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        Bad News


        
The Doila are a wide-spread tribe of trav­el­ers who spend most of their lives on boats and nev­er to­u­ching dry earth.
—Bas­tor da Kasin, The For­got­ten Tribes of Less­er Men

As­tol cha­nted as he walked along the nar­row beam be­tween the two masts of the Qu­e­en of Salt and Sap­phire. A leather lead se­cured a­ro­und his waist dragged an iron ring mo­u­nted a­ro­und the beam with the rat­tle of some me­chan­i­cal dog fol­lo­wing af­ter him.

The chant was echoed by the rest of his fam­i­ly on the ship. He could hear his two broth­ers si­n­ging out in the same mix­ture of spoke word and mu­si­cal tones that ex­er­cised the lungs and the back of the throat.

Ja­bil was coil­ing ropes, the thick cords of his arms al­most as thick as the weath­ered loops of hemp that glis­tened in the salt wa­ter. His long black hair was pulled back into a bun, a stern style that matched his per­son­al­i­ty.

His oth­er broth­er, Brui, was on the op­po­site of side with one foot bal­anced on the rail­ing and the oth­er a­gainst one of the stays that kept the aft sail in place. Brui’s hair was in a fish tail, with lit­tle sparkles of blue and sil­ver glitte­ring in the sun. Like their el­der moth­er, he was a bit fla­shi­er with his style even out on the ocean.

As­tol lo­oked back at the lead at­tached to the ring. He reached out and snapped his fi­ngers.

The leather un­tied it­self, coiled up, and then shot it­self from the beam to wrap a­ro­und an­oth­er ring that had been mo­u­nted near the top of the mast. The end slipped a­ro­und it­self into a strong knot and se­cured him into his new po­si­tion.

As­tol test­ed it twice be­fore he le­aned over the edge of the beam and be­gan to walk down. The ropes over his chest and waist dug into his body with the com­fort that they wouldn’t let him fall.

His steps were slow and steady. He wasn’t afraid of the fall but he need to in­spect every inch for signs of rot or weak­ness. A bro­ken mast could mean death on the ocean in a storm.

He al­most missed a shiny spot. With his weight dig­ging into the ropes a­ro­und his waist and chest, he stopped and bent over, in­vert­ing his body so his short hair hung like a brush un­der­neath him.

A wood-bo­ring bee­tle was try­ing to find a home. It moved slow­ly, as if it was afraid to be fifty feet above the deck.

As­tol crushed it with his fi­nger and then pock­et­ed the corpse. Then he ca­re­ful­ly lo­oked for holes or signs that it had made its home. He didn’t find any, but he couldn’t just as­sume. Re­a­ching into his pouch, he pulled out a stick of red wax and cir­cled the area in wide cir­cles.

“Fo­und some­thing?” called his yo­u­nger moth­er. He lo­oked down as she walked up the side of the mast. Like him­self, she was sle­nder and del­i­cate but her skin had the tex­ture of leather from a life­time on the seas. The deep brown had a touch of red to it, a burn that would nev­er fade. She crouched down next to him as if he was ly­ing on the gro­und in­stead of ha­n­ging from a rope.

“Bee­tle.”

“Up here? That isn’t good. See its home?”

He shook his head.

She reached up and kissed his fo­re­head. “Come, you look up. I look down.”

Then she start­ed to in­spect the mast with the same i­n­ten­si­ty that he had lo­oked. Both of them had been trapped at sea twice with a bro­ken mast du­ring a storm, that was how they were res­cued by the men who be­came his broth­ers.

Be­low, Brui start­ed a new song. A wind­ing, somber tale of a ghost try­ing to es­cape the gods of the un­der­world. It was also one of his favo­rites to start beca­use it meant he got to sing the part of the fool­ish king.

As­tol’s yo­u­nger moth­er jo­ined in in­stant­ly as the role of the ghost. Her high­er-pitched voice eas­i­ly car­ried over the winds and through the sun that beat down on him. She wi­nked at him and then re­sumed her search for the bee­tles.

Af­ter a few sec­onds, he jo­ined with the oth­ers. His favo­rite part was the solid­er who would sac­ri­fice him­self.

