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        Difficulties of Traditions


        
The twist­ed crea­tures of the ocean only seek blood a­mong the fish­er­men that pa­trols the wa­ters.
—Ta­bor dea Dis­robin, The Hor­rors of Surf and Sand

Xaber shoved his hand into the buck­et of writhing pur­ple te­nta­cles and grabbed one. The slick mus­cle slid along his fi­ngers un­til he dug his nails in to stop it. With a grunt, he pulled it out and threw it across the cut­ting board to stun it.

Be­fore the suck­ered te­nta­cle could re­cov­er, he grabbed a ham­mer and a sil­ver spike. With prac­ticed ease, he posi­ti­oned the nail and slammed it into place.

The drip­ping te­nta­cle shud­dered once and then stopped mov­ing.

He ham­mered a sec­ond sil­ver spike into the oth­er end just to make sure it was prop­er­ly dead.

With prac­ticed skill, Xaber switched to his filet knife and cut into the soft bot­tom of the te­nta­cle. It took a bit of strength to force the tip of the blade in, but once he did, it sliced open eas­i­ly to re­veal a lay­er of sil­very fat.

He dug his blade in a bit de­eper and cut to the rich red meat un­der­neath. Then, he worked his way a­ro­und the te­nta­cle, re­mov­ing the o­uter lay­ers un­til he had a lo­in of ed­i­ble meat. A few more flicks of his blade and he cut away the po­i­so­nous glands that ran along a ridge.

The deck un­der­neath him jerked and he braced his foot across the nar­row aisle a­gainst the co­u­nter. The waves ham­mered the ship, sway­ing it from side to side but he kept him­self still as he chopped the lo­in into inch-thick steaks.

“Damn it!”

He lo­oked over his shoul­der at Je­for, one of the jour­ney­man fish­ers on the boat.

Je­for ran his palm over his hair and snapped it away, splat­te­ring slime across the co­u­nter. “I’m fuck­ing tired of get­ting groped by di­nner!”

He slammed a sec­ond, five-gal­lon buck­et of writhing te­nta­cles on the co­u­nter next to Xaber. “Every damn time! I have slime in my ass crack! My ass! Di­nner should not be grab­bing my ass!”

Xaber shrugged as Je­for screamed at him.

The deck heaved to the side and the fresh buck­et slid to the edge of the co­u­nter.

Xaber slammed his knife into the wo­oden co­u­nter to catch it and then re­turned back to Je­for who con­ti­nued to rant. His face didn’t crack from his per­pet­u­al­ly bored-lo­o­king face. He had heard the rant be­fore, not only from Je­for from al­most eve­ry­one who got volu­n­te­ered for kitchen du­ties.

“Why do you have a re­ge­ner­at­ing te­nta­cle mon­ster in the hold when we have four tons of fish!”

Xaber sighed. “You know what to­day is?”

“Year’s end, so what?”

“New Year’s Eve, ac­tu­al­ly. That’s an im­por­tant day for the cap­tain who is from Be­n­son’s Po­int in Tarsan.”

Je­for held out his hands and jerked in a silent but an­gry “so?”

“One of their tra­di­tions is the cel­e­bra­tion of the four day bat­tle of the The Re­spect­ful Hope of San Go­ran, a war­ship that de­fe­nded the pe­ni­nsu­la a­gainst the Dis­robin Navy du­ring one of the worst wi­nter storms in his­to­ry.”

Je­for start­ed to say some­thing but Xaber held up his fi­nger and kept spe­a­king. “The San Go­ran was un­able to fish beca­use of rough wa­ters and the fact every man was pre­pa­ring for war. In the mem­o­ry of the men who starved, the cap­tain’s ship will not set a sin­gle net down to gath­er fish for the same four days.”

“We have plen­ty of fish al­ready! I helped catch the four tons of Cou­ple-damned food in the hold!”

