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Chapter 1 – Bar Hopping

The Badger Hole Bar was crowded, and both the bartender and waitresses were kept hopping. Najeer was busy creating wonderful-smelling appetizers for the patrons, and all of the barstools at the front of the bar counter were occupied. Madrik loved every second of it. I finally feel like I am getting a handle on this whole pocket dimension thing, he thought to himself. No fights, no major disasters, everything feels right!

The fireplace surged up, and the lights seem to flicker. Madrik exchanged a concerned look with Brechal, the bartender, and the head bouncer, Alistair. All three men started to scan the bar, looking for trouble. Madrik knew that when the BHB showed his amusement with the fireplace and lights, something momentous would happen, and the chances were that Madrik was not going to like whatever it was.

I would have to get a sentient building as a partner that has a wicked sense of humor! he thought to himself. Querying over his bond with the BHB, the bar manager sent images of large question marks, and when that did not work, pushed over a picture of him with his hands out mouthing, “What now?”

All he got in reply from the BHB was rising excitement and the tense little giggle feeling that small boys got when they were waiting for their sister to crawl into a bed that has been thoughtfully trapped with spiders or some other unpleasant thing.

Stymied, Madrik turned to Alastair to suggest that he call Vincent to come in for backup when the door to the Badger Hole Bar opened. Shocked by the lack of warning from the BHB, Madrik spun around and saw that the right-hand door had swung wide, the one that had always provided entry to the bar when someone needed help. Madrik started to move into their normal welcoming position when Alastair blocked his forward progress by sticking his left arm out like a drop gate at a tollbooth.

Barely managing to avoid crashing into the man’s big, muscular arm, Madrik was startled enough to ask, “What the…” only to be literally stunned, speechless when Alastair exclaimed, “Madrik, all three doors opened at the same time!”

The bar manager felt like he was going nuts. Simultaneous door openings had never happened before! A second later, Madrik knew it would not be any good, asking the BHB to help him understand what was happening. Not only were the fireplace and lights flickering, but some hidden band was playing a song that Madrik had last heard when he was a college student and had stopped during a road trip to sightsee in New Orleans.

Even the Mercenary Guild members drinking in the bar were shocked silent as what sounded like a jazz band of trumpets and trombones started playing a celebratory song about saints marching in. The lights were strobing like a disco, and Madrik could have sworn that he smelled jambalaya.

What the hell is going on? Madrik thought to himself, There has to be a reason for this.

Madrik looked first to Alastair and Brechal to coordinate movements, but he did not see the usual smooth teamwork from them. Alastair had a beet-red face and was staring with a half-open mouth at the woman who was just entering the bar through the right-hand door.

Glancing quickly at Brechal, the bar manager saw that the reaction of his bartender was totally different from the bouncer’s response. The huge, demonic-looking man was paler than Madrik had ever seen him. A look of combined queasiness and fright sat strangely on his face, and Madrik steeled himself to turn in the direction of his gaze.

Tracking Brechal’s sightline, Madrik realized that the man was aghast at what was coming in through the left-hand door. When the bar manager saw the object of the bartender’s regard, he took an involuntary step back himself. He could not form a coherent thought, any more than the startled mercenaries that had been sitting next to the left-hand door could manage.

The picture that he saw was one he would never be able to get out of his brain, no matter how soon they invented brain bleach. One part of him was totally impressed, although not in a good way. Madrik could tell from his side vision that the other men in the bar were experiencing the same instinctive reaction that he had. No matter how large, no matter how strong, they all felt like prey.

A predator had entered the room. Suppressing a hysterical laugh, Madrik thought, It should be stated as, A cougar walked into a bar…

She stood there, calmly looking around the barroom with a slight smile on her red-painted lips. Her sharp brown eyes looked like they took everything in, and Madrik knew that she could probably name where every man in the taproom was at the moment she entered. She probably even knew what they were wearing. Still lost in his astonishment, Madrik thought, Please, do not let her have x-ray vision.

Dressed in a tennis outfit suitable for a much younger woman and carrying a racket, the woman wore enough diamonds to intimidate the richest mercenary. The old woman wore her wealth like armor, and she knew how good it was. Every line in her body warned her audience not to mess with her.

She was ancient. Thick makeup failed to cover up her heavily wrinkled visage, and the extensive spider veins visible in her exposed legs made Madrik a bit faint with nascent nausea.

Only Wynn seemed to be immune from the shock echoing throughout the open room. Hurrying over to greet the woman, the cheerful waitress said, “Welcome to the Badger Hole Bar! My name is Wynn, and I am a waitress here. Is there anything that we can get you?”

The painted lips opened slightly and creaked up in a wide smile that exposed the overlarge perfect teeth that were in the woman’s mouth. Her voice when she spoke was that of an elderly lady, and the timbre of it lifted the hair on the back of Madrik’s neck and raised goosebumps on his arms.

The older woman said, “Bless your heart! I am just going to meet some old friends here and have a drink or two. Perhaps we will even get something to eat.”

Without touching the woman, Wynn carefully steered her through the maze of tables that filled the taproom and brought her toward the bar. Madrik could have sworn he heard a whimper but immediately rejected the idea that either Brechal or Alastair would make such a helpless little sound.

As Wynn and the old woman passed each of the tables, the crone made it evident that she was checking out each man. The drinkers were unable to look away from her, some of them shaking so severely they had to put their drinks down. Turning men pale with fear or red with embarrassment in her wake, the old woman created colorful tracks to mark her progress.

As she came closer to Madrik, the flashing of more reflective light down by her foot drew his attention, and he stared at her ankle. She is wearing $100 grand in diamonds around her ankle! And… Oh my God, she has a tattoo right above it.

Madrik’s nausea grew stronger, and he was having problems controlling his limbs. Part of him wanted to run for the door as fast as he could, but he knew he could not abandon his patrons.

<< BHB, blast it! Stop laughing! Who is this woman, and why is everybody reacting like this to her? >>

The BHB was not answering him. Instead, the giggling across the bond between the Anchor and sentient structure grew more intense, and the jazz band added more instruments.

A gasp from behind his back told Madrik that Brechal had seen both the diamond anklet and the bizarre tattoo that was directly above the shining circlet. This time the bar manager was positive that he heard a whimper.

Madrik took a step back as Wynn approached the bar. Noticing that the entire one side of the counter had been cleared of the men who had been drinking there just an instant ago, the bar manager blinked to clear his vision.

This time the surprise was so intense he could not help himself. He jumped back. First, the bar was packed, no stools empty. Then the door opens, or maybe it was multiple doors. The next thing I know, half the barstools are empty. I blink, and three women are sitting next to each other. Maybe I need a vacation. 

