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        Bound Together


        
They would be lat­er be­come known as the Har­bri­ngers of Qu­iet, a cadre of yo­ung men and women who chased af­ter bat­tles to pro­vide heal­ing, re­build­ing, and food for the peo­ple dis­placed by war.
—Na­kail da Ko­r­san, The Silent Har­bri­ngers

Par­tel could bare­ly think past the he­adache that throbbed in his head and the twist­ed gur­gling in his gut. His eyes stub­born­ly re­fused to open, like a crypt door that had been sealed over with a cen­tu­ry of con­crete. He tried to fo­cus on one eye, but only his eyes only burned in the dark­ness and re­fused to budge.

He al­ready knew not to wipe his eyes clear. He could feel the tight bonds of a rope a­ro­und his wrist. A qu­iet part of him thought it could be chain but it was too smooth and cre­aked when he twist­ed his wrists back and forth.

With­out o­pe­ning his eyes, he arched his back and pushed his bound wrists to­ward his rear. If he could get them un­der, he would have more op­tions for bre­a­king free. But, even as he strained his shoul­ders down and twist­ed his body, he couldn’t get his wrists low e­nough to hook un­der his but­tocks.

“Damn,” he mut­tered. Twist­ing back and forth, he ex­plored his bounds while brac­ing him­self on the gro­und. He was on a hard, smooth sur­face, ce­ram­ic or wood. His body slid a bit and he de­cid­ed to try pu­shing him­self to­ward some fur­ni­ture or a wall; he wa­nted any­thing that could be used as a brace.

The rope bind­ing his wrists stopped him with less than a foot of slack. He grum­bled and twist­ed a­gain. There was no give a­ro­und his wrists but he con­ti­nued to work back and forth un­til he felt the skin burn­ing and the faint smell of blood ris­ing up.

Par­tel cha­nged tac­tics, scis­sored his wrists as far as they would go and then jerked his arms hard away from each oth­er in an at­tempt to snap it. It failed but he tried a­gain.

“Don’t both­er,” a voice said. It was a woman or a girl, it was hard to tell with her high­er tone.

So­mehow, he wasn’t sur­prised there was so­me­one else near him.

He rele­nted with his bonds and fo­cused on o­pe­ning his eye. He rubbed them a­gainst fab­ric that draped over his shoul­der, but then fought a way of na­usea that thre­a­tened to dis­gorge what­ev­er was in his stom­ach. He al­most vo­mit­ed just to re­lieve the dis­com­fort but couldn’t. In­stead, he con­ti­nued to rub his eyes with his shoul­der un­til he could see through the cracks.

Par­tel gro­aned while he bli­nked, forc­ing his eye open. It felt like he was te­a­ring his eye­lash­es off his skin but he man­aged to force one open eye and lo­oked a­ro­und.

She was a yo­ung thing, maybe in her late teens or ear­ly twen­ties. Her face was sha­dowed, with red and shad­ows sur­ro­und­ing her eyes. She sat on the gro­und a few yards away from him, both arms wrapped a­ro­und her chest and cli­n­ging to her shoul­ders with the fi­nger­tips. Long hair, rat­ty and split, po­ured down her face and ob­scured part of her sullen look.

“I al­ready tried,” she said in a whis­per.

He tried to give her an enco­u­ra­ging grin. “Doesn’t hurt to try.”

A ghost of a smile flick­ered across her face, then dis­ap­peared as if it has been erased. “No, I guess it doesn’t. It nev­er hurts, right?”

Re­ne­wing his ef­forts, Par­tel gru­nted and twist­ed.

She sat there, u­nmov­ing. Her dark-rimmed eyes watched his move­ments with an ex­pres­sion that lo­oked sad more than wor­ried.

He kept glanc­ing up at her, a nig­gling feel­ing in the back of his head that sug­gest­ed he knew who she was. But, for all of his phys­i­cal ef­forts and wrack­ing of his thoughts, he couldn’t i­den­ti­fy the yo­ung girl across from him.

Af­ter what felt like hours, he had to re­lent. He wasn’t get­ting free. With a groan, he slumped for­ward. “I can’t break free.”

“I know.”

“Why?”

