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        Blue Hat Club


        
We should be ashamed of our tole­rance of ho­mo­sex­u­al­i­ty that we’ve al­lowed in our once high and glo­ri­ous so­ci­ety.
—Fi­nagel da Josin

Pael checked the pale blue, bowler hat on his head be­fore he came a­ro­und the cor­ner to Miss Hathin’s Cafe. The com­fort of ma­king sure the curved rim slid along his fi­nger­tips smooth­ly al­ways soothed his nerves be­fore he stepped into the view of oth­ers. It was a van­i­ty thing, he told him­self, but it didn’t mat­ter. He was the elect­ed le­ader this year and it was up to him to look the part.

The cafe was at the end of a street, right where the cob­ble­stones stopped at a wrought iron fence. On the oth­er side was Blomde­ring Park, one of the pret­ti­er flower parks in the city. It also had plen­ty of foot trails and paving stone paths that wa­n­dered through the trees and wild flow­ers and sculp­tures.

He smiled to him­self. It had been a while since he walked hand-in-hand with some love­ly fairy and whis­pered sweet noth­ings into a tilt­ed ear. Of course, he was a few years past be­ing a fairy, a sle­nder yo­ung man who fan­cied oth­er men. No, as he start­ed the fi­nal lengths of his twen­ties, he was firm­ly beco­ming more of an elf than a fairy. His pa­unch was get­ting just a bit snug in­side his waist­coat and there was a bit more sag in his but­tocks. But, that is the na­ture of gro­wing up.

Pael thre­aded his way past the wo­oden chairs and straight­ened a few of the ta­bles be­fore head­ing in­side the cafe. “Good morn­ing, my love­ly Hathin!” he a­n­no­unced.

Hathin dea Pi­nnir—a cheer­ful spin­ster who made the most glo­ri­ous of teas and cup­cakes—lo­oked up from her co­u­nter. Her smile bright­ened the room as she lift­ed up a tray of still ste­a­ming cups. “You are right on time.”

“Of course. I must be.”

She cocked her head. “Should I re­mind you of last week?”

He frowned for a mo­ment and then smiled. “That didn’t co­unt. We didn’t do any­thing, he just wa­nted to talk.”

“And you came in with last week’s suit on. Not to men­tion the jel­ly on your hat?”

He gave a sly grin. “It was the only thing I had at his house.”

“You’re just lucky his wife—” Her voice stopped as she lo­oked to the side and be­hind Pael.

He turned as an old­er man in an old black suit, worn shoes, and an al­most bald head came shuf­fling into the cafe. He had an or­nate cane that squ­e­aked on the brick floor as he set it down and tried to push the door open e­nough to squ­e­eze one dro­o­ping shoul­der past.

Pael spun on his heels and strode over. “May I help you, Fa­ther?”

The old­er man gru­nted and nod­ded.

Re­a­ching out, Pael o­pened the door slow­ly and then pi­nned it in place with his foot while hold­ing out his hand.

The old­er man lo­oked at it for a mo­ment and then up at him. He had the cloudy gaze of a man who had seen miles. He shook his head and gru­nted a­gain. “'an do it, yo­ung one,” he mut­tered.

Pael felt a sting of an­noy­ance but pushed it aside to keep a smile on his face. As soon as the old­er man was clear, he ges­tured to­ward one of the ta­bles. “I’ll ask Miss Hathin to see you.”

An­oth­er grunt.

He he­aded back to the co­u­nter. “It’s for you.”

She sighed and reached up to pull her light brown hair out of her face and into a pony tail. “Bad ti­ming though,” she said with a whis­per. “You got more blues head­ing in.”

He turned to see a small clus­ter of men head­ing in. All of them wore blue hats of some sort, though a “hat” was pu­shing the lim­it of Ka­bel’s scarf. How­ev­er, Ka­bel was new to the club and didn’t have the mon­ey for a prop­er head cove­ring. “Thanks, Love. I’ll try to keep it down for the black but do you think he’ll be trou­ble?”