Xaber po­int­ed to­ward the door lead­ing out of the kitchen. “Go tell the cap­tain you’d like to eat some. He’s ho­no­ring the tra­di­tion the prop­er way, which means he’s fast­ing for four days while work­ing in this storm. I’m sure he’d love the com­pa­ny.”

Je­for o­pened his mouth to snap and then closed it. “That doesn’t so­und like a good idea.”

Xaber fi­nal­ly smiled, it last­ed for a few sec­onds be­fore it dropped from the ef­fort. “So you can see my prob­lem. I have to feed six­ty-two men and women for four days with­out fresh food. Tra­di­tion says we don’t fish, but not eve­ry­one is will­ing to starve beca­use of that same tra­di­tion. The cap­tain is. So, I’m pre­se­nted with a dif­fi­cul­ty.”

“But a te­nta­cle mon­ster!?” Je­for said with a whine.

Xaber ges­tured to the rel­a­tive­ly small kitchen. “You see a lot of room for fresh fruit, steak, and ve­geta­bles in here? Maybe a cow I can milk every day? I bare­ly have e­nough for the ba­sics: flour, sug­ar, and lard.”

Lo­o­king a­ro­und, Je­for lo­oked guilty for a mo­ment.

“I’ve been serv­ing this ship for twen­ty-nine years. All but three had me down in this place. I im­pro­vised beca­use I was tired of the bitch­ing, spoiled food, and try­ing to jam e­nough crap into these ca­bi­nets to feed all of you.”

Xaber turned back to the buck­et of te­nta­cles. He pushed it back on the co­u­nter and ho­oked it on a met­al ha­nger he had stolen years ago. Turn­ing back, he gave an­oth­er ghost of a smile. “Hav­ing a ready source of meat makes life a lot eas­i­er for me. Be­sides, I haven’t for­got­ten to re­move the po­ison glans for at least three years.”

His face gro­wing pale, Je­for lo­oked a­ro­und. His gaze fo­cused on the door to the hold and grew paler.

“Fine. I’ll ask the cap­tain to as­sign you to an­oth­er post.”

“Thank you.”

“Go on, I can fin­ish this on my own.” Xaber ges­tured to the stairs lead­ing up.

Je­for al­most ran for the door.

Xaber watched him and then went back to his cut­ting board to fin­ish cre­at­ing the lo­ins out of the te­nta­cles. He used both buck­ets be­fore he had eighty steaks laid out on trays. Af­ter sprin­kling them with spices, he threw them into the box that had the fire rune en­grave into the bot­tom.

The mag­i­cal heat rolled over his face. He no­ticed it was spark­ing and the steady red glow flick­ered in­stead of re­ma­i­ning steady. It only had a few weeks of en­er­gy left be­fore it dark­ened.

When he closed the door, he up­dat­ed his task list to or­der the rune charged as soon as they got into port.

Lo­o­king a­ro­und, he couldn’t see any­thing that ne­eded at­ten­tion for at least twen­ty min­utes. He wiped his hand and then he­aded down into the hold with the te­nta­cle mon­ster.

He o­pened the door and took a deep breath of the briny air that flo­oded past him. Glanc­ing one more time at the stairs lead­ing up to the deck, he went in­side and closed the door be­hind him.

Be­fore he reached the bot­tom, he felt the cool in­tru­sion into his thoughts as the crea­ture reached out, «Cold eve­nings, Xaber Mar­tin.»

Xaber came a­ro­und the bot­tom of the stairs and lo­oked at the writhing wall of pur­ple te­nta­cles that filled the hold. The smell was over­po­we­ring, icy and salty at the same time. The floor had an inch-deep slur­ry of slime, salt, and fresh black streaks of the crea­ture’s blood.

“Was Je­for gen­tle?”

«Not re­al­ly. The hu­man was dis­gust­ed and didn’t make clean cuts.» A ragged end of a te­nta­cle pushed out of the wall to show Xaber. Even in the dim light, it was obvi­ous that Je­for had chopped a few times be­fore he re­vert­ed to a sa­wing mo­tion.