Feeling both suddenly exhausted and confused, Madrik dropped down onto a stool next to Alastair. The head bouncer occasionally glanced around the rest of the barroom but, for the most part, kept his attention focused on the three women. The bar manager checked out the worried look in the bouncer’s face and how Brechal was determinedly not looking at the woman and thought to himself, I am not the only one that is spooked!

Madrik looked up, remembering that all three doors had opened. But now, all three were closed as if their opening had been an illusion. Considering the BHB’s usual pattern of announcing the opening and closing of the doors, Madrik wondered if things had changed or if there was something special about these three women. He had a sinking feeling that he was about to find out.
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Chapter 2 – Reunion

Wynn did not seem to miss a beat. Chattering away to all three women, she quickly promised the menus and to find out if the cook was making any special appetizer tonight. Still laughing at something that one of the women had said, the waitress disappeared back into the kitchen, leaving her usual cloud of good cheer behind her.

Madrik felt like he had been caught in some sort of absurdist drama. He had seen a show like it once before he came to the Badger Hole, something dark and full of angst and discordant jumps. The play had used people missing slices of time and things happening that both actors and audience had to pretend were reasonable as the themes that pointed out the frailty of life and the fact that no one should take anything seriously. For some reason, the bar manager felt like he had stepped onto that stage.

The women obviously knew each other well, smiling in greeting and then beginning to talk at a rapid rate. Madrik had no hope of following the conversation since all three of them tended to speak simultaneously. Rapid references to mysterious places and names kept him rattled and not tracking well. 

The bar manager started to breathe more easily as they continued to speak without any other signs of danger. Madrik had almost fooled himself into thinking that he had overreacted to their presence when the women chorused in a multipart spectral voice that echoed throughout the taproom. Immediately, the man’s poor exhausted goosebumps arose and raced up his arms again.

Totally in unison, the women said to each other, “It is about time!” Their voices formed a chord that thrummed with power and caused Brechal to drop a glass, shattering it on the floor.

Women’s laughter immediately followed the sharp sound of splintering glass, and once more, the women looked at each other and said simultaneously, “Right place this time!” A deep low reverberation started underneath the cord that was still resonating as Madrik felt the tension level around him rise even higher.

The women kept laughing and chatting, sounding to Madrik’s ears as if they had not seen each other in a very long while. The man did not want to be too obvious about his eavesdropping, so he leaned over the bar to talk to Brechal. The big bartender still looked like he was spooked, but Madrik did not want to ask him more about why, where the ladies might hear them. Thinking that perhaps a general inquiry would be helpful, he asked, “Brechal, are you feeling alright? If you need to take a break, you can go now before we get any busier.”

Without breaking his wary stare at the three women, Brechal shook his head no and whispered, “Do not say my name too much around them, please!”

More laughter from the women punctuated Brechal’s plea, and Madrik sat there, at a loss for words. The constant laughter was starting to grate on his nerves a little bit, but it was finally interrupted when the waitress returned and handed them each a menu. Wynn said, “I wanted to tell you that Najeer is making you something special. He would not tell me what it is, but it smells fabulous.”

The three women smiled back at the cheerful waitress before glancing at each other and saying once more in a chorus, “The right timing!” Another shriller note sounded, and the dissonance of the chord, the reverberation, and the final sharp tone built until the noise was a dagger in the bar manager’s brain. The pain stretched out for a second, or perhaps forever until it gentled into a healing, musical note of joy and peace.

Wynn giggled a bit herself and said, “After all, location and timing really are everything!”

As Wynn zoomed off to take care of the rest of the bar patrons, the crone leaned toward the other two and said, “I actually like that girl! She has shown a lot of backbone, and I am sort of impressed.”

“Urdr, I do not believe I have ever heard you say that you like someone! Is it possible that you are mellowing over time?” The voice was calm and serene, and Madrik immediately relaxed the tenseness of his shoulders as he heard the melodic sound. Turning his attention to the middle one of the three women, the bar manager saw someone who looked like a young grandmother, perhaps in her early 40s.

He took a rattled breath as he saw the dark blonde hair, and a memory stabbed him. This is a different woman, a different time, and a separate place. Forcing himself to focus, Madrik noticed the womanly figure and the tasteful, understated jewelry and makeup. Recognizing that this was a woman who was comfortable in her own skin, the bar manager could not help smiling as he watched her face off against the older, predatory woman.

The crone’s roughened voice snapped back, “Andi, your brain is mush. Mellow is a color, not a state of being. You spent too many years in that blasted commune!”

“Chilling out would do you a whole lot of good! You just have not really let anything go, ever. Let us just enjoy where we are at and have a nice reunion for a change.”

Urdr was preparing to snarl back when Wynn paused in her diligent efforts to serve the bar patrons, to ask them, “Sorry to interrupt what promises to be an interesting fight, but I thought maybe you would all like something to eat.”

The middle woman said, “Whatever Najeer Sa’an Delro has created, I would be most pleased to eat.”

Immediately, the other two people with her said together, “Same for me!”

Madrik was getting a little more accustomed to how the women tended to say things in chorus. However, something that had just been said poked the bar manager’s curiosity. For a minute, he replayed what they had said in his head, but there did not seem to be anything wrong with it. With a flash of discovery, he asked himself, How do they know Najeer’s full name? As far as I know, he has not shared that with anyone.

Wynn laughed out loud and said, “Great! Three Cook specials it is.” A puzzled look came to the waitress’s face and she turned to Brechal at the other end of the bar and said, “Hey, Brechal! These three ladies do not have a drink yet. Come on, man up, and get them something to drink.”

The bartender moved down toward the ladies, his back straight and his movements exaggeratingly careful. Slipping on a practiced smile, the big man greeted the women and asked them what they would like to drink. Madrik expected them to ask for the same drink given their identical choices earlier but was surprised when the middle woman ordered, “I would like a good red wine. What do you have?”

Brechal answered, “If you tell me a wine that is similar to something you like, we can see if there is a matching one in our cellar. Since many of the vineyards are not well-known, it is easier for us to provide you a comparison than for you to try to make sense out of the wine appellations.”

“I would like something similar to a 2017 Domaine Faiveley Mercurey Clos Des Myglands Premier Cru. What would you recommend?”

“Hopefully, you will trust our sommelier.”

Before the woman could respond, a woody branch rose out of the bar top in front of the three women. Its leafy ends cradled an electric-orange-labeled bottle in a firm embrace as the BHB tilted the container to allow the women to inspect the label.

“Hmmm,” she said, sounding thoughtful, “I have never heard of the Calou Winery on Spotau, nor of the Fenris grape variety. However, dear Beheb, if you think that it would fit my palate, who am I to argue with you.”