She was al­ready gone, swe­e­ping a­ro­und her co­u­nter with a swish of her ass and a swirl of her per­fume.

Pael en­vied her for a mo­ment. She had ac­cept­ed her life as a spin­ster and had even flo­ur­ished in it. Be­sides the oc­casi­onal lover, she se­emed hap­py to deal with a bunch of fa­i­ries, elves, and trolls that in­vad­ed her lit­tle cor­ner store once a month.

At least no one pa­i­nted her front door telling her to burn.

He shook his head, put on a smile, and he­aded to­ward the group e­n­te­ring the room. “Lovelies!” he said with all the cheer he could muster.

They gre­eted him en­thu­si­as­ti­cal­ly with hugs, kiss­es for the cheeks, and gos­sip from across the town. He flut­tered a­ro­und, guid­ing eve­ry­one to their seats and col­lect­ing or­ders.

Ka­bel was one of the first to sit down and it took Pael a mo­ment to get alone with him. Squat­ting down next to the table, he lo­oked at the large man. “You okay, Kab?”

Tug­ging on his blue scarf, Ka­bel nod­ded but his eyes were mov­ing a­ro­und the room. “Just feel a bit un­com­fort­able to­day.”

“It’s okay, we a­ren’t go­ing to bite.”

“I know,” Kable start­ed as he toyed with his scarf. “I just, you all look so pret­ty and I’m… not.” He e­nded with a sigh. He fi­nal­ly tugged off the blue knit and crunched it up on the table.

“Not all of us are pret­ty, that isn’t what this is a­bout.”

“I’m fat. A troll.”

“Trolls are beau­ti­ful,” Pael said with a smile. “Fairy, elf, troll, and dwarf. Each one has some­thing wo­nder­ful a­bout them. Every smile is worth tre­a­su­ring. Every kin is worth sav­ing. Every one of us is worth lov­ing. We may not like the same things and we may not stand the same way, but we will al­ways be broth­ers when we wear blue.”

The last few words were echoed by the sur­ro­und­ing men in blue hats. It was the mot­to of the Blue Hat Club and they start­ed every meet­ing say­ing al­most the same thing.

Ka­bel lo­oked a­ro­und, his eyes shimme­ring. “But eve­ry­one else is so…”

His voice trailed off. Pael no­ticed that he was pulling on his scarf. Al­most eve­ry­one else wore hats but he didn’t have one. Af­ter a mo­ment, he le­aned back to fish his wal­let out of his pock­et. Dis­crete­ly, he pulled out a hun­dred jems and fold­ed them in his palm. Re­plac­ing his wal­let, he le­aned back. “You know Gan’s?”

The im­me­di­ate cle­n­ching of the scarf and the wi­de­ning of eyes told Pael he was right. Ka­bel was par­tial­ly un­com­fort­able beca­use he had to wear a ma­keshift blue hat in­stead of a prop­er one. With a smile, he took Ka­bel’s hand and pressed the bills into his the larg­er man’s palm. “Af­ter the meet­ing, why don’t you get your­self a love­ly new hat?”

“I can’t…” Ka­bel’s eyes wi­dened.

Pael gri­nned and stood up.

“I can’t wait to see what you pick for your­self,” he said as he with­drew his hand, leav­ing the mon­ey be­hind.

Be­fore Ka­bel could say any­thing else, Pael stepped back and re­jo­ined the crowds. There were a­bout thir­ty men packed in the cafe. Most of them were chat­ting and most of the u­sual cliques were al­ready form­ing in the cor­ners.

To his sur­prise, the old man in black re­ma­ined in his seat, sip­ping his tea and lo­o­king un­com­fort­able. Co­n­fused, Pael lo­oked over at the co­u­nter where Hathin was deal­ing with the neat and tidy line of cus­tomers.

Their eyes met and she po­int­ed at the old man. “Yours,” she mouthed.

