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About A Gathering Of Stories: Lantern Festival

What do you see when the night sky fills with glowing lanterns?

Do you make a wish as they drift away? Celebrate with family and friends? Watch the colors dance against the dark?

How about a romantic spark beneath the lights? A heart-stopping adventure after dark?

We’re delighted to bring you this anthology: A Gathering of Stories: Lantern Festival. Five festival-themed tales from five gifted storytellers—stories that will lift your spirit, light up your imagination, and keep you turning the pages long after the lanterns fade.

Get your copy today!

 

Featuring stories by:

 

Bonnie Elizabeth

C.A. Rowland

Johanna Rothman

Mark Posey

Tami Veldura


Lantern Festival, Short Stories, Anthology





 

Praise for other Stories Rule Press anthologies

Imaginative and just a delightful read"

I absolutely LOVE this collection!!!
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The Art of Luck

By Bonnie Elizabeth


 

BEL HELD HER PAINT BRUSH up and looked down at the lantern she painted, wondering if it would stand out against the others. The orange and black stripes and the green top made it look like an ancient Earth cat that she’d only seen in photos. Epsilon Three had no large cats, which was a pity in her mind. She loved looking at the old images from a land that no longer existed except in memory. 

A breeze fluttered through her hair, cooling the warmth on the back of her neck. Bel put her brush in the jar she’d filled with water to paint the lantern. The rocks upon which she set her lantern and the paints delineated the separation between her home and the yard of her neighbor’s. Beyond them both was a bit of land and then the cliffside that dropped a few hundred feet to the Medilike Sea. 

New Roma sat on a peninsula like a city called Rome in the old world, though that had not been so near the sea as this. The temperature in New Roma was like it was there. The olive trees in the front yard were brought from that region, though. Bel liked to think that perhaps her ancestors had come from that place, though she would also like to think they came from a place where there were large cats. 

Not that it mattered at all except in her fantasies. She swirled the brush in the water and then left the lantern in the sun to dry. Corla, her neighbor had painted hers yesterday. Hers was the usual reds and blues which were supposed to be lucky colors. Bel had always done that prior, but this year she wanted to stand out, to make her lantern about her. 

Originally that had been the rule, but somewhere along the line everyone had started painting theirs to look similar to others. It had become almost dull. 

When Bel had been a child, before the uniformity had set in, or if it had, she was too young to notice it, the lanterns hung along the sides of the ships that would go out into the Medilike all seemed so bright and vibrant and different. There had been greens and blues and purples and yellows. The colors had swirled together in a thousand different patterns, one for each person who had delivered their lantern, which most of the city did. 

New Roma wasn’t huge but it wasn’t a small city, either. The ships would go out into the sea and meet other ships from other towns along the coast and they would sail through the darkness to Score Island. They’d spend the night docked at score while their crews delivered the lanterns to the island and take back ones from the year before. 

The ones from the prior year wouldn’t be lit. That was bad luck. 

Then, when the sun rose, they’d sail back, their sails unfurled with a bright pattern, one chosen by voting long before the lanterns were painted, and they’d deliver the old lanterns back. People would often wander the boardwalk at the docks to see if they could find their old lantern. It was lucky if you could find your own easily. Some paints would wear off. Sometimes people couldn’t remember if it was theirs. Most people painted their initials on the bottom, though sometimes people with the same initials would claim the same lantern. 

The luck brought by finding their lantern would see them through the year. Last year Bel hadn’t found hers. It was probably destroyed and gone to the recycling center. She’d lost her father that year. And she’d had to replace three windows in her home due to a storm. Corla had found her lantern and none of her windows had been destroyed though they lived right next to each other.

Bel then lost her job at the water council, where she gave out permits for people who wanted to expand their farms. The city said it was because they were no longer authorizing any permits to keep from overusing the water. It had once been a problem on old earth. Bel wondered how that could be here as not only did they have the great Medilike Sea and the ability to remove salt from it, they had the fresh water Olanta River which ran not far from the town down the peninsula to the Narlysee Lake. 