The leaves on the slender branch grew darker green, and with a rapid motion, the cork was plucked out of the bottle. Smoothly, as if the bartender had practiced this with the BHB many times before, Brechal held out an iridescent red wine glass as his leafy sommelier gently poured a glass of wine.

Holding the glass by the stem and inhaling the aroma of the wine, the woman groaned in pleasure, “Ohhh, that is even lovelier than I thought it would be.” Moving to set her glass down, Andi bumped an object she had laid on the bar. Skittering across the smooth surface, the thing moved with the combination of roll and slide that took it on an irregular path. It evaded Brechal’s attempt at grabbing it as the woman screamed, “Oh, no!”.

Just as it began to fall off the counter, heading toward the floor, the flexible branchlet of the BHB snagged it in midair. Andi broke into speech, gratitude throbbing in her voice as she exclaimed, “Thank you so much! It would not have been good if the thread on my spindle had dropped onto the ground. It would have been a total bottom out for that poor thing. At best, we would have had to do some strategizing to distribute the things he has to do in his life.”

Here we go again, train heading straight to Crazyville, thought Madrik.

There was a surge of energy that Madrik felt through his bond with the BHB, and on the left side of each of the women, a sturdy branchlet extended from the floor, rising to a little above elbow height. For a moment, there was stunned silence from the trio before they broke into fervent thanks that tumbled together in an incomprehensible rush of noise.

Madrik looked at the branches with a total lack of understanding until the middle woman slipped the object that had been rescued into what appeared to be a holder. With an internal start of surprise, the bar manager realized what she had been holding was a drop spindle. The shaft portion of the spindle was wound with fine thread and thick with an extended length of fiber twisted around it. The man thought to himself, What a strange hobby for someone dressed as she is.

There was a clattering sound, and Madrik saw the holder next to the scary older woman fit her tennis racket perfectly, while the woman who had yet to speak slipped two curved and glowing blades into the holder. The bar manager’s brain skidded to a stop, thinking to himself, Blades? The personal item that she carries with her are two blades?

For the first time, Madrik really looked at the third woman, the one that he now realized that Alastair had been watching the entire time. With a shock, he saw that she was quite young. Her slender shape showed her youth, and her slight figure indicated her early stage of life. Her appearance clashed with her figure strongly enough that Madrik found he was tensing even more.

Analyzing what he sensed, Madrik looked at her unadorned face, clear of makeup and any artificial layer. He could find no flaw in it, nothing that was not perfect. However, the cold, almost dispassionate look that she was giving him told the man that here was a young woman that had not ever truly felt the desire for another human being. It did not help that she was dressed in garments of total black, mostly fashioned out of leather. It gave her a stark and cold appearance.

Cutting calculation, compassionate comfort, and a cat-like predator, Madrik thought to himself. Very different aspects of personality and even life.
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Chapter 3 – Boundaries

While he was thinking, the women continued to chat. Madrik yanked his attention back to the conversation just in time to hear the older woman place her drink order, “I would like a double vodka martini, with three anchovy olives and one filleted ghost pepper.”

Brechal repeated her drink order in a voice that was shadowed with doubt, but when she reaffirmed what he understood, the bartender looked over at the black leather-clad woman and asked her, “And for you?”

Staring at the huge demonic-looking man for a moment, the young woman held his gaze until Brechal fidgeted in discomfort. Wordlessly, Alastair came up beside where the bartender stood behind the bar and took a position on his right-hand side.

Madrik knew that stance. He had seen it in Alastair and even Vincent before a serious fight broke out. It was the posture of a man ready to take on a larger and stronger force along with his teammate. Motivated by a sense of wonder, the bar manager looked at the young woman with different eyes yet again.

Looking past the costuming, he realized that despite the façade of the black leather and the four-inch stiletto heels, that this woman was more dangerous than he had thought. This was a huntress, a dispassionate judge, and jury all rolled into an executioner.

Shaking his head in confusion and wonder, Madrik implored the BHB to explain, << Cannot you just tell me what is going on? Is something preventing you from talking to me? >>

All that the Anchor got over his bond was the bubbling happiness and excitement that the BHB felt for the women. Fragmented images of snapshots in time showed him tiny glimpses of a long history. However, without any overriding framework, Madrik knew that he would not quickly understand the rough affection that the BHB felt toward the trio.

“Bartender, I would like you to bring me a drink as soon as I am done with my wine. For that one, I would like a piña colada, especially if you have some of those cute little umbrellas to stick in the top.” The soothing voice of the middle woman immediately calmed Madrik down, and he could see the same response in Alastair and Brechal.

Flashing the first relaxed smile Madrik had seen on his face since the women had come into the bar, Brechal said with a twinkle in his eye, “A piña colada chaser it is, coming right up! And I will not forget the parasol to keep the sun off!”

As the bartender moved off to get the two drinks, the oldest one turned to the blonde woman next to her and said, “Piña colada? How on Earth can you drink that dreck?”

“Oh, Urdr, it is fun to drink, with a nice thickness to it that reminds me of honey mead. And the parasol keeps me from getting bored. So what is not to like?”

“Gah! Too many carbs for me!”

The youngest woman spoke for the first time, saying, “You two waste so much energy on emotions that I am surprised that we get anything done. Who cares what you are drinking?”

The two other women answered in chorus, “We do!”

Madrik thought to himself, I must be adjusting because it is no longer creeping me out that two or three of them are speaking in chorus.”

Brechal returned with the two drinks, carefully placing a piña colada in front of the middle woman. The glass looked like it had come straight off the Florida beach, with a colorful umbrella and a skewer that held chunks of pineapple, banana, and mango. He was rewarded with a broad, brilliant grin, and the bartender blushed slightly and looked down.

Moving along quickly, he carefully set the martini down in front of the older woman. Her toothy grin sent him fleeing but only as far as the one woman who had not ordered a drink. Looking her in the face, the ordinarily calm bartender seemed to be shaky. He slightly stammered as he said, “And you, ma’am? What would you like to drink?”

With everyone’s focus on her, the woman made a show of thinking about what she was going to order as she sat there, contemplating the bottles behind the bar and the menu in her hands. An obviously inebriated mercenary stumbled up to the bar and leaned on his elbows next to her before saying, “Hey there, sweet cheeks! What are you drinking? I would be happy to buy you one.”

“Why would you want to buy me a drink?”

The man leaned closer and whispered loudly, “I just love a woman in black leather. It makes me feel all hot, wondering what you are wearing underneath that slick black pair of pants!”