They sang and toiled for the song and well into the next. It wasn’t un­til the last bit when he fi­nal­ly spot­ted three per­fect holes in the mast. They we­ren’t there the last time he in­spect­ed the mast. He sighed and got out his yel­low wax and cir­cled the o­pe­nings. More search­ing the area and he fo­und more bee­tles crawl­ing in the cracks of the weath­ered wood.

As­tol swore as he fished out his wax mark­er. He cir­cle the bore holes with wide cir­cles in si­lence, the stark si­lence as dis­turbed as his thoughts.

His moth­er came up. Se­e­ing the marks, she stopped si­n­ging to swear her­self. “That looks bad,” she said in a low voice.

As­tol tapped the mast with his thumb to agree.

She got out her own wax mark­er. It was yel­low com­pared to his red. She cir­cled it also, go­ing down a few feet low­er and a foot high­er. “Just in case. I’ll go tell Opil.”

Kiss­ing him on the fo­re­head, she turned and walked down the side of the mast to the desk to­ward his el­der moth­er.

Opil was at the aft, stand­ing on the fur­thest part as she pe­ered out across the ocean. The wind whipped at her blue and white dress. It also teased her long, loose hair in a fan of black with blue sparkles.

Un­like the oth­ers, Opil rarely sang. She was their spot­ter, the one lo­o­king for da­ngers on the waves. She also hat­ed the so­und of her voice.

Opil and As­tol’s yo­u­nger moth­er spoke.

As­tol gave them a minute be­fore rap­pelling down the mast. Mid­way down, he had to stop and hook one arm a­ro­und a thick ring. Snap­ping his fi­ngers, he un­tied the leather at the top and brought it down to se­cure it in place be­fore fi­ni­shing his trip down to the deck.

Brui came up next him and pat­ted his back. “Bad news?”

“Wood bee­tles.”

“Damn.” Then he smiled as he stepped back to face As­tol. “Think our moms will head straight for the Di­a­mond Cut­ters? I heard they had a pret­ty good cle­aner.”

As­tol blushed al­most in­stant­ly. The Di­a­mond Cut­ters of Ten Tho­u­sand Days was Lain’s ship.

Brui gri­nned and pe­ered. “What was his name?”

As­tol glared at him. “You know his name is Lain.” Lain, an­oth­er broad-chest­ed man, had an easy smile and As­tol fo­und him­self stamme­ring when­ev­er they were close. It had been a month since he spilled most of di­nner with a mis­placed hand while try­ing not to hu­mili­ate him­self in front of Lain.

“Stop teas­ing him,” warned Ja­bil as he swung down and la­nded light­ly next to them.

Brui shrugged. “Why not? Lit­tle broth­er fo­und love. Are we not to cel­e­brate?”

As­tol blushed even hot­ter. Lain was gorge­ous and dif­fi­cult to re­sist. He hoped that he was also i­n­ter­est­ed in As­tol, but it was hard to tell past his own flus­tered thoughts.

Ja­bil poked his broth­er. When Brui just gri­nned, he poked him hard­er be­fore pu­n­ching his arm.

Brui laughed, his mus­cu­lar form eas­i­ly tak­ing the blow that would have bru­ised As­tol’s sle­nded form. He pat­ted As­tol on the back and then he­aded to­ward their moth­ers. Ja­bil and As­tol fol­lowed.

By the time they stopped near their moth­ers, Opil was back to lo­o­king across the ocean.

“What’s the news, moth­ers?”

Opil didn’t look back. “Let Gria ex­plain, I’m lo­o­king for the Di­a­mond.”

Brui chuck­led and As­tol blushed hot­ly. He tried not to think a­bout how Lain felt next to him, or the way their hands al­ways se­emed to touch.

As­tol’s yo­u­nger moth­er po­int­ed a fi­nger. “Be nice to your broth­er.”

“Yes, Moth­er Gria,” Brui said in a tone that in­di­cat­ed he wasn’t sor­ry in the slight­est. He smirked and bumped his shoul­der a­gainst As­tol.