“I al­ready tried,” she said in a qu­iet voice. Then she turned to re­veal that her wrists were also bound be­hind her. Streaks of blood drib­bled out from where the ma­te­rial had dug into her flesh, adding to a dark stain that had marred the stone un­der­neath her. Even from a dis­tance, he could see the droplets gliste­ning on the rocks.

He cocked his head. “How long have you been here?”

An­oth­er sad smile. She ducked her head and lift­ed her­self slight­ly and then down a­gain. She let out a low groan that he could bare­ly here. The rope rus­tled while she shift­ed her body from one side and then the oth­er be­fore set­tling down. She had a long dress that trem­bled with her move­ments. Lit­tle flecks of dust hung in the air a­ro­und her.

He lo­oked a­ro­und. They ap­peared to be in a cell some sort but there was no bed, box, or any­thing else that sug­gest­ed they would be there for any length of time. A frown crossed his brow. Why were they alone? For how long? Noth­ing a­ro­und them sug­gest­ed it was go­ing to be a long in­car­cer­a­tion, which meant so­me­one should be co­ming from them so­oner or lat­er.

Par­tel glanced at her. “You a­ren’t an­swe­ring. How long have you been here?”

“Long e­nough.”

“Can’t be that long,” he said with a grin. “No cham­ber pot. No bed.” More rev­e­la­tions rose up, bub­bling up from his sub­con­sci­ous. Cu­ri­ous of their source, he still ges­tured with his chin as he spoke. “Your dress isn’t crushed on the sides, you’ve been kneel­ing since you put it on. I’m guess­ing… a few hours at most judg­ing from how you’re mov­ing.”

A smile flick­ered across her face for a mo­ment. “You al­ways no­ticed the lit­tle things.” She sniffed and shook her head. “Damn you.”

His body tensed, his stom­ach rolled with a fresh wave of na­usea that he had wok­en up with. “I’ve done this be­fore?”

She look away, her gaze drift­ing to­ward the door. “Yes.”

An un­com­fort­able si­lence filled the room.

He watched her squirm slight­ly. It was obvi­ous that she grew more un­com­fort­able with every pass­ing sec­ond. Her eyes re­ma­ined locked on the door and away from his gaze. He sighed. “What’s your name?”

She shook her head.

“Does that mean I should just call you ‘Girl?’” A mem­o­ry rose up. “No… Glo­ry?”

She jerked vi­o­lent­ly as he had punched her. A tear ran down her cheek. “Please don’t,” she whis­pered.

“Don’t do what?”

“Don’t no­tice things, just…” She gro­aned. “Just don’t ask ques­tions, please?”

The ten­sion of her mus­cles wor­ried him. She was hold­ing some­thing back, stra­i­ning a­gainst it.

He cle­ared his throat. “What’s wrong?”

“Noth­ing.” Her voice was tense. An­oth­er tremor rip­pled along her arms. Slow­ly, she inched to wrap her arms a­ro­und her stom­ach.

He shook his head. “That doesn’t look like noth­ing. What’s wrong?”

She lo­oked at him, tears esca­ping her dark-rimmed eyes. “I’m hun­gry.”

Par­tel didn’t have to look a­ro­und. So­mehow, he un­der­stood ex­act­ly why there were only two peo­ple in the room. “There is only one thing in here you can eat, isn’t there?”

Glo­ry shud­dered and a fresh tear ran down her cheek. “Damn you.”

A grim joy flo­oded through him. He forced him­self to look at her in a diffe­rent light, to see how she was thi­nner than healthy with a pale­ness that would have had any pa­rent up­set. She was not eat­ing e­nough. He rolled his eyes. “How long since you last ate?”

“Last moon.”

Par­tel gro­aned and tried to see any sign of light from the out­side. There was none. “Help me out, how many days?”

“Um, thir­ty… thir­ty-two?”

“You haven’t e­aten in thir­ty days!?” His voice beat a­gainst the walls. “What kind of mon­sters wouldn’t let you do that? How are you… Damn the Cou­ple, I’ll kill who­ev­er—”

“It was me.”

His rant con­ti­nued for a few more words be­fore her words reg­is­tered. He stared be­fore slump­ing down. He felt old and tired for a mo­ment.