Madrik noticed that the blades sitting in the holder next to the youngest woman seemed to glow more brightly. However, he lost sight of the weapons when his eyes snapped back to the youngest woman, as she said, “Bartender, I was inspired by my friends’ conversation. I have heard of your Mad Honey Ale, and I would like to have one of those. On second thought, make it a double.”

Turning back to the mercenary standing so close to her that he was almost drooling down her shoulder, the young woman said, still in that dispassionate, even voice, “Thank you for buying me a drink. And the answer to your question is nothing.”

The mercenary started to warn her, saying, “You really do not want to drink that drink. All it takes is a little bit, and some of the biggest, toughest mercenaries have fallen over totally and completely drunk and then unconscious. I would not even drink that stuff, and I am the strongest man in my unit!”

The young woman answered him, saying, “Thank you again for the warning. However, I am fully confident in my ability to drink this one.”

The mercenary was no longer listening to her. The stunned man’s expression was as if he had been hit in the middle of the head with a giant mace and trying to process what had just happened to his world. In a shaking voice, he asked, “Nothing?”

There was a minute lifting of the corners of the woman’s mouth, and she repeated, “Nothing.” As if to emphasize her response, the youngest woman slowly slid her palm down the leg of her leather trousers from the hip to the knee. The man’s eyes followed the motion of her hand the entire time it was moving with his mouth agape and eyes wide.

Madrik felt like the collar of his shirt was a little bit too tight all of a sudden, and he knew that his face was flaming. He heard an audible gulp from Alastair and a small groan from Brechal, but his eyes were glued to the drama playing out in front of him.

From right beside the young woman, the curved blades began to emit a reddening light. The intensifying glow did not translate to a change in the woman’s expression. Instead, the youngest woman stayed as remote and expressionless as she had been the entire time in the bar.

Madrik was stunned and confused. The woman was not responding emotionally at all, and it seemed to the bar manager that this was a situation that could quickly explode into violence.

Pushing into his mind, the bond with the BHB came alive with images. First, there was a set of changing snapshots that showed Madrik picking up a pair of socks and carefully folding them before placing them into a drawer in his dresser and then closing the drawer. When he signaled the BHB that he got that part, the following set images show the young woman reaching into what looked like her chest and pulling a glowing light out before pushing that light into the blades.

Madrik was dumbfounded. << Are you telling me that she pushed her emotions into her blades, and that is why she is so calm? >>

The communication over the bond between the Anchor and Building had improved tremendously in the short time they had been together. However, usually, when he got an interpretation of the BHB’s message, the sentient building would either send him an image of fireworks or the sensory input of a warm hug.

This time the answer was far more emphatic, and Madrik had to hold back a laugh when an entire conga line of dancing bears and penguins visually tracked across his mind. The bar manager laughed internally but could not prevent a smile from showing.

Madrik tuned back into the conversation just in time to hear the oldest of the trio say, “Skuld, you know you do not want to play with him. The least you could do is share!” The elderly woman turned her dangerous gaze on the beleaguered mercenary and crooned, “If you really like black leather, mine still fit me, and I would be quite happy to go commando for you!”

The man almost stumbled in his haste to get away, backing up three steps before turning and scrambling back to his friends at their table. When the crone made it evident that she was turning around to look at the friends of the fleeing man, everyone in the barroom suddenly found something else to observe other than the drama going on at the bar counter.

Brechal came back to the young woman to carefully place two small glasses of the Mad Honey Ale in front of her. It was evident that the bartender was braced for the usual comments on how small the serving was and why they were not serving a real drink. However, the young woman just offered a faint smile and picked up the first drink. Carefully sniffing it, she pulled her head back and stared at the glass before looking up at Brechal and nodding in approval. “Very nice. I can tell this is going to be someplace I am going to drink frequently.” Without another word, the young woman slammed the drink back and smiled a happy, joyful look that disappeared as fast as it had appeared.

Madrik felt somehow that they had been awarded a rare gift, one that needed to be remembered. The agreement that flowed over his bond reinforced his feelings.

The women were chattering, and Madrik only got an occasional word, but what he heard only reinforced his initial understanding that they had not seen each other for a while. It bore all the earmarks of long-time friends or relatives trying to give a summary of the significant events that had happened since the last time they were together.

The sheer normality of that conversation helped release some of the tension the bar manager experienced. Moving a little further away from the three women, Madrik checked in with Brechal and Alastair to ensure there was no trouble brewing other than what might spin-off from the three women and was pleased to find that there was nothing significant brewing. Some of the people that Alastair regularly watched as troublemakers were quite intimidated by the oldest woman, and Madrik thought he might very well owe her a drink in thanks.

When he mentioned that, Alastair shook his head violently, saying, “Do not buy that woman a drink. You will be very sorry for it.”

“You are probably right. I will restrain my benevolent gestures to safer venues.” The bouncer’s muttered response did not particularly feel positive. Alastair had said, “Like feeding time at the zoo or throwing bloody fish to the sharks!”
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Chapter 4 – Bar Food

Wynn came trotting out of the kitchen, holding two large plates and followed by Najeer. The young waitress called out, “Look at what we have here! I think Najeer has outdone himself!”

As the three women caught sight of their plates, they flung compliments at the cook until he turned beet red. The usually quiet man said, “When Wynn told me that there were three lovely ladies out here that reminded her of her aunts, I wanted to create something special for you. The BHB is delighted that you are here, and so he and I designed an appetizer and a light meal. Of course, we had to do a dessert too.”

The golden-haired woman, Andi, exclaimed, “The entrée looks fabulous. You have to tell me what it is.” At the same time, the youngest one, Skuld, murmured, “The drizzle of honey on this appetizer is intriguing. What flavor combination have you given us?”

Only when the two were done fighting to talk over each other did the oldest woman talk. Gone was the hard edge to her voice, and absent was the predatory gaze of a lioness. Instead, her voice sounded serene and wise, and her eyes were pools of swirly brown and black. Wafting out of her lips with the lightness of a winter breeze, she whispered, “You do us honor, Najeer Sa’an Delro. A fortunate day it is when we meet such as you.”

The cook stood frozen for a moment after she said his name, but then his eyes snapped to hers, and he placed his palms together in front of his mouth and bowed his head, murmuring, “Namaste. You have the advantage of me, I am afraid. Might this one know your names?”

Oh, thank goodness! Now I can actually have names instead of just thinking of them as young, middle, and old ones, thought Madrik.

The middle woman answered first, saying, “Enlightened Traveler, my name is Verdandi, but my friends call me Andi. Since I believe we are going to become good acquaintances, if not friends, please feel free to call me by my nickname.”

The leather-clad young woman answered next, saying clearly, “Skuld is my name.”