“Mine?” he re­spo­nded silent­ly.

When she nod­ded, Pael shrugged and walked over the to the table. De­spite the press of peo­ple, there was an emp­ty space a­ro­und the old man. He was an in­trud­er, a black blot in the field of blue. Pael stopped by the op­po­site chair and then cha­nged his mind. Shift­ing his hand to the chair next to the old man, he le­aned over. “Mind if I sit here?”

A grunt, bare­ly heard of the chat­ter.

Pael kept his smile on his face as he sat down. He saw a diffe­rent sort of dis­com­fort on the old man’s face, prob­a­bly too much noise and crowd, not to men­tion be­ing sur­ro­u­nded by strangers who were all very ex­cit­ed­ly i­n­ter­act­ing. Pael could al­most re­mem­ber the first day he showed up at the cafe, back when Tan­er was lead­ing the group.

He slipped the blue bowler off his head and sat it down. The pale blue was al­most like a gum­drop on the white table. “Hel­lo.”

“Um, the lady said you were in charge?”

Pael chuck­led. “In charge is dif­fi­cult con­cept with these guys. My name is Pael da Kasin, I hap­pen to be the one who runs these meet­ings. The third day of every month, right be­fore noon.”

So­me­one laughed and the old man cri­nged.

Af­ter a sec­ond, he held out his sha­king hand. “My name is Largol.”

No fam­i­ly name, how i­n­ter­est­ing, but the first didn’t seem like an alias. It didn’t re­al­ly mat­ter, peo­ple were called what they wa­nted to be at the cafe.

Pael took the firm grip and shook it be­fore re­leas­ing it. “Wel­come to the Blue Hat Club. As you can tell, most of us wear hats and they are blue.”

Largol smiled un­com­fort­ably. “It’s very… obvi­ous. In my day, draw­ing this much at­ten­tion u­su­al­ly got you tossed into the mil­i­tary or chased out of town.” His eyes grew ha­u­nted. “They didn’t give you any warn­ing ei­ther.  Just one night, you wake up in a car­ri­age with your own fam­i­ly hold­ing you at sword po­int.”

Pael frowned. “I’m sor­ry.”

Largol lo­oked at the door. “That was a long time ago. I used to live here in For­est High. A long time ago. It’s hard to be­lieve you are out in the open.”

“Well, some of us are. That’s why we meet here in the cor­ner though. Some of us use fake names, oth­er­wise are more in the open. The fam­i­ly el­ders still don’t like us, but if we don’t ca­use trou­ble or draw at­ten­tion to our­selves, they are u­su­al­ly will­ing to look the oth­er way.”

“The blue hats a­ren’t draw­ing at­ten­tion?”

Pael gri­nned broad­ly. “You would think that, wouldn’t you? No, the hats just give a hint of some­thing go­ing on so they know to avoid us. Plus,” he said with a wink, “most of us only wear them one day a month. It’s a chance to be our­selves, even for a few hours.”

“Is that what that elf and fairy thing is a­bout? Pre­tend­ing to be some­thing?”

Pael strug­gled for a mo­ment, his thoughts re­mind­ing him that he was shift­ing him­self. “No, it was just a term. You know all the slurs, rag, buck­et, sails.”

Largo’s face twist­ed in a scowl.

“So Tan­er pushed us to see our­selves as some­thing beau­ti­ful.”

“Trolls?” There was a look of dis­be­lieve on Largol’s face.

Un­able to keep the smile on his lips, Pael smiled. “Oh, trolls are… beau­ti­ful. Large, mus­cles, will­ing to hold you tight. Most of them have those beards that I just can’t get e­nough. Same with dwarves, fa­i­ries, and elves. There are oth­er names some of us use, most­ly from mythol­o­gy. Just… a lit­tle spe­cial, a lit­tle more than our day-to-day lives. Well, like men who wear blue hats on the third day of every month.”

Largol smiled. “I wish I had that.”

“You are wel­come to join us? We won’t judge if you do.”

