall just as the clay co­n­ta­iner ric­o­cheted off one wall. It struck the faint­ly glo­wing haft of her we­apon be­fore rolling into the hole.

She stum­bled for­ward. “Ron, close it!”

With­out wait­ing for the earth knight, she rammed her shoul­der into the pri­va­cy wall. It ti­tled but it was too heavy.

Craid’s body rammed into the wall, spray­ing blood from rup­tured ve­ins.

The im­pact top­pled the wall and the heavy stone la­nded on top of the o­pe­ning.

Ma­jo­ril rolled over. “Ron, you need…!” When she stared at the emp­ty cor­ner, her voice trailed off.

There was a de­a­fe­ning boom as the stone cove­ring the hole shat­tered into shards and a gout of flame burst out of the hole. The con­cus­sion wave picked up both Craid and Ma­jo­ril and threw them across the tiny space.

The im­pact crushed her or­gans and she felt bones crack. Her head smacked a­gainst the mud­dy wall. It felt like rock from her speed and stars burned their way across her vi­sion.

Dazed, she slumped to the gro­und.

Craid la­nded face-first next to her, his legs twist­ed ob­scene­ly with bones stick­ing out from where they rup­tured flesh. He let out a long ex­ha­la­tion and slumped into the mud.

Ma­jo­ril sobbed as she tried to get her limbs to move. Noth­ing was work­ing. Her ears were ri­n­ging and there was a high-pitched whine. Blood drib­bled from her ears and her chest throbbed. Her head lulled down and she saw two of her ribs stick­ing out of her right side.

A whis­per of so­und in­tro­duced the sniper. Land­ing light­ly on the gro­und, the sle­nder man wore tight, dark cloth­ing. His face was bare but pa­i­nted with black paint. Float­ing over his shoul­der was a sphere of crack­ling en­er­gy.

He didn’t say a word as he lo­oked down at Craid and kicked his head.

The fall­en war­rior didn’t move.

The sphere hummed and a nar­row beam of en­er­gy shot out, pierc­ing Craid’s chest. It stopped af­ter a sec­ond, leav­ing only a burn hole in the back of Ma­jo­ril’s fri­end’s body.

Al­most ca­su­al­ly, the sniper fo­cused on Ma­jo­ril.

It was too late to play dead. She gasped as she tried to get her body work­ing. Her fi­ngers trem­bled with her ef­fort to snap her fi­ngers. If she could sum­mon a spear, then at least she had a chance of stop­ping her killer.

The sphere hummed lo­uder and en­er­gy crack­led along its sur­face.

Ma­jo­ril re­fused to close her eyes. She grit­ted her teeth and fo­cused on her fi­ngers.

En­er­gy burst out from the sphere, pierc­ing her shoul­der.

Flesh burned away in an in­stant, peel­ing back from the beam of en­er­gy.

It fad­ed.

The sniper smiled.

A mas­sive sword burst out of the gro­und be­tween his legs. The foot-wide blade shot straight up, bury­ing into his crotch in a spray of blood and gore. It ripped out of his shoul­der.

Ro­na­mar’s hand reached out from un­der­neath the mud to plant on the gro­und. Mus­cles tensed and his head rose out from the mud and rock.

The sniper’s eyes wi­dened in fear.

Ro­na­mar twist­ed the blade hard and the mas­sive we­apon ripped the sniper apart from the in­side.

The sphere grew brighter.

Ma­jo­ril snapped. Her spear ap­peared in mid-throw, shoot­ing for­ward to im­pale her at­tack­er right un­der­neath the chin. The sharp­ened po­int thrust deep into his brain and came out the oth­er side.

Ro­na­mar twist­ed his we­apon the oth­er di­rec­tion and a show­er of gore po­ured down across his face.

With an­oth­er snap, Ma­jo­ril dis­missed one spear and then sum­moned an­oth­er. It pierced the man’s skull a­gain. She kept snap­ping un­til the sphere of crack­ling en­er­gy dis­si­pat­ed.

Then she im­paled him a­gain.

And then one last time to make sure he was dead.

Ro­na­mar gro­aned as he crawled out of the earth as if it was noth­ing but wa­ter. “Not my smartest move.” Once on top, he slumped for­ward on the now sol­id earth. “Oh, get­ting dizzy.”

He pitched for­ward.

Ma­jo­ril reached for him but couldn’t catch him from falling. She gro­aned and slumped for­ward. She lo­oked at Craid’s body and then Ro­na­mar’s.

“Shit,” she fi­nal­ly said. “To­day sucks.”

Craid gro­aned. “Tell me a­bout it.”

“C-Craid!?” Ma­jo­ril felt a glim­mer of hope.

“D-Don’t touch.”

She froze, fi­ngers from his body.

Craid shud­dered. “I’m hold­ing… to­geth­er, but it’s get­ting… hard…”

With a pa­ined chuck­le, Ro­na­mar rolled to his side. “You can do it, I know you can.” He pa­nted for a mo­ment. “Just un­til morn­ing, sec­ond squad is co­ming.”

“Don’t… me sleep,” Craid said in a bro­ken voice. “Sleep and I die.”

Ma­jo­ril was ex­haust­ed and in agony. Her ribs were stick­ing out and there was blood every­where. She lo­oked up at the night sky where droplets of rain came down to splat­ter across her face. It se­emed so over­whelm­ing in that mo­ment and death was al­most hold­ing her hand.

She closed her eyes slow­ly.

Then o­pened them.

Ma­jo­ril had her duty. Keep Craid a­wait, don’t let any of them die, sur­vive un­til morn­ing. She gulped and ges­tured to Ro­na­mar. “Give me your shirt? I need to stop bleed­ing.”

They had to sur­vive the night. All three of them.

That was her only duty now.
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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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