Xaber let out a dis­ap­po­int­ed sigh and pat­ted the ragged end. “Sor­ry, it’s hard to tell how they are go­ing to do down here.”

The te­nta­cle wrapped a­ro­und his wrist, so­a­king it with slime. There was al­ready a small ten­dril stick­ing out from the end. It would be ful­ly healed by morn­ing. «It did not hurt much. The hu­man was rough, but it still gave re­lief.»

It took a while to find the right men­tal thoughts to com­mu­ni­cate that the crea­ture’s te­nta­cles nev­er stopped gro­wing. The lo­nger they were, the more they hurt. Hav­ing them trimmed down and short­ened helped it as much as hav­ing a ready source of un­spoiled food for the crew helped him.

«The hu­man was not the one I am lo­o­king for.»

Xaber pat­ted the te­nta­cle. “I’m sor­ry. We’ll keep lo­o­king. We’ve only tried twen­ty-five of the crew. There are still eigh­teen that were on this ship three years ago.”

«I miss that night. Why didn’t the hu­man come back?»

Xaber shrugged, he had hear those thoughts be­fore. “Not eve­ry­one wants to ad­mit they e­njoyed hav­ing sex with a te­nta­cle mon­ster. Or they want to but cou­ple come up with an ex­cuse.”

What he didn’t want to think a­bout were the oth­er sit­u­a­tions: that who­ev­er the crea­ture sought didn’t e­njoy the night at all or that the crew had left the ship.

The te­nta­cle reached a­ro­und to wrap a­ro­und his waist. The pres­sure was steady but he knew what would hap­pen next.

With­out his ex­pres­sion cha­n­ging, Xaber stepped back and twist­ed away. “I am not the hu­man you were lo­o­king for. I have two holes you want to play with and nei­ther is a port of en­try.”

«Sor­ry, I do not re­mem­ber what the hu­man lo­oked like.»

Step­ping fur­ther back, Xaber held out his hand to enco­u­rage the te­nta­cle to wrap a­ro­und it a­gain. “Any chance you re­mem­ber any­thing a­bout this lover? Name? Age? Even af­ter three years, it would make it eas­i­er to find them a­gain.”

«I am blind and feel by touch. All I know is that it was a hu­man. I think. As for the name, I had not learned how to pro­ject my thoughts into hu­mans at that po­int. You were the re­ason I can com­mu­ni­cate now.»

“Num­ber of holes?”

Do­zens of te­nta­cles rip­pled along the wall. They slith­ered over each oth­er, drip­ping slime onto the floor. «I can­not co­unt that low. All hu­mans have so few, but I still e­njoyed what had hap­pened.»

Xaber held up his hand. “I still don’t want de­tails. I’ll ask the cap­tain for an­oth­er crew.”

«Thank you, Xaber Mar­tin.»

“This time, don’t get so grab­by. You need co­n­sent, so give a hint of your i­n­ter­est, not stick any­thing of yours into any­thing of theirs with­out per­mis­sion. Te­ase, not vi­o­late.”

«I apo­lo­gize, I went too far with Je­for Da­nisor.»

Xaber frowned. “Da­nisor? He said his fam­i­ly name was Gray­fal.”

«No, Xaber Mar­tain. Je­for Da­nisor is the name in the hu­man’s head. There are many lies in the hu­man’s thoughts.»

Xaber gru­nted. “I might need to tell the cap­tain a­bout that.”

«The hu­man has many mag­i­cal we­apons hid­den on the ship. Be ca­re­ful, you are the clos­est I have for a fri­end. I would be very sad if you got hurt.»

Xaber smiled. “I’m ho­nored to be your fri­end.” He had no name for the te­nta­cle mon­ster, but one was nev­er ne­eded.

«Cold and safe eve­nings, Xaber Mar­tain.»

“Good night, old fri­end. We’ll try a­gain to­mor­row.”
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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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