She’d subsisted upon the minimum payments for the last three months but she was tired of not being able to do whatever she wanted when she wanted. She had friends who helped out, certainly and she wasn’t lonely, but she wasn’t able to pay for everything. They’d all think her lantern painted like a tiger was because she couldn’t afford the brighter paints that everyone wanted. 

It wasn’t untrue, but the tiger was who she was. 

Last year she’d painted a green and red and blue lantern. It had stood out a little but not as much as this one would. She’d noticed a lot of yellows last year, too, which was why she’d avoided using it. An advantage of painting hers late was that she could see which paint colors were more used and pick accordingly, something that would stand out. 

Later, when the lantern was dry, she’d put her initials on the bottom. 

•

 

The evening of the lantern festival approached. Bel took another look at her lantern, the oranges and blacks and the green on top. It was definitely different. 

“Yours will stand out,” Corla said. “But I’m not sure how the black will reflect the light. We make these to help guide the boats to the island, you know.”

Bel nodded. Corla was right. Black did make the lanterns look darker when they were lit. She was told that in ancient times they’d used flames inside or perhaps a sort of oil that made a flame burn. Now they just used a candle with a tiny battery inside to light the lanterns. Those would last about 8 or 10 hours depending upon the battery itself. 

It was always good when the captain reported that plenty of the lanterns were still lit when they got to the island. Bel hoped hers would be one of them. She’d spent more than she should have on her battery to be sure it was a good one, hoping that if it was, it would bring her luck in finding last year’s lantern when the ship returned. 

She’d lost the smart system—the one that controlled lights, temperature, and music,—in her bedroom and was relying on the one in the main room of her house to see her through. If the house system went, of course, the city would make sure she had one smart system in the house but not in each room. That was something one had to pay for. She needed a job. 

Bel had had three interviews in the last week. She was just waiting on responses. One was for a position at the local library to help design children’s programs. Bel thought it would be fun but she doubted she had the experience they were looking for. Still, it was nice to dream. 

Another was for the planetary science division maintaining the catalogs of the flora and fauna. Bel was particularly interested in that. She’d could imagine herself finding information on a large cat that may have inhabited the world at one time. Her skills working on the water rights approvals would stand her in good stead there, so she had crossed her fingers that even if the lantern wasn’t found, she could get that job. 

After all, luck only went so far. 

The final one was a job helping the elderly manage their time. It wasn’t anything that Bel really wanted and she’d only put in the application because of the smart system going bad. She needed money and was willing to do about anything at least for a short time. The job paid decently but she wasn’t all that interested. Even so, she’d tried her best when she’d gotten the interview. 

Of course, she’d tried her best at all the other interviews she’d gotten in the last few months and none of those had worked out, no matter how excited, or not, she was about the job. 

“Hopefully last year’s lantern will be obvious,” Bel said to Corla was they talked in the yard. “I’ve had such a run of bad luck.”

“That’s superstition,” Corla said. Corla was tall and shapely with hair so dark it was almost blue. Her skin looked soft and her features seemed molded from soft clay. 

“You found yours and look at how well you’re doing,” Bel said. “You met a woman you liked and then you got a promotion at your work, not to mention some publication credits to your name.”

“I’ve been working on that,” Corla said. “I always knew I wanted to move up in my job and we’ve both been looking for partners.” 

What was unsaid was that Epsilon Three had more women than men on the planet, so much so there were women who left to go to another planet or a star base to meet someone. Some returned, particularly those who met someone on a base. Others stayed at their new home. 

“I’ve been working on those things, too,” Bel replied, annoyed that her friend seemed to be minimizing the importance of luck. “I’ve gone out with a few men, but no one I really like. And I’ve been job hunting since I lost my position. I wanted to move up but they completely removed the position I was in!”

“It happens,” Corla said. “I was on a track that got completely gutted a few years back, before I moved here. But I kept at it. Sometimes you just fall into a path of obstacles. You overcome them by work, not with lanterns and luck.”