Opil glanced over her shoul­der and then back. She didn’t look amused.

The boat bucked.

As­tol grabbed for his broth­ers, the ne­arest steady ob­jects. Next to the rail­ing, Ja­bil smacked his hand firm­ly on it while Brui braced a­gainst a rope. The three of them bare­ly moved.

An­oth­er wave slammed into the boat.

Opil’s lip curled into a smile.

Then one struck hard e­nough to spray high into air. The wa­ter lo­oked like di­a­monds as it arched up.

Ja­bil reached out and grabbed As­tol by his hips. With a chuck­le, he ya­nked his small­er broth­er free from Brui just as the wa­ter came cra­shing down to drench Brui com­plete­ly.

Only a few droplets caught As­tol.

Brui laughed and threw back his hair, spray­ing eve­ry­one with wa­ter. “I’m sor­ry, moth­ers.”

Gria ges­tured to As­tol with one hand.

Still laugh­ing, Brui turned to his yo­u­nger broth­er. “I’m sor­ry, lit­tle broth­er, that we are a­bout to vis­it the man you re­al­ly—”

The wave caught him on the side, thro­wing him back to­ward the stern in a wave of wa­ter and laugh­ter.
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        Good News


        
With the time and dis­tance that se­parates the Doila ships, re­lati­o­nships are flu­id un­til the po­int lovers join to­geth­er on the same boat.
—Rimi of the Black Knife Across the Sun

Two days lat­er, As­tol fo­und him­self sit­ting on the top­most beam of the aft sail and watch­ing the bright blue boat that ap­proached theirs. The Di­a­mond was a wide-bot­tomed boat with only a sin­gle sail with two spurs spread out in the back drag­ging nets. It was a small crawler shared with three fam­i­ly mem­bers: Lain and his two sis­ters, Ki­mai and Nira.

Ki­mai was the cap­tain of the ship. She had wa­ter pow­ers like Opil but with an at­ti­tude clos­er to Brui. Her hair was also wo­ven into a long tight braid that reached al­most to the small of her back. She twirled it as she flipped two col­ored flags in her hands.

As­tol’s two moth­ers were stand­ing near the edge. Gria, his yo­u­nger moth­er, had flags of her own that they were us­ing to co­or­di­nate the two ships as they cir­cled a­ro­und each oth­er.

He watched the man stand­ing near the stern of the Di­a­mond: Lain. Lain was broad-shoul­dered with large hands and short-cropped hair. Un­like As­tol’s broth­ers, he also had a dense beard of black and light blue. While the two boats nuz­zled to­geth­er, he stood eas­i­ly on the rail­ing swi­n­ging the mo­o­ring rope with one hand.

As­tol’s heart beat faster as he lis­tened to Brui and Lain trad­ing ver­bal jabs. From his height, he couldn’t hear most of the words but the play­ful tone was u­nmis­tak­able even from on top of the sails. Both Brui and Lain had been fri­ends from long be­fore As­tol jo­ined the fam­i­ly.

He wo­n­dered if Brui had told Lain a­bout As­tol’s af­fec­tions. Just thi­n­king a­bout it brought a burn to his cheeks. He clutched the beam un­der­neath him and dou­ble-checked the safe­ty rope.

The leather flut­tered with his mag­ic, tighte­ning and coil­ing over once be­fore gro­wing taut.

He smiled at it and felt a lit­tle bet­ter. It didn’t mat­ter that it was mov­ing un­der his own mag­ic, it was a ner­vous tick.

“… As­tol?” The tail end of Lain’s ques­tion rose up in a brief si­lence of the wind.

As­tol i­nhaled and gripped the beam tighter. He pe­ered down to see that the two boats had mo­ored to­geth­er and the broth­ers and sis­ters were la­shing them un­til it was time to part ways. His chest and stom­ach ached as he watched Lain lo­o­king back and forth across their ship.

Brui said some­thing and ges­tured up.

As­tol let out a whim­per.

Lain lo­oked up, the wind blo­wing through his hair as he sca­nned up the mast.

Pulse po­und­ing his ears, As­tol lo­oked a­ro­und but there is nowhere to go. He turned back just as Lain’s gaze caught his own.