There was a pause as everyone waited for the young woman to add something to her introduction, but apparently, she was done. The third, eldest woman said to Skuld in annoyance, “At times, I think you were raised in the wrong family. Sometimes you just sound like Loviatar trying to raise more pain! Mostly in some part of my anatomy!”

Turning back to Najeer, the woman’s voice changed in tone to a far warmer one, and she answered, “My name is Urdr. I am excited to see you even spiced up our dessert!”

As each woman had introduced themselves, Najeer had nodded in acknowledgment and smiled. Wynn was standing beside him, repeating the names to herself in a low tone. The young woman looked intrigued and pleased at the same time.

Calls in the barroom pulled her attention away from the small group, and with an apologetic shrug, the waitress began to rapidly take care of the waiting patrons. The women noticed her departure, but most of their attention was on the cook.

Najeer started to explain what he had cooked for them, starting with the appetizer. “I decided to bring you a light, spicy flavor against three different types of seafood. The one on the left is an Earth oyster, topped with pickled pearl onions, blanched baby spinach, and finished with a dash of Voodoo Spirit hot pepper sauce.”

“Ah, cook? Is this a special party, or can anyone else join?” The speaker was an older man with the scaled and ridged skin of a Dailid. Neatly dressed in an officer’s ship suit, he was soft-spoken and respectful.

There were three other men in similar ship suits with him, two of the same race and one that looked to Madrik like a shortened Star Wars Wookie with a mohawk. His mind blank, Madrik thought to himself, I do not remember what the race is called.

Seeing his boss’s confusion, Alastair quietly moved next to him and murmured under his breath, “Bokcooni, the race is called Bokcoon and has settled twelve planets. Pacifist and usually brilliant. Most of them become ship’s engineers.” Madrik nodded in acknowledgment but kept his attention on what was happening.

Najeer seemed startled but said easily enough, “That would be up to the ladies. If they wish for company during the meal, I can manage to serve seven.”

The three women exchanged glances and seemed to be having a mental conversation. Without saying a word, the older and younger ones got up from the barstools and pulled them apart, creating a gap. Andi turned around and said with a gracious smile, “My sisters and I will be pleased with the company. We do not know many people here, so your addition will give us more people to discuss the amazing food we are about to sample.”

Alastair had quietly and quickly moved stools into the gaps at the bar. There were already stools on either side of the women so that the four men could be interspersed with the three sisters.

While the bouncer was doing that, the four men had introduced themselves to the three women. Madrik was impressed and startled that the conversation was so easy-going. There was no drama, no acting a role, only convivial conversation.

Listening carefully, the bar manager made a note of the men’s names, Captain Leeru T’Iban, Lieutenant Sisi T’Mauta, Chief Purser Benna T-Ciza, and the Chief Engineer Byotai, all members of the Mercenary fighters called the Swift Falcons. From the conversation, the bar manager understood that the mercenary group fought in space more than it did on the ground and that they had their own transport, the Falcon’s Flight.

Madrik had relaxed enough that he was able to begin to circulate around the chamber his usual fashion. This is the part that he truly enjoyed about his job. Chatting with various groups and keeping an eye out for trouble made him feel like the skipper of a boat in surging waves, alert to undercurrents and stiff winds. When his circuit brought him back to the bar, he came in at the perfect time to hear the remainder of the description of the appetizer. Entranced, he stopped and listened.

Najeer was continuing, “… hot pepper sauce. The second of the trio is a delicately-seared bivalve from Alvall called a leustica. It is floating on a purée of starchy vegetables and misted with an extraordinarily pungent spice called therikal.

“The third and final offering in the appetizer is a slow-roasted fish from Tellus called Carp EDM. The delicate flavor of the fish is enhanced by a new spice that we received from friends there that instead of just tasting hot like a pepper, raises citrus to the level of a scorching Earth pepper.”

Madrik noticed that everyone had a glass of a light color wine that seemed threaded with fine blue splinters. From the amount of moaning and appreciative comments that was going on, Madrik was confident that the appetizer was a complete success. Smiling, the bar manager continued his circuits.

The next time Madrik checked in on the group at the bar, they were just finishing their entrée. Leaning over the far end of the counter toward Brechal, the bar manager complained, “Darn it! I wanted to know what it was.”

Alastair answered, saying, “I am still salivating. It is a tandoori lamb with couscous, apricots, and mint. The sauce is some fantastic thing that I can smell from here and uses a nut that Najeer is buying on Tellus from the Farmers Market that Zhanna started.”

“It certainly smells wonderful!”

Brechal walked over to them, muttering, “And now they are going to have dessert. We really should think about expanding the building to include at least a small fine-dining room. We are definitely developing the cellar to support it, and Najeer is blossoming.”

“I agree, but let us talk about it sometime when I am not so hungry!” responded Madrik. The other two men left and moved back to take care of their own specific duties while the bar manager continued to make his rounds.

The evening continued to be pleasant and quite busy. Considering how strangely it had started, Madrik was relieved and felt like he had dodged a possible explosion. Looking over at the suspected trigger for the explosion, the man saw to his surprise that the four Falcon’s Flight crew members were just getting up to leave. Their meal was over quite a while ago. For them to have stayed this long, they must have been having a good time! I never would have expected them to all get along.

His amazement was increased when he saw how friendly the whole group was, smiling and even hugging. Madrik’s face broadened into a grin when he saw that the captain was pointing to the picture on the front of Andi’s sweatshirt.

He thought to himself, I would have loved to hear the explanation of why she is dressed like a soccer mom, complete with a team logo on the center of a loose sweatshirt. I also would have liked to know what sort of league they are in when the team’s name is Fenris Furriers. It would be too much to learn that it was a football league…

Alastair and Madrik watched from opposite sides of the room as the four men left the bar, and the three women pulled out the extra stools in amongst them and sat down again.


[image: ]




Chapter 5 – Decision Time

The women seem to be talking about an important topic now that the men had left. There was none of the fire and flash of their semi-teasing earlier conversations. Instead, they were all speaking calmly and plainly, carrying on their conversation in a low enough tone that no one could overhear. Madrik had decided not to get anywhere close to them at this point, warned by their body language that they would not appreciate extra participants in their discussion.

With the bar now less packed, Madrik took a seat close to the end that Alastair was stationed. Brechal ambled down there, keeping an eye out to make sure that nobody needed anything, but for once, the atmosphere in the BHB was pretty relaxed.

Alastair murmured, “What is she doing?”

Madrik looked over and saw that Andi was working with her drop spindle, something he had seen his grandmother do for many hours while she talked or did something else that did not require her hands. The rhythmic catch and fall of the weighted spindle and the twisting of the fiber as it was made into thread brought back fond memories. He explained what the rod was to the two fascinated men who had never seen anything like it before.