“I like to think I’m doing both.” Bel didn’t like the way Corla implied she wasn’t working hard enough. She put in at least two applications a day for something that looked interesting and, like this last week, even for things that didn’t. And while some had led to interviews, none of them had led to jobs.

“Maybe you weren’t thinking far enough outside the box,” Corla suggested. She glanced at the lantern. “You are certainly creative. It surprises me that you were in a position to push papers. Given how much you paint and draw, you could be an artist.”

Bel gave Corla a tight grin. She liked her paints and drawings but those were hobby things. They weren’t good enough to show off or sell. Besides, most artists sold to tourists and she didn’t particularly like crowds. Nodding at her neighbor Bel picked up her lantern and headed out to the docks where she’d place it on the ship. 

Bel walked quickly lest Corla want to catch up to her and walk together. They often had, but that year, Bel wasn’t feeling like she liked her neighbor. She felt condescended to when Corla had called her creative. As if doing something different was creative. Bel didn’t like being looked at like that. 

She was good at her job in water permits. She knew and understood the reasoning behind the rules and worked with people who wanted permits and let them know when her abilities were at an end. They didn’t always like the bad news. 

She was barely halfway down the hillside when she ran into other people, most in groups, all carrying lanterns. The ceremony was a big deal and the ships going out with the lanterns were often filled with lanterns so close together that Bel wondered how things had worked when the lanterns were lit with flame. Maybe using flame was just a romantic tale rather than real history. 

The fauxcrete street was lined with people walking and if anyone had tried to take a shuttle down, they’d move more slowly than everyone else. At least those who were in a hurry could brush by people. Not that anyone was. 

At the turn to head down one of the more major streets an old man gave out small boxes of water for people to drink. Bel took one gratefully. Normally she carried her own refillable carrier but she’d forgotten. Given the number of people taking water from him, lots of others had as well. 

Several people were making conversation among themselves about the luck they hoped the lanterns would bring. Others were talking about what last year’s lanterns had looked like, hoping that they’d done something to allow them to find their old lantern. Everyone wanted job promotions. A few, like Bel, were hoping for new jobs. A woman wanted to start a new business, celebrating local artists but she needed some luck with funding. 

Bel focused on her own hopes. Her old lantern had been yellow and white with red stripes. With any luck some of the stripes would still be visible enough that she’d find her lantern easily. Hopefully the wind hadn’t broken it. Hopefully. Bel mentally crossed her fingers as she walked down the hill. 

In town, where white faced fauxbrick shops stood, there were tables and tables of food, most of it offered freely to everyone at the festival. The lantern shaped biscuits were always a hit, their savory flavor almost a dinner in themselves. Bel made sure to get one of those, though she had to place the water box in her bag. She held her lantern to one side. Despite the bustle of people, everyone was careful not to knock the lanterns around. 

A few had marched down to the ship already, by-passing the food so they could hand off their lanterns before eating. Bel had done that two years ago. She was certain that one of the reasons she hadn’t found her lantern was that it was placed later on the island and had perhaps blown off or been too sun-bleached for it to be recognizable. After all, first on was last off for the lanterns in terms of where and how they were placed. 

Fortunately, the biscuits could be eaten in one hand with only a little finagling. And they were delicious. There were other treats like cider and a more filling meat pie that could also be eaten while walking. Bel ate her biscuit, watching people walk down the dock. It was getting busier as more people arrived and more headed down to take their lanterns to the ships. 

After finishing the biscuit, she decided it was worth walking down onto the dock to let someone hang her lantern. She hoped she was going late enough. The line snaked around the docks while people waited to drop off their lantern. Bel waited quietly with them. 

A group of three men, all older than she was were talking. Two of them seemed to be a couple. One was probably a brother from the discussion. 

“We can all use the luck, you know. The chance to climb the Planides would be awesome,” the one was saying. 

They’d been talking about mountain climbing in the local mountains. The Planides were on the other side of the planet. There were a limited number of available climbing permits due to the nature of the flora and fauna. Epsilon Three didn’t want a repeat of what happened on many planets where fragile eco systems were destroyed because of tourism. 
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