As­tol’s whim­per turned into a whine.

Lain smiled, his teeth bright in the sun­light.

Gasp­ing, As­tol held up one hand and gave a shaky wave. He smiled though it would be as vis­i­ble from on top of the sail.

Lain waved back and the ges­tured for As­tol to come down.

As­tol al­most fell. He had to grab the beam to avoid the dizzi­ness that slammed into him. He wa­nted de­spe­rate­ly to get clos­er, to feel the warmth of Lain’s chest a­gainst his own.

So­mehow, he man­aged to snake out his lead to brace him­self then stum­ble down the mast. His feet slipped near the bot­tom and he thank­ful­ly la­nded on his rear be­hind a pile of box­es. Scram­bling to his feet, he came a­ro­und and right into Lain’s hug.

“As­tol!” said the pow­er­ful man as he swept As­tol off the gro­und and squ­e­ezed firm­ly.

As­tol lost him­self a­gainst the in­stant feel­ing of warmth and pro­tec­tion. It was also hard and soft at the same time. He felt him­self get­ting hard­er and had to push him­self away to avoid em­bar­rass­ing him­self fur­ther.

“It’s been too long, As­tol. I missed you.”

As­tol pressed his cheek a­gainst one arm. He lo­oked up at the weath­ered face. He didn’t want the mo­ment to leave.

“How long as it been?”

Brui le­aned over. “A­bout three months since he dumped di­nner in your lap.”

As­tol blushed even hot­ter.

Lain smiled broad­ly. “I re­mem­ber that. It wasn’t what I was ho­ping was go­ing to land there.” His eyes flick­ered to As­tol and then to Brui.

Brui stood there, smirk­ing.

Lain shook his head and turned back to As­tol. He was still hug­ging the small­er man and their mouths were da­n­ge­rous­ly close to each oth­er. “I heard you had a bug prob­lem?”

As­tol o­pened his mouth but no noise came out.

Brui tapped Lain’s arm. “Maybe you’re squ­eez­ing him too tight­ly? I think his face is turn­ing red.”

“Oh! Sor­ry.” Lain re­leased As­tol who stum­bled back.

Catch­ing his breath, As­tol glared at his old­er broth­er.

Brui smirked.

Ja­bil came up and smacked him in the back of his head.

On the oth­er side of Brui, Nira punched him in the arm. She was much short­er than eve­ry­one but As­tol. She was also at least three months preg­nant but that didn’t stop her from re­a­ching out to hold hands with Ja­bil.

Brui lo­oked at them with a hurt ex­pres­sion. “What?” he said with feigned i­nno­cence.

Then Lain reached over and smacked the back of his head.

Spi­n­ning a­ro­und, Brui glared at his fri­end. “What!?” he said in a raised tone.

Lain didn’t say any­thing.

How­ev­er, Gria did. Her voice rose out. “Get over here, Brui! Right now!”

Ja­bil sho­oed Brui. “Go on, be a pile of rot­ted fish over there.”

With a glare, Brui pushed his way out of the knot of fri­ends and he­aded straight for Ki­mai and their moth­ers.

Lain cle­ared his throat.

Nira turned to Ja­bil. “Stand­ing up is we­a­ring me out. Got some­where cool to rest?”

Ja­bil’s smile reached his eyes. “Come on, the kitchen area a­waits, my god­dess.”

She rolled her eyes but let him draw her away.

As­tol lo­oked help­less­ly as he was quick­ly left alone with his crush. He lo­oked at Lain, u­nsure of what to say.

Lain ges­tured. “Chores be­fore play. Where are these bugs?”

“Up the aft mast, a­bout fifty feet up.”

Lain lo­oked up and then shrugged. “As long as you are hold­ing me, there is noth­ing I’m wor­ried a­bout.”

As­tol’s cheeks burned.

Af­ter a few sec­onds of stamme­ring, he went and gath­ered up e­nough ropes for the two of them. It was a more com­pli­cat­ed har­ness to car­ry the larg­er man’s weight, but his mag­ic could han­dle it. With a few snaps of his fi­ngers, the coils of rope crawled up the mast and se­cured them­selves a­gainst the rings.