Brechal was especially surprised, asking, “You mean that is how thread is made? I thought it just got spit out like plastic through a little hole, and it came out fully formed.”

“No, fibers can be spun into threads, and then the threads can be made into something either by knitting or weaving or something like that. My grandmother and aunts were really big into that sort of manufacturing process. Besides which, it was something that anyone raised on a farm could do. Most of them were taught to keep their hands busy at all times, and this was an easy way of doing that.”

The three men watched in silence as Andi spun until her spindle was so fat that it was apparent it had been loaded as far as it could with thread. Without missing a word of her sentence, Andi held out the fiber, anchoring the spindle on one side and the free end on the other pushing her hands toward Skuld. In a flash of reflected light, the spun fiber was cut, separated by the obviously sharp blade of Skuld’s knives.

Now gesturing with both hands, Andi was making emphatic gestures. In between two of those hand movements, she tossed the spindle to Urdr, who snagged it just as sure-handedly out of the air. As the spectators watched the conversation, the old woman absentmindedly tied one end of the thread to her tennis racket as it sat in the holder. A few more comments were exchanged, and a slapped palm of emphasis on the bar top was delivered by the crone. Then she picked up the racket and the spindle of thread and moved the racket quickly back and forth as the fiber seemed to flow through the open spaces in the mesh and form its own fabric.

The empty spindle dropped into Urdr’s hand, and she tossed it back to Andi with a smile. The sweatshirt-wearing soccer grandma immediately tied the loose end of the fiber she held in one hand to the drop spindle in the other and started spinning again. As Skuld looked on, the oldest woman slipped the completed piece of fabric off of her racket and carefully rolled it up, placing it in the pocket of her tennis skirt.

Urdr stood up and put her hand out with palm up in front of the other two. Skuld shook her head in negation and said something, but Andi placed her hand in Urdr’s and said loud enough for others to overhear, “The opportunity for friends, meals that we can enjoy, a place to belong, and too much going on to be bored. What more could you ask?”

Madrik felt the BHB tense with anticipation and found himself holding his breath in empathy. Skuld looked at the joined hands of the other two women and then back into their faces searching deep into their eyes. After a moment, the youngest woman shrugged her shoulders and put her hand on the already joined hands of the other two.

Madrik could feel the BHB doing the equivalent of cartwheels in his mind across the bond but noticed that there was no overt sign of celebration yet. The bar manager thought to himself, There must be something else that has to happen because I feel him holding back.

The air seemed to tremble, and the scent of spice mixed with flowers grew more intense. Sliding onto the bar in front of each of the women was a cup pushed slowly and gently across the surface by the BHB’s mobile tendrils.

The one that was pushed over to Urdr was ringed by black Iris and deep red roses. Nestled in the circle of that arrangement was a cup carved from black obsidian and heavily chased with silver.

Madrik could see the pleased appreciation on the old woman’s face that momentarily made her look warm and loving. Touching the flowers gently, Madrik heard her say, “Beheb, it is lovely. Thank you”

Andi cooed and picked up her repoussé gold chalice out of its nest of lilac and peach-colored roses. Even though her voice was a soft murmur, Madrik clearly heard her say, “Perfect, absolutely perfect.”

Skuld’s face was remote, but her blades were blazing with intense blue, yellow, and pink flames. Calmly, she looked at the silver cup adorned with opals and moonstone. The young woman carefully picked it up from its bed of baby’s breath and white roses. Holding it gently in both hands, she finally took a deep breath and said, “I agree, perfect.”

The whole bar was silent at this point, everybody watching what was occurring by the bar. Madrik, Alastair, and Brechal stayed with a few other people on stools toward one end, and Najeer had opened the door to the kitchen and watched the women with a serene expression.

As the women stretched out the hands holding each of their cups, a small fountain of water appeared from behind the bar, shooting up a couple of feet higher than the bartop. The women put their cups together with the musical chord of tones, and the fountain column split into three, smaller streams, falling cleanly into each cup.

The three women raised their cups up with a shared grin and then brought them together in another gentle collision. In their strange three-part harmony, they called out, “To new beginnings again.”

The fire surged up, and the lights flickered. Madrik could feel his bond partner’s joy and thanksgiving. Content for right now with the unalloyed pleasure that the BHB was feeling, Madrik vowed not to worry about whatever the ramifications of what he had just seen would be until tomorrow.

He was not even distressed when instead of sitting down, the three women turned to face the rest of the taproom. Andi spoke first, saying in her comforting tones, “The three of us try to get together at least once a year to remember those that are no longer with us. We think of this day of remembrance as a sacred duty. One that keeps us grounded in the past, our present, and positioned for the future.”

Skuld spoke next, her cool remote tone an intriguing sound against the backdrop of her pulsing blades. She said, “I will drink my toast to those that have given their lives that others, many of them strangers, might live safely and freely. They have fought in the desert and in jungles, struggled over mountains, and plunged to the depths of the sea. They have run into burning buildings to rescue those that could not rescue themselves. I will drink to our warriors, our soldiers, the people that treat our wounds and keep the peace. Too many times forgotten, but not by me.”

The crone spoke next, her voice no longer predatory but filled with the sorrow of ages. In a low-tone, carrying voice, she said, “I raise my glass to those that came before us. They were the ones that were trailblazers, explorers. They fought, bled, and died to build the world we live in now. Many of them did not think of the generations to come. Instead, they struggled to form the framework of our society and establish the very values that we teach our children. Many of them are forgotten in the mist of time, but this day I salute them and say out loud their names so that the world they helped build can be once more blessed with their fleeting presence.”

Andi spoke last, her eyes two pools of sorrowful acceptance. Embracing the sorrow and love together, the woman spoke through tears, saying, “I raise my glass to those that touched our lives in fleeting ways, leaving us with regrets that their familiar voice, tender touch, and comforting companionship has been riven from us to leave us aching and bereft. I salute the missing mothers and fathers, the loving and well-loved pets, and the children ripped too quickly from the world, leaving their story untold. These are those whose memories we hold closest but sometimes avoid acknowledging. Whether the avoidance is because the thought they are gone is too painful, or because others falsely tell us that we need to get over their deaths, to not remember them is to make them less than what they were.”

Surprising Madrik, the crone spoke again, stating, “Raise a glass with us now in memory of those you want the world to remember. Whether they are those that have placed themselves in harm’s way so that others may live, or the architects and builders of our comfort and freedom, or even the spouse that your arms still long to embrace or the dog you look for at night, it is time now to give them a gift of our remembrance. It is such a small offering for all that we have been gifted.”