Glo­ry shrugged and her dress rus­tled. “I only have to eat when the moon dark­ens. It isn’t that much but it takes a­bout a week.” She gro­aned and bent over.

An­oth­er wave of na­usea rose up in­side Par­tel. A groan es­caped his own lips as he tight­ened his stom­ach mus­cles. Pant­i­ng, he chuck­led. “Let me guess, when you’re hun­gry, you are re­al­ly hun­gry?”

She nod­ded, pe­e­ring at him through the rat­ty ends of her hair.

When she gro­aned a­gain, he could feel it in his stom­ach. It was a wave of sap­ping strength and dis­com­fort. No doubt, her hu­nger and his mis­ery were co­nnect­ed in some way. He wa­nted to ask for specifics, but he prob­a­bly knew e­nough: she was feed­ing on him by prox­im­i­ty.

Par­tel tried to re­call what he had been do­ing a week ago, but his me­mo­ries were fuzzy and vague. He couldn’t re­mem­ber much more than his name and wa­king up. To his sur­prise, he wasn’t up­set t hough.

His mind spun fu­ri­ous­ly. She said that he had done this be­fore, which meant he had fed her more than once. The empti­ness of the cell and their po­si­tion im­plied so­me­one had got­ten the process of feed­ing Glo­ry down to near­ly a sci­ence.

Par­tel was cat­tle. But he had done it more than once which meant he had sur­vived. He sighed and fought down the wave of na­usea. Forc­ing his at­ten­tion on her, he cle­ared his throat. “What do I have to do?”

She lo­oked at him, her eyes slow­ly wi­dened. Then a tor­tured look crossed her face. “How can you do that? How can you just give your­self up that eas­i­ly? Every sin­gle time.” Her tone was ac­cus­ing but also pa­ined.

Par­tel couldn’t help but chuck­led.

Her face dark­ened.

He shrugged. “I can’t help it. I can’t re­mem­ber and I’m cu­ri­ous. It’s obvi­ous we’ve done this be­fore and I sur­vive, but I don’t know the re­ason. What I do know is that you are in pain and hun­gry.”

An­oth­er wave of na­usea slammed into him. He let out a hiss of pain and le­aned to­ward her. The wave grew stro­nger un­til he felt like he was sec­onds from thro­wing up.

Every part of him screamed to pull away but he forced him­self to inch clos­er to Glo­ry. The na­usea grew even more i­n­tense, al­most over­whelm­ing, but he con­ti­nued to move for­ward un­til he was li­ter­al­ly gag­ging.

The air a­ro­und her shim­mered.

She let out an­oth­er groan, but there was also a moan of re­lief mixed in with the voice. Af­ter a glance, she bu­ried her face in her hands.

“That… work?” he asked through grit­ted teeth.

She nod­ded.

“Then, I’ll just stay here.” He didn’t know why, but he wasn’t wor­ried a­bout dy­ing. The rest was just pain and dis­com­fort, he could get through those. An­oth­er wave slammed into him and he could al­most feel some­thing be­ing drawn out of him, like a loose thread co­ming off a shirt with so­me­one who re­fused to stop pulling.

Sec­onds felt like hours. Be­fore he knew it, he was drip­ping sweat and his en­tire body shook with ex­haus­tion. He forced his eyes open af­ter they had dro­oped shut. “Feel­ing bet­ter.”

“Yes, damn it,” she said through her fi­ngers.

He gro­aned. “Then tell me why I don’t re­mem­ber.”

He caught her glare for a sec­ond.

“There is a re­ason, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then what?”

She didn’t an­swer. Her hands tight­ened a­gainst her face.

“Come on. Why won’t you tell me!”

“Beca­use I hate this! You just give your­self. Every sin­gle time! You keep telling me you love me, but you can’t be­lieve that. I’m a mon­ster, Papa! A mon­ster! I’m not your lit­tle girl any­more and I haven’t been for six­ty years!”

Par­tel le­aned back on shock. “I’m… your fa­ther?”

“Yes,” she said with a scream. “You’ve been this for fifty years and I keep telling you to stop! Every time, I have to watch you go! Every. Sin­gle. Time!” she paused to let out a sob, “You keep dy­ing to feed me and then tell say you love me!”

The tears were sheet down your face.