Ro­ping a har­ness a­ro­und Lain was al­most as hu­mil­i­at­ing as falling. As­tol couldn’t con­cen­trate e­nough to use his mag­ic to loop the rope along the hard thighs or a­ro­und Lain’s chest, so he was forced to do it with his hands.

The heat from Lain’s body and the soft chuck­les es­caped his lips only added to his strug­gles. Af­ter he failed to tie a knot three times, he had to step back and take a deep breath.

“Just take your time,” said Lain in a low voice.

As­tol lo­oked up help­less­ly. The rope in his hand quiv­ered.

“A deep breath?”

Obey­ing, As­tol i­nhaled and ex­haled.

“There you go. Now, just fin­ish up this last knot.” He reached out and took As­tol’s hand and drew it clos­er.

“That isn’t help­ing,” whis­pered As­tol.

“Why?” Lain smiled.

As­tol had no idea why he de­cid­ed to an­swer. “I… get clum­sy.”

“You are very grace­ful. I’ve seen you.”

“Not a­ro­und you.”

There was a brief pause and then As­tol re­al­ized what he had just co­nfessed. With a gasp, he lo­oked up with wide eyes.

Lain only smiled.

“I-I didn’t mean to say that. I’m sor­ry.”

“Would it be bet­ter if I kissed you?”

The world froze in an in­stant.

Lain le­aned for­ward. “Ac­tu­al­ly, I’ve been wait­ing to kiss you for three months now. So, do you mind if I steal one?” His breath was hot a­gainst As­tol’s face.

As­tol didn’t know how to re­spond. He o­pened his mouth and closed it. He was sure he was a­bout to burst into flames just from his feel­ings.

Lain drew clos­er, wrap­ping his arms a­ro­und As­tol and pulling him close.

The feel­ing of be­ing en­veloped by strong mus­cles was over­whelm­ing. It was every­thing As­tol had thought it would be like.

“As­tol?”

As­tol whim­pered. Then, he surged for­ward to kiss Lain. The touch of his lips was an elec­tri­cal surge that coursed through his body. He trem­bled as he pressed his palms a­gainst Lain’s chest to avoid falling over.

He nev­er wa­nted to move a­gain.

Opil cle­ared her throat.

As­tol and Lain shoved them­selves apart. With a blush se­a­ring his cheeks, he lo­oked at his old­er moth­er.

Opil po­int­ed to the mast. “Chores be­fore play,” she said. A spray of cool mist rose out of the ocean be­hind her and blew across the deck.

When it pa­i­nted his face, it felt good. He could have sworn it ste­amed.

Opil shook her head and he­aded back to the aft were Gria and Ki­mai were still spe­a­king.

As­tol cle­ared his throat. “Sor­ry.”

“Sor­ry for kiss­ing me?” Lain said play­ful­ly.

“No! No,” he gulped. “Yes. No… wait. Every time I’m near you, I can’t seem to speak right.”

Lain stepped for­ward with a smile on his lips.

De­spite As­tol’s de­sire to step for­ward, he backed away. How­ev­er, he mis­judged his po­si­tion and his back smacked a­gainst the mast. He let out a whim­per as he tilt­ed his head to look at into Lain’s eyes.

“We should get those bee­tles,” Lain said with a smile.

“Oh, yeah!”

Thank­ful with the chance to fo­cus on some­thing else, As­tol pe­ered up and then snapped his fi­ngers. Ropes came to life, pulling their bod­ies tight to­geth­er be­fore haul­ing them from the gro­und.

“Be­sides, I want to kiss you a­gain with­out your moth­ers stop­ping me.”


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            
        


        About D. Moonfire


        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.

In addition to having a borderline unhealthy obsession with the written word, he is also a developer who loves to code as much as he loves writing.

He lives near Cedar Rapids, Iowa with his wife, numerous pet computers, and a pair of highly mobile things of the male variety.

You can see more work by D. Moonfire at his website at https://d.moonfire.us/. His fantasy world, Fedran, can be found at https://fedran.com/.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            
        


        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.
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