The three women raised their cups in front of them, and the tendrils of the BHB poured them full of a liquid that sparkled and glowed. Madrik was startled when Brechal pushed a cup in front of him and Alastair before picking up his own. The waitresses quickly moved among the taproom inhabitants filling their glasses from carafes of the same glowing liquid. In just a few moments, all of the glasses and cups were filled, and everyone was holding their own cup, most of them with tears running down their faces.

A blast of light came from the usually shadowed alcove that opened off the taproom. Everyone could clearly see the Remembrance Wall, its lights bright on every shelf, and every name illuminated. 

The three women stood closer together, raising their cups high in the air, before saying in their chorded voice, “We salute you in thanks for what you have given us and what you have made possible. We are here to keep your lives and actions alive and to pass on the fragile and priceless gift of memory. In memoriam, Semper fidelis, Semper in gratiarum actione!”

The room seemed to pause for a second as if the universe had stopped. Then the three women raised the cups to their lips and drank fully. All around the room, Madrik could hear the whisper of names before people drank. He heard Brechal say the name of his missing wife with aching pain in the big man’s voice. The bar manager opened his mouth, and at first, he thought he would not be able to talk through his clenched throat. Taking a deep breath, he forced the names of his dead wife and daughter out through numb lips and was answered by a flash of perfect memory.

The day had been golden and the sky blue. He had watched his wife push their daughter in a swing and thought at the time that life could not get any better. Now, he thought to himself, Oh, my love, there does not go a day that I do not miss you. I still wonder what our little girl would have looked like now. How she would be doing at school and what silly play the two of you were putting on for your adoring audience. I will never forget you.

The moment was too intense to last very long, and the tidal wave of emotion that had built up in the room slowly slid away, leaving everyone somehow more peaceful. Madrik turned to the women to thank them for the massive gift they had given him and all of the people in the taproom when he was surprised to see that they were standing up and carefully storing their cups away.

Moving swiftly over to the women, Madrik said gratefully, “Thank you for making all of us part of your yearly ritual. What you did reminded us that memories are important. Whether the essence of them is stored in the Remembrance Wall or held in our minds, we all need reminding that those no longer here are not just memories to avoid because we feel their absence. Instead, those recollections are something we can embrace, remembering and acknowledging how important those people were to our lives.”

Andi smiled gently at the bar manager, saying, “I can see why Beheb chose you as his Anchor. You are capable of compassion and empathy as well as brave and organized. That is just what is needed for a mind as great as his and the responsibility of the entire dimension.”

Madrik said, “Thank you.” The bar manager started to turn away, then paused and spun back. He asked quickly, “What name did you use?”

It was Urdr that answered this time, saying with a cackle, “Beheb is your partner’s name. I cannot believe you did not know that! At least I remember to ask for their names before crawling into bed with them!”

Skuld calmly chided her, “Behave, old woman! It has been a long time since Beheb has awakened. There are very few of us that remember his previous incarnation, let alone his name.”

Madrik felt his world tilt a little under his feet and reeled from the fuzziness flooding his body. The women were still talking, but the Anchor clung to his bond with the BHB and asked, << Are they correct? Is Beheb your name? >>

Pouring out of the companion bond that Madrik had with the BHB was emotional warmth, acceptance, and love. Flashes of pride from his partner poked Madrik as he was wrapped in the happiness that the BHB was experiencing. The shining cord that represented the bond between the sentient building and his Anchor grew brighter and thicker.

At that moment, Madrik realized that by not using his companion’s name, he had been holding the BHB at arm’s length, preventing them from forming a more integrated relationship. The man felt like an ignorant fool for not connecting the fact that all the other sentient buildings had names and that he had been surprised at how quickly each pairing had solidified. Now, he understood why. He thought to himself, I am embarrassed, but I know that will not kill me. Perhaps part of me did not want to know his name because I would be opened to a relationship that might hurt me as badly as my wife and daughter’s deaths did. However, he now could acknowledge the fact that having a close bond with the BHB was not a threat to the memories of his wife and daughter. It was simply something that would enrich his life going forward.

The women had continued to pack up as Madrik had collapsed onto a barstool, looking like someone whacked him with a cudgel. Each of the three patted Madrik’s shoulder as they walked past him and headed for the door. When the bar manager did not stir, Brechal came around to the bar’s front side and began speaking in a soft tone, trying to rouse his boss.

Alastair moved at the same time, headed for the middle door that the women had targeted. When the bouncer would have intercepted them, the older woman patted his forearm and said, “We just need to walk around for a little while. Exploring possibilities, you might say. Do not worry about us. We will be back.”

The bouncer escorted them the rest of the way to the door, carefully holding it open for them. He went so far as to step outside to watch them head to the left, walking toward the chaos that swirled at the end of the street. Finally, he came back into the bar and told Madrik and Brechal, “They are happy, and I know no one’s going to jump them here. But I am not too sure where they are going or why.”

Before Madrik could respond, he got a semi-familiar itchy, painful feeling. The buildup of tension alerted him to something going on, but what made him break out into a cold sweat was the radiant mind map that the BHB pushed across their bond. It was one that he had seen last when the brewery had awakened. This time it showed the glowing white energy swirl that spoke of a new emerging building.

At the far end of the street. Where the three women had just gone.
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Author Notes

This story was initially published in a shorter form in an anthology. However, I was never satisfied that it was complete enough. When I wrote it, I was still trying to juggle too many time commitments and was forced to reluctantly pry my fingers away from the story so that it could be included in the publication.

Time has moved on, and I now have the occasional luxury of looking at something that I wrote before and making it the powerful story that it should have been from the beginning. This somewhat amusing story is set in the Badger Hole Bar. It is the first sign of the three sisters who will take over the textile shop, and most of my readers can guess who they really are.

However, the part that was not there was the deeper component that says our lives may change, but that does not mean we could or should forget those that came before us. Whether it is the remembrance of someone who sacrificed to keep us safe or the loving memory of someone who helped us build the world we live in, those recollections are a core part of who we are as a culture and people.

There are also those tactile and emotional commemorations that comfort us when we are frightened or hurt. It could be the gentle forehead kiss of a mother for her child each night or the memory of the faithful dog silky coat as you run your fingers through it. Those precious thoughts deserve our witness and their testimony.

Only then can we keep that precious experience alive.

In memoriam, 

Taki
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Author Introduction – Taki Drake

The mixture of technology and magic is where my mind and heart live. In today’s world, it mixes engineering and creativity. In the worlds of my mind, technology and magic live intertwined. I hope that you will find my stories interesting enough to be frequent visitors to where my heart beats.