Glo­ry rose up on her knees. “I’m not your lit­tle girl! I’m a Cou­ple-damned mon­ster and you. just. won’t. stop!”

“Oh, dear,” he said. Her fa­ther. No wo­nder she lo­oked fa­mil­iar.

His stom­ach heaved. He felt dizzy. He didn’t have any oth­er op­tion. “I can get clos­er, can’t I?”

“No.”

He inched clos­er, fight­ing a­gainst the wave. “I can touch you, can’t it?”

Her lips clenched to­geth­er.

Par­tel kept mov­ing. “I love you, don’t I?”

She sniffed and nod­ded. “Yes, Papa.”

He brought him­self right up to her. Her pre­sence burned his skin, what­ev­er she used to feed was ra­king along his nerves and it felt like a fire had been ig­nit­ed deep in his bones. With sweat ru­n­ning down his face, he rest­ed his head on her shoul­der. “Right here?”

Her sobs shook her head. “Right there, Papa.”

“I don’t re­mem­ber this any­more.”

“I know… you stopped re­mem­be­ring a long time ago.”

He smiled to him­self de­spite the agony that rav­aged his body. He wa­nted to throw up, scream, or sim­ply give up and die.

But he re­mem­bered the feel­ing that coursed through his thoughts: de­ter­mi­na­tion, love, and hope. It drove him for­ward de­spite the pain in his burn­ing chest or the way his vi­sion blurred once a­gain.

She rest­ed her head a­gainst his face.

“Do I have a life be­yond this?”

A sniff. “No. Not any­more.”

“What do you do now? Some­thing… good?” He gro­aned through the words. “Some­thing worth all this?”

“I fol­low af­ter wars and help those had their fam­i­lies and farms de­stroyed by blood­shed. It was… it was what we all did be­fore this hap­pened.”

He could al­most i­mag­ine what she was talk­ing a­bout. “Some­thing a­bout hous­es? I re­mem­ber a ham­mer.”

A sad smile. “Re­build­ing hous­es, plant­i­ng new farms, pro­vid­ing seeds, ma­te­ri­als, and help­ing hands.” She sighed. “I haven’t slept in years, so I work all night and day. I teach skills that were lost and leave be­hind books to help the or­phans when I leave. While the oth­ers sleep, I build, re­pair, and craft. Every year, every moth. I work un­til I have to come back to Mama and you. Twen­ty-five days out, sev­en days in.”

“Your moth­er is alive?”

No an­swer.

“Do you feed on her?”

“No. I can’t.”

“I don’t un­der­stand.”

The rope a­ro­und his wrist lo­o­sened. He pushed him­self up but there was no one be­hind him. To his side, the door cre­aked open to re­veal an emp­ty hall. He ex­pect­ed to see so­me­one but there was noth­ing, not even a whis­per of a so­und.

The door closed and then swung open a­gain, tap­ping a­gainst the frame in a rhythm that was deli­be­rate.

“She’s here too. The tow­er now. She came one with the stone when you be­came my… my…”

He gri­nned. “Larder?”

An i­n­tense wave of agony drove into him. With­out a doubt, he knew he was co­ming to the end. He reached out to wrap one arm a­ro­und her waist and hold her tight. “I love you, Glo­ry.”

His oth­er hand reached out to press a­gainst the stone. He i­mag­ined he could feel his for­got­ten wife’s heart un­der­neath his grip.

Glo­ry hugged him back, free of her bounds. “I love you, Papa,” she whis­pered. “I’m sor­ry for what has hap­pened.”

He wa­nted to ask how it hap­pened but he knew it wouldn’t help him be­fore he died. “I’m glad you are help­ing oth­ers. That is the right thing. You are do­ing good.”

His throat seized up.

She hugged him tighter, bury­ing her face into his shoul­der.

Par­tel gulped to clear his voice. “Be glo­ri­ous, my Glo­ry.”
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        D. Moonfire is the remarkable intersection of a computer nerd and a scientist. He inherited a desire for learning, endless curiosity, and a talent for being a polymath from both of his parents. Instead of focusing on a single genre, he writes stories and novels in many different settings ranging from fantasy to science fiction. He also throws in the occasional romance or forensics murder mystery to mix things up.
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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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