The old man ges­tured to Pael’s hat. “I got noth­ing blue.”

“You don’t need it. We’ll wel­come you sim­ply beca­use you asked to join us.”

Largol lo­oked ner­vous for a mo­ment. He rubbed his hands to­geth­er, his knuck­les se­emed to be swollen and red. “What if he doesn’t want me.”

Pael wo­n­dered if Largo meant “he” or “they,” it se­emed rather spe­cif­ic if he was ad­dress­ing so­me­one spe­cif­ic. Why wouldn’t they ac­cept any­one here?

“I had to leave. I didn’t have a choice.” Largol’s eyes were gro­wing wet­ter. “I kept try­ing to come back and then I was scared.”

Some­thing clicked for Pael, a mem­o­ry of his ear­ly days at the club. Tan­er had lost his lover decades ago, long be­fore the first club was cre­at­ed. But that loss nev­er stopped ha­unt­ing him. Pael lo­oked cu­ri­ous­ly at Largol for a mo­ment. Was Largol Tan­er’s love? He said, “Do you know why Tan­er start­ed this club?”

There it was, a slight jump and re­newed fo­cus.

Pael’s skin grew tight as he tried to re­mem­ber the ex­act words, the way Tan­er stood in front of eve­ry­one with tears in his eyes. It was an old mem­o­ry for him, twelve years since the fo­u­nder of the club stopped co­ming, but it was those mo­ments that drove Pael to com­mit him­self. “We stand tall to let the ones who are lost know their home. We leave our doors wide open, day or night, if they can re­turn. We give our hearts every day to those who can­not be fo­und.”

One of the old­er mem­bers pat­ted Pael’s shoul­der as he passed. The poem used to be how they e­nded their meet­ings.

Largol sniffed and wiped a tear from his eyes. “That so­unds like one of Tan’s po­ems. He al­ways had a flair for the dra­mat­ics.”

“He’s still in town, you know.”

Largol’s eyes wi­dened and he i­nhaled. “H-He is?”

“A­bout twen­ty min­utes away.”

“I… no, I can’t. It’s been too long. He won’t…”

Pael reached down and took Largol’s hands gen­tly. “Do you want me to ask?”

Largol sniffed and lo­oked like he was on the edge of cry­ing. “It’s been forty-sev­en years.”

“He hasn’t for­got­ten, trust me.”

“Will he re­al­ly?”

“He will.”

Largol let out a soft sob. He pulled his hand away to pat his pock­ets.

Pael ha­nded him a hand­ker­chief.

Af­ter a few min­utes of cry­ing, Largol fi­nal­ly nod­ded hesi­tant­ly. “I’m afraid he’ll say no.”

“Then I will stay here, okay?”

Largol po­int­ed to the rest of the cafe. “Don’t you have some fa­i­ries to lead?”

Pael lo­oked over at the oth­ers. It was a few min­utes past the be­gi­n­ning of the meet­ing. He lo­oked back and then smiled. “I will be wait­ing over… there,” he said as he po­int­ed to the front of the room.

“T-Thank you.”

Hathin was ap­pro­a­ching as Pael got up. He le­aned over. “He’s on me.”

“Lit­tle old for you,” she said with a smirk.

“Be­have. Also, can you get a mes­sage over to Tan? Tell him Largol is here at the cafe.”

Hathin stopped for a mo­ment. “Largol… him?”

Pael nod­ded.

She squ­ealed qu­iet­ly for a mo­ment and then rushed over to the old­er man.

Sha­king his head, Pael he­aded to the front of the room. “Good af­ter­noon, my love­ly blues!”

“Good af­ter­noon!” came the cheer­ful cho­rus.

“Shall we start?” Pael a­n­no­unced as he reached the front and turned a­ro­und. “We have a busy day and I think a bunch of you are lo­o­king for­ward to a lit­tle stroll through the flow­ers.”