I am continuing to write my stories of intertwined technology and magic. The challenges of that are fertile grounds for many story lines and series. Several of those planned for the next few months have been listed below. I am happily writing each of them, discovering new worlds, new situations and new challenges. The wonder for me is the number of readers that are enjoying my visions and tales.

Enjoy the stories in the emerging genre of techmage!

Please feel free to contact me via email at taki@technologymage.com or visit my blog or my Amazon page.
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Magic and Technology in a SciFi Universe

We Are Not Prey

Fleet of the Mage

Mage and Mate (with Paul C. Middleton)

Traditions of Childhood

Social Combat

Social Conflict - May 2021

Social Warfare - Sept 2021

Elemental Connections - Oct 2021

Mate’s Gift - Nov 2021

Mage Emergent - 2022

Mage Ascendant – 2022

Mage’s Sword – 2022

Fleet Genesis – 2022

To Shield and Shelter

Defending Heart and Soul

Time of Gifting

Price of Service

Achy Broken Heart - May 2021

Life’s Garden

The Mechanic Prince [The Imp Prince]

Kuchen in the Kitchen [Let Them Eat Pie]

The Cottage Garden (compendium)

Knitted Stockings for Christmas

Rune Force

Spilled Tea, Stolen Goods (with Summer Donnelly and Grant Morgan)

Denied - May 2021

Surf Diamonds - June 2021

Vorcian Imperial Chronicles

Pledged to Duty, Driven by Honor

Cadre Files

In the Cards

Power Nexus

Power Surge

Power Spike - Sept 2021

Burnished Blade -  Oct 2021

No Money for Marriage -  Dec 2021

Steel Harvest -  2022

Count Off -  2022

Deadly Mascot -  2022

An Attitude Adjustment

East Haven Chronicles (with Etienne LeFevre)

Seeking a new beginning? Welcome to your new home.

My Name is Lost

Predatory Behavior

Journey Toward Justice - mid-2021

Explosion of Skills - mid-2021

Purity of Balance - 2021

Pursuit and Cover - 2022

Ruins of Ambition - 2022

Test of the Guardian - 2022

East Haven Rebirth - TBD

BattleMage Investigates

Power of the Mage, Focus on Crime

Battle Cadre Arises - May 2021

The Case of the Frozen Hand -  Oct 2021

No Accounting for Taste - 2022

The Case of the Missing Sniper  - 2022

Sing a Song of Politics  -  TBD

The Case of Short Shots  - TBD

Explosive Echoes  - TBD

The Case of the Darkling Spear  - TBD

Badger Hole Bar

Come for a Drink, Change Your Life

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Thru the Badger Hole

Grand Opening

Fashion Forward (with Kris Endicott)

The Gift of Fashion (with Kris Endicott)

Badger Hole Bar (4 book series) [Thru the Badger Hole,

Grand Opening, Fashion Forward, The Gift of Fashion]

The Remembrance Wall

Wedding Fashions - May 2021

Treasured Knowledge - Oct 2021

Dirty Bucket Brewery - Oct 2021

Alastair and the Dungeon - late 2021

A Matter of Trust  - late 2021

Kitten in Waiting - 2022

Death Walking - 2022

Clingon - 2022

Najeer  - 2022

Echoes of Knowledge - 2022

Becoming Sephera

When Beauty is More than Skin Deep

A Learning Experience (book 6)

You Just Go On - 2021

Life Rebuilt - Late 2021

New Paths - TBD

Standard of Honor

Rediscovering Heritage, Forging New Traditions

Shade of Honor

Coven Codex

Floating in Time

Road to Honor

Bridge to Honor - Apr 2021

Carp EDM - Nov 2021

Familiar Magic

When Magic is a Team Effort

Familiar Shadows

Familiar Trials - Fledgling

Familiar Travels

Unfamiliar Pathways 

Familiar Enemies

Familiar Trials - Expert - June 2021

Familiar Trials - Master - 2021

Familiar Trials - Adept - 2021

Cookbooks

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Marcella’s Garden Cookbook [Potluck Perils](with Kris Endicott)

Marcella’s Summer Bounty Cookbook [Diet of Doom](with Kris Endicott)

Marcella’s Autumn Harvest [Sanctuary]

Tasting Sampler

A Food Palate - Holiday Heartwarmers

Taking it on the Road

Your Goose is Cooked [The Great Turkey Hunt]

Let Them Eat Pie [Kuchen in the Kitchen]

Baba’s Kitchen [Kitchen Helpers]

Anthologies

The Expanding Universe: An Exploration of the Science Fiction Genre [An Attitude Adjustment]

Against the Tide [Judgment and Despair]

Inanna’s Circle: Flight of Imagination - Thru the Darkness [We Are Not Prey]

Inanna’s Circle: The Game Begins [A Learning Experience]

Holiday Heartwarmers: An Anthology of Short Stories [Time of Gifting]

Mysterious Hearts [Heart of Stone]

Cyber War: Digital Battlefield [The Backup]

CyberWar: Black Ice [CyberCoda]

CyberWar: Byte Conflict [CyberSong]

Phoenix Fantasy [The Quiet Pool]

Phoenix Imagining [Deceptive Practices]

The Goblin and the Grocer [Balancing Costs]

Prime Peek I [Gazillipede]

Haunted Hearts I [Echoes of Past Love]

Silent Thanks [A Thousand Flowers]

Shadowed Light [Death Walking]

Traveling Man [Daytripping]

Powerhouse Punch [Mara’s Honor]

Sensorium I [Recharge]

King of Cats [Over the Garden Fence]

Footsteps in the Snow [Knit One Claw Two]

Spirit of Thanks [Cranberry Stuffing]

The Hand You Were Dealt [Destinations]

The Imp Prince [The Mechanic Prince]

Treated to Tricks [Everyone Loves Halloween]

Tricky Treats [Traditions of Childhood]

Special Kind of Love  [Still Air and Soaring Wings]

Let Them Eat Pie [Kuchen in the Kitchen]

Your Goose is Cooked [The Great Turkey Hunt]

Janus Speaks [To Spin a Thread]

Fireside Tales [All I Want for Christmas]

Ticking of the Phoenix Clock [A Man’s Got to Do]

Weekend at Cupid’s [Misfire and Consequences, Keystone Concierge, Success and Challenge]
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Keep Connected

Keeping connections is so important today in our digital world. Readers can always reach me at taki@technologymage.com, or by signing up for my newsletter at http://www.technologymage.com.  I promise that one of these days I will actually stop writing long enough to publish one!

My blog is at http://www.takidrake-author.com/.

If you would like to learn more about the Phoenix Prime program or authors, please visit  pprcollective.com and look for her book-related merchandise here!

Thanks for joining me for this brief time.

Cheerfully, Taki
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