Af­ter a cheer in re­spo­nse, he start­ed with the mot­to of the Blue Hat Club. Af­ter the first few words, eve­ry­one jo­ined in.

“Fairy, elf, troll, and dwarf. Each one has some­thing wo­nder­ful a­bout them. Every smile is worth tre­a­su­ring. Every kin is worth sav­ing. Every one of us is worth lov­ing. We may not like the same things and we may not stand the same way, but we will al­ways be broth­ers when we wear blue.”

As much as he wa­nted to see what would hap­pen to Largol, he couldn’t with his at­ten­tion on the meet­ing. So­on, he was lost in a­n­no­unce­ments, sched­ules, and co­ming up with a theme for the masked ball at the end of the month. He loved how eve­ry­one worked to­geth­er, not al­ways peace­ful­ly, but in the end, they had each oth­er.

The hour stretched un­til it fi­nal­ly broke. He de­cid­ed to end the meet­ing in the old ma­nner, the way Tan­er used to do it.

“Now, this is a lit­tle diffe­rent, but to­day I was re­mi­nded that we are all here for diffe­rent re­asons. Some of us come to look for new fri­ends.”

He smiled at Ka­bel who be­amed back.

“Some of us are here with our loved ones. That in­cludes you, Farol and Dank.”

The cou­ple lift­ed their tea cups above their heads and there was a ro­und of che­e­ring.

Mov­ing through the front wi­ndow caught Pael’s at­ten­tion. It was an old man hur­ry­ing for­ward, mov­ing with tiny lit­tle steps as he tried to smooth down his hair. His face was red, prob­a­bly from mov­ing faster than he had in days. Pael smiled at the sight of Tan­er be­ing flus­tered but this his voice caught as he tried to speak. “And s-some were… are here beca­use they were ho­ping to find so­me­one they lost.”

It was hard to breathe.

Out­side, Tan­er toyed with the door but not qu­ite o­pe­ning it. Then he shoved his hand into his pock­et and pulled out a deep blue, crushed fe­do­ra. With sha­king hands, he jammed it on his head back­wards.

Pael smiled and o­pened his mouth but the words wouldn’t come out. He was cry­ing and wasn’t sure why.

Largol lo­oked up and then turned back. HIs eyes wi­dened.

Hathin mut­tered, “Oh, for the Di­vine Cou­ple’s sake,” be­fore she stomped through the gath­ered men to­ward the front door. They part­ed to the side and left Pael a clear view of the front door.

Largol was strug­gling to his feet.

Hathin reached the door and pushed it open. “Get in here, you old man!”

Tan­er o­pened his mouth. He lo­oked fright­ened and ter­ri­fied.

She held up her hand. “To your right,” she said in a whis­per that fooled no one.

The rest of the cafe grew qu­iet as the oth­ers re­al­ized there was some­thing go­ing on. They turned and lo­oked cu­ri­ous­ly at the two old men who were ap­pro­a­ching each oth­er.

Pael choked back a sob of his own. Then, he cle­ared his throat. “To­day, I think we should end in one of Tan­er’s po­ems.”

He had to wipe his tears be­fore he spoke. “We stand tall to let the ones who are lost know their home.”

Tan­er took a few steps into the cafe and then halt­ed. He was a few feet taller than Largo, a for­mer troll as he used to say it. His skin was weath­ered and wrin­kled, his hair al­most com­plete­ly white. There was no ques­tion there was hope in his eyes as he stared at Largo.

“We leave our doors wide open, day or night, if they can re­turn.”

Largo stum­bled for­ward. He gripped his cane tight­ly as he limped clos­er. “I’m sor­ry,” he choked, his rasp­ing words loud in the death­ly qu­iet cafe.

Tan­er caught up with him in a hug. There were tears in his eyes as he held his lost lover tight. “Wel­come home,” was the only thing he said.

Pael took a deep breath and fin­ished his words, “We give our hearts every day to those who can­not be fo­und. We wait in hopes that we can be to­geth­er once a­gain